





The bright-eyed lad becomes a man,
The bonny lass a woman shines,
And leave behind both doll and dream.

It matters not that you grow old,

That ghoul and witch are night-told tales;
It matters not for anything.

Believe it then.

Believe it now.

It matters not what you believe. What matters is what you forgot:

The sun will shine on loch and kirk, But in the dark, child, Something stirs.

Part One



WHEN WE WERE YOUNG
ONE

Nobody died until Eddie Roman screamed.
TWO

A mild night in November, though not so mild that the season was forgotten. Dead leaves stirred in gutters
at the touch of a breeze, dead leaves on branches just waiting for a wind. The air dill damp after a sudden
day-long rain. Puddes quiveing. Neon hissng. A svdl dog, muddy and white with a wire tail and pointed snout,
rooting in the garbege Ieftin an dley behind a dossd Chinese restaurant. A large c&t, bedraggied and white with a puffed tall
and flattened muzzle, tightroping the chain-link fence around the Litile League fidd A car bedkfiring, and severd
yaug voices in it laughing hysterically, a beer can spinning into the guitter, rattling across the bars of a storm
drain before settling against the curb. A wheezing bus staling at a traffic light, the driver swearing, his four
passengers saying nothing, only staring out the windows at the shops long since emptied. On a poncho behind the
high schod, inthe middle of the gridiron, a boy and a girl playing out a dare, though the gil hed less quaims abaut
firdlly teking off her clothes.

A haze that blurred dl the lights, even the stars, especially the low and hazy hanging moon.

On adark street a boy in a black leather jacket, collar tumed up, hands jammed ino his black jeans pockets with
thumbs hanging aut, walking domy, tuming around evary ten yards or so and looking back, into the dark, turning
around and kicking morosaly at the shadows. His boots, bulky and black, made too much noise, their pointed
chrome studs catching too much of the diffused light when he glanced down at the pavement. His jeans
were too thin, too cold when a breeze swung out of a driveway and dapped against his calves. And he
should have listened to his mother's nagging, should have worn some kind of sweater; but no, not him, he
was tough, he was cool, he knew he could stand it when the unseasonable warmth findly deserted the
night, he could take the chill as the warmth bled from concrete and blacktop and wood and his bones, he didn't need
any damn sweater. He was tough. He could take it.

He shivered.

He was a jerk.

He looked back again, this time only over his shoulder, and resigned himsdlf to the fact that Laine wasn't
going to bethere. She wouldnt fdlow him Shewoudnt chese im. She wouldn't throw herself at his feet and beg his
forgive-ness. She wouldn't call out his name, from back there in the dark, and make him fedl less like a total
jackass. She was going to see this anger thing through, make him suffer.

He stopped at an intersection and looked east, toward Summit Boulevard, thinking maybe he should walk
up there and catch a bus. Otherwise he'd have to wak dl the way to the South End, another half hour at
least, and probably freeze half to death before he got there. Plus which, he'd catch haly hell from his father
for being out so late on a school night. Which would serve her right. Serve them dl right. On the other



hand, walking would give him timeto cod off, thirk alitle and give her along chance to change her mind and chase
him.

Frustrated, he scratched angrily through his ducktailed black hair, sniffed hard, and turned down Lamb
Street, heels forcefully loud, his whistle less a recognizable tune than a series of dares to the neighborhood
to complain.

It made him feel better.

Not much, but better, and by the time he had gone three blocks more he had almost forgotten why he
was being stupid enough to walk when al he had to do was drop a quarter in the damn collection box and
let the bus driver take him practically to his door.

Almog.

"Idiot!" he whispered to his shadow. "Cogtello, you're a goddamn idiot."

He lashed out at a tree trunk, pulling his punch just in time.

She aways did this to him, dl the time, always made him feel one thing, then another, and left him
hanging like a jerk, not knowing which way to turn. Eddie was right. Women, sometimes, just don't
understand guys. They read some books, they listen to some teachers, they figure they got it al nailed.
Especialy guys. But they can't get into a guy's head, that's for damn sure. So they play games, brain
games, and sometimes they're lucky and everybody's cool, and sometimes they just drive him up the
goddamn wall.

Eddie was right.

Women aren't human.

Another street, a third, and the breeze kicked him again, blew hair into his eyes, made him hunch his
shoulders.

He wasn't so sure about this part of town, wasn't sure he liked it so late at night. His own neighborhood
was amost entirely rowhouses, old and faded, with one or two regular homes so narrow they looked like
the rest. Here in the Manor, dl the houses were settled behind fences, hedges, shrubs, trees, once in a
while a low fieldstone or brick wall tangling with ivy. A place 20 nedt it didnit seem real. Most of the windows were
dark, carsin their garages or, on those rare blocks where the houses were too close together, settled at the
curbs, reflecting the streetlights and giving back false color.

His street had a voice most nights of the year, guys hanging out, girls hanging with them, radios and
televi-dons, couples sSreaming & each ather, dd people scream-ing back, cars racing, cats spitting and screaming.
It had a life, he thought; this place is like a graveyard.

It's too quiet.

He paused for a moment, to listen to some hirds arguing in an evergreen.

Quiet.

He looked behind him.

Nothing back there but the dark.

Maybe this wasn't such a good idea after dl.

He came abreast of atdl barberry hedge, taller than he, and he did his best to ignore it, thinking instead
about how he would give Laine tomorrow morning to make up her mind to catch up with him in school, to
apologize, before he tried to find a date for Friday night. Maybe Tang Porter. A quick grin. Boy, would
Laine be pissed. Worse; she'd raise hdl, want to know what the hdl he thought he was doing, going out
with someone else, didn't he love her anymore?

He rubbed the back of his neck.

Well, he wasn't so sure about the love part, but he definitely didn't want to see anyone but her. Not
regular. Teach her alesson, was dl. Like Eddie says, you gotta keep 'em in ling, don't let 'em take you for
granted. That's the way they used to do it, before dl this sensitive crap started and women started acting
more weird than ever.

What was funny, though, was that Eddie Roman didn't have a steady. Not since he had caled at the
beginning of the summer, said he had this humongoudy great idea out of which, within a week, the Pack
had been born. Since then, the guy had been pretty much on his own. Oh, he dated now and then, dways hed a
gl when the Pack went down to the movies on the boulevard Strip, or to the Starlite Diner just to hang. But
there wasn't anyone special.

"Like to spread myself around, Joey," he explained once, before school started. "Keep one to mysdlf, al
the others tear my throat out, you know what | mean?"

"You got it."

"Bulldit”



Eddie had laughed, slapped and grabbed his shoulder. Hard. "Yeah. But what the hdl, at least | don't
have no stupid ring through my nose."

Joey didnt like that. Laine didn't have a ring through his nose, his ears, his bdls, any damn place. He did
what he wanted. It just happened that, most of the time, what he wanted happened to be what Laine
wanted. No big dedl.

A gust rattled the trees, and droplets spattered his head, his face. He danced into the open, dapping the
water away, cursing until he found himself facing the hedge.

A rustle.

Quick; nothing more.

Not exactly a footstep.

More like a gliding.

Cat, he decided, and moved on.

Heard it fdloning.

Rustle. Snap.

On the far side of a driveway, the hedge higher, not redly trimmed, a twig snagging his jacket until he
dapped it away.

Something on the other side, untouched by a streetlamp that created black caves between the tiny black
leaves.

One of the Pack out to tease him.

Furtive. Quick.

Qud.

It wasn't them. They never would have been able to stop from laughing for so long.

A breeze carried something light and wet to tickle his nedk, and he ydped, goun wildy, goun agan and ren a few
sumbling steps, giggling when he findly passed the ragged end of the hedging, tuming and laughing once hed run
another ten yards.

Aca.

It had been a cat.

He hadn't seen it, but he knew it.

It had only been a cat.

Now ligten, Cogtdlo, he said to his shadow, hands back in his pockets, you're being a jerk-off here, man.
You get into alittle fight, you're letting a stupid damn cat spook you, for god's sake. You're a big boy now,
right? Like Momma says, practically a man, and men don't let things like cats in hedges spook them.

Right?

He nodded sharply.

Right

S0 get your ass home before your mather tearsif off and hangs it in the hall.

Ginning, hewaked, and yavned unexpectedly, laughed doud when his jaw popped.

Quiet.

The creak of a branch.

A wink of light, low to the ground.

Y ou're spooking yourself, pd.

Damrigt.

He passed another hedgewall, trimmed low this time, and glanced at it warily.

Something was behind it.

No there wasn't.

"Dam."

The soft sound of a leaf pressed under a careful foot.

Y es there was.

When his pace quickened, boots too loud, he tried to dow down, teling himsdlf that this was his town,
damnit, itwan't s damn big there waanit anything init he couldntt recognize, even in the damn dark.

The air gtirred into a breeze he could barely feel against his cheek, but the top of the hedge shook for a
moment as if someone, something, was trying to climb over.

He stared.

The shaking stopped.

Damnit, it's a cat.

Another leaf crushed.



Not it isn't.

Of courseitis.

When the hedge was left behind, the noise-stopped.

Nothing there. Yes thereis.

"Ha" he sd laudly.

Scare it away; make it vanish.

He didn't look back.

Instead, he moved faster, thinking it would be the weekend before he got home if he didn't haul ass, and
his dd man woud ground him for the next hundred yeers jut for grins. He grunted. Actualy, not much chance of
that, pradicdly no way in hell. Grounding would meen hed have to stay home, wouldn't be able to work at the old
man's truck yard after school and on weekends, and his father depended too much on his free labor to do
that. He didn't much care, not dl the time, because it gave him the chance to wark his megic. What Laine cdled
hismagic. Look a an engine, dare it to screw up, and when it did, take out his tools and do a surgeon job on it.
No motor, no engine, not a goddamn thing that had moving parts died while Joseph Francis Costello was on
duty.

Soon he'd be able to do it to his own motorcycle; as soon, that is, as Momma got over her thinking that
only punks and ex-cons and drug dealers used them these days. Soon he'd have his own bike to work his
magic on, turn it into a frigging rocket, take him out of this frigging place.

"Laine, don't say that, okay? It isn't magic."

"Itis" she inssted. "Some people do magic with numbers, some do it with rabbits and hats, you do it with
motors. | don't care what you say, it's magic.”

Okay, he had conceded, s0 it's magic.

He bowed to the houses, to the street, turned around and bowed to the dark. When he straightened, he
stopped, adight frown nearly closing one eye.

He was on Eddi€e's block.

Now how the hell had he managed that?

A police siren cried, and was amost immediately fol-lowed by a fire engine's high and low wailing.

A quick crossing of his fingers—please, God, let it be the school—and he hurried on.

There was no temptation to stop at the Romans and say hi. None at al. For one thing, he saw enough of
Mr. Roman in sthod. Though he never hed him for ay hidary classes, Jon Roman seemed like he was
everywhere—in the hals, in the cafeteria, out in the yard—just when Joey was about to do something the
schoal didn't like. Like breathe, for god's sake.

For another, for the last couple of weeks, Eddie had been acting redly strange. Bizarre. When he was
with the Pack, he stayed in the background, not saying much, not laughing, not teasing Tang about al her
hair or Pancho about hisgut, not daing much of anything exogpt danding there; and when they were alone, waking
home from schoal, he acted like he was walking on a bed of exposed wires that someone every so often
sent some juice through. He was jumpy, sweaty, and nothing Joey could say would coax an explanion. If it was
dope, Joey might understand it, but Eddie, like the others, wasn't that far gone.

Dumb but not stupid, like his old man always said.

Okay, alittle peculiar maybe, that's al. Just this side of a little bit weird. They had to be, though, right,
dressing like they'd been warped back to the Fifties, listening to the Big Bopper and Lithe Richard, tdling dephant
and knock-knock jokes, Barnaby even going so far asto try to corner the market on anything and everything
that had to do with James Dean. Katie spending dl her allowance on what she caled atom-bomb-bug
movies and scaring herself shitless once a week and twice on Sundays. Laine letting Fern make her a
poodie skirt even.

Peculiar.

But not that bad.

So what the hell was wrong with Eddie?

He didnt know, and it hed begun to make him uncom+-fortable just to be near the guy. He looked, in fact, like that
nut case on cable, on the old TV show, who was running away, evary wesk for damn eve, from the aop who
neve, ever, stopped coming.

He looked like he was being chased.

He looked like he was haunted.

Oh Chrigt, Cogtello, knock it the hell off.

He decided to take the next corner, the hdl with it, and go on to Summit, catch a bus. If, by some
miserable mirade, Eddie was locking out a window or something, he didn't want to be spotted. Not tonight. Tonight
was—



He froze when he heard the scream.

" Josusl”

So high and dhrill it was sexless.

He swallowed hard and looked around, hands opening and closing, opening and closing.

He didn't know how, but he knew it was Eddie.

Another scream that hung in the dark; it didn't fade, it had been cut off.

That one wasn't Eddie at all.

Immediately, Joey sprinted down the sidewalk, willing himsdf not to think, swerving at last into the
Romans' driveway and dowing as he stared up at a lighted window on the second floor. Shades down.
Curtain drawn. That was Edde's father's room. He tdd himsdlf he didh't bdong here, that someone else must have
heard it and was cdling the cops right now. But he couldn't get rid of the scream, and, when he noticed
other lightsin other houses snapping on, he ran around the side of the house toward the back.

Someone screamed.

Fear and anger.

An unpainted stockade fence stretched from the side of the house to the neighbor's rose hedge. The gate
was unlocked, and he shoved it open, ran a few steps, and in trying to stop, skidded on the wet grass to his
hands and knees.

Sonofabitch, he thought, looked up, and didn't move.

The back door was open, kitchen light escaping over a concrete stoop and three concrete steps, faling
on the lawn, turning the air and the grass grey.

Eddie good in the midde of the gow, sringy black har in dligening tangles over his face and shoulders, his bladk [eather
jacket torn at both shoulders. He had no pants on, no shoes, no shirt.

"I gat him" the boy dedared hoarsdy, penting, paining at the open door.

His face was mottled with exertion.

He carried a hatchet in one hand.

"Got him, Joey. Oh man, | got him."

Joey amogt threw up he was so scared, but he held up a hand instead, padm out. "Okay, Eddie, okay. It's
cool man, it's cool."

Eddie stepped back, swung the hatchet lazily in front of him. The blade was dark, and dark dripped from
the stedl, the haft, and the hand that held it.

"Got him," Eddie whispered.

Joey moved to stand, and the boy glared at him, freezing him with one knee off the ground. Again he
raised his hand. "Okay, Eddie, okay, take it easy. It's me, dl right? It's Joey, man, don't do anything stupid.”

The hatchet swung side to side.

Penduum

Catching the light, diding into shadow.

"Eddie, where's your dad?'

Eddie sniffed, wiped a sleeve over his face. Something dark smeared over hislips and chin. "In there."

Sdeto side.

Joey looked at the door. He could see a corner of the table, part of the refrigerator, a length of the
counter and the cabinets over it. "Where?"

Catching the light.

The boy sniffed again. "There."

Joey felt a cramp threaten his right leg; he shifted, and when Eddie scowled, he said, "Aw, c'mon, man,
it's cold down here, okay? I'm not gonna hurt you, you know that. | ain't gonna do anything." He swallowed
hard, his throat fdt packed with sand. "Ladk, I'm sanding up, right? You got the ax, what the hdl you figure I'm going
to do, pull a damn cannon?"

He stood.

Nothing moved in the doorway.

Beyond the light the back yard was black.

"Mr. Roman?' he called. "Hey, Mr. Roman, can you hear me?"

"Got him," Eddie whispered.

"Not me." Eddie shook his head quickly, twice. "Not me." He pointed at the house with the hatchet. "I
told him not to come in, see, but he wouldn't listen. Big man. Chrig, | told him, but he did anyway.” He
pulled the weapon to his chest and hugged it. "I had to save mysdlf."



"Sure, sure you did." Joey wanted to spit but his mouth was too dry. Wishing to hell someone would come
and get him out of here. Now.

In the distance, a siren.

Eddie's head snapped up, and Joey braced himself.

Then Eddie said, "Son of a bitch, they'll dl get killed, they're dl gonna die" and ran into the house.

Oh man, Joey thought, rubbing his fingertips hard againgt his jeans; oh man, Jesus help me.

Indecision forced him to take a hesitant step toward the street, made him shift his weight from one foot
to the other, made him take a deep breath and findly charge up the steps, burgting through the kitchen
entrance just in time to see Eddie spin around the newel post and vanish up the hdl staircase. He took a
step, whirled, yanked open several drawers and clawed through them before he found a knife.

It wasn't much better, but he felt better.

He didn't bother to move cautioudy because he could hear his friend up in the hdl, running, damming
doors, ydling incoherently; he took the stairs to the midway landing two at a time, and crouched there, a
hand trem-bling on the banister, looking up just as dl the lights went out.

Damn, he thought.

Then Eddie screamed.

Screamed again.

Run! Joey thought; Jesus God, run!

He moved upward, knowing that he was too dow and feding as if he were running too damn fast.
Listening. Straining, but hearing nothing.

He licked hislips.

Scraping; something sharp digging into wood, or bone.

He reached the top step and eased himsdf up against the wall.

Lake's gonnakill me; Momma's gonna skin me.

His vison adjusted from dark to shadow and, ill pressed against the wall, he switched the knife to his
other hand, sorubbed hispdm againg hisleg, and mede his way dong the carpeted hallway toward the room at the
far end.

Eddie's.

The door was open.

He switched the knife again, nearly lost it, closed his eyes and held it close againgt his chest.

Okay, he thought; okay, there are two ways to do this, Joey: wait for the cops, or be a hero.

There was no sound in there. The scraping had stopped; he couldn't even hear his own breathing.

Sweat dipped into his eyes. He blinked furioudy and tried to think. The light switch was just around the
frame, shoulder high. No; no, it wasn't. Yes; yes, it was. He could reach in, then flip it up, tum on the Roy Rogers
lamp Eddie kept on the dresser.

He raised his arm.

It was dark in there.

Reach in; flip it on; no sweat, no sweat.

He could smell something strong, too strong, and when he looked down, the light from Mr. Roman's
room drifted across the floor and let him see over the threshold. Only a few inches, but it was enough to
explode hile in his stomach.

Pressing harder against the wall, then, and breathing quick and selow, dmod penting; swellowing, doking, firdly
eqading with a soundess ay into a run, sumding back down the stairs, tripping in the front hal and faling herd
agang the doar, fumbling for the knab he couldnt get hold of because his hands were dick with sweat, his eyes
were ginging, there were barbs in his chest that kept him from taking a breath that wouldn't stab him.

The door opened.

Heran ousde legat off the amdl porch and fdl onto the grass. Dropping the knife. Hands and knees. Throwing
up and sobbing.

A herd hend grabbed his shoulder, someone gving im harsh orders while trying to yank him to his feet, but he
couldn't stop his stomach from trying to climb into his throat and he' kept fdling back down. The hand was
replaced by a gentler one, the voice softer, and he looked up, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand,
and sad, "Al? Oh Jesus, Al, Jesus God."

* * *

too much blood



he could hardly see anything because there was too much blood

Too much light; he couldn't see a thing because there was too much ligt, and it forced him to lower his heed and
stare at the kitchen table, wait for the light to fade so he could trace the erratic patterns in the worn
Formica top until he had to close his eyes.

"Joseph, are you dl right?"

For god's sake, no, Momma, he wanted to shout; I'm not al right Jesus Christ how the fuck do you think
I am what kind of goddamn stupidass quetion is that?

"Okay," he whispered. And shrugged. And picked up the glass of water his mother had placed before
him five minutes ago, drank, shuddered, he couldn't get rid of the sour taste, couldn't get rid of the smell.

The same hand rested on his shoulder, only this time it wasn't out there in the yard, people in overcoats
over their bathrobes standing on their lawns, drifting to the side-walks, the curbs, trying to see what was
going on, lights flaring from cruisers and an ambulance and static that carried voices he couldn't understand
. Thistime the hand telling him it was okay, take it easy, was right here in his own kitchen, and he looked
gratefully at his brother, tilted his head dightly, quickly, and looked at the table again.

The glass was empty.

He didn't remember drinking.

Opposite him, his mother held a cup in her hands but didn't use it; to his right his father held a cup and
sipped from it noisily. He looked at them dl and amost smiled. Uniforms, he thought; god, they're al
wearing uniforms, even in the middle of the stupid night.

His mother in her dark print dress covered the moment he walked into the house by a polka-dot apron
loosdly tied around her ample waist; his father in his rumpled plaid shirt opened midway down his chest,
white T-shirt stained with grease and something else; and his brother in his cop suit, the hat squared on the
table in front of him. No gunbelt here, though. Never a gunbdt. The first time he hed waked ino the house with
it Srgpped around hiswas and started for the kitchen, his mother, without raising her voice, screamed bloody
murder.

"That . . . that thing," she had declared, for dl she was proud of her oldest child, "does not go into my
kitchen, Al. That's the family place, and that gun never goes in there while I'm dive."

On a wood peg speciadly placed in the hdl by the front door, then. Murderers, thieves, terrorists,
arsonists— guns were dl right for them, but never in Momma's kitchen, not even if it was her son's.

"Joey," Al said, voice low. "Joey, are you sure?"

He shuddered air from his lungs—it seemed the only way to breathe anymore—and nodded.

"You sure?' his father asked hoarsely.

"Yes Poppa" he sad, tight with impetience. "'l didnit see anything. Not straight out. It was pretty dark, remember?’

He hadn't.

Just glistening blood streaked like a worm's tall across the part of the bedroom carpet that he could see.
Before he ran. Before he ran like hdl, like a baby, and the whole goddann neghborhood hed ssen him aying,
budbaing in his brother's arms. A detective had talked to him, a guy cdled Jorgen, but he hed been okay too. No
ydling, nat like thefirgt guy. Just quiet quesions until hetdd Al to teke the kid home. With no lood on his dathes, o dlood on the
krife Jorgen knew he was tdling the truth Which tdd him he was dad, thark you Gad, he hadhnt seen anything more, hednt
seen how bad it redlly had been in that room.

He anly knew thet Eddie was deed. So was Mr. Roman. And no one had gotten out of that room past him.

"You did a brave thing, going in there, Joey," Al told him. "Not too bright, but brave."

"Brave?" hismather said. Coffee dopped from her cup; she wiped it up with her apron. "Brave?' Her eyes were
puffed, bloodshot from crying. A curl of dark hair that wouldn't stay off her brow. "He could've been killed
, Al' My baby could've been cut to pieces in there! Some maniac could've cut his heart out, maybe—"

"Ma, c¢mon," Joey complained. He'd been listening to that song since his brother had brought him home.
She was right, but god, she didn't have to keep at it. She was always keeping at it. Never let go.

"Alfred, tell him," she appealed to his father.

Brother was always Al, Poppa was aways Alfred, he was Joseph when she decided he was in trouble,
Joey when he was her baby.

"Anma, why dont you judt let the boy done | think heés been through enough for one night."

"Poppds right, Momma. It's done now. Okay? It's dl over."

Joey agread with a weary bowing of his heed, and dared & his hends dagped on the tdble They were dean. With dl the
work at the truck yard, they were a little scraped, a little bruised, but always clean. Even under the nails.
Not like his father's. And sometimes he wondered if he was redly part of this family. The three of them,



and his sister too, married and moved away, they dl had darker skin, dl were stout while he was lean. The
only thing they had in common were their tempers and their thick hair.

Laine liked his hair.

Oh god, he thought, how am | gonnatdl her Eddie's dead and he probably killed his father?

too much ood too much light

* * *

He lay on his bed, his mother at the door.

"Youbedl right?'

"Yes, Ma, I'll be okay."

"Al didn't mean to keep asking. It's his job. He's a cop. He's got to find out who did this terrible thing."

"I know, Ma, | know."

She was a shadow, the hdl light behind her. "You shouldn't have gonein there." It wasn't a scold.

His hands lay ill at his sides, trembling from the effort not to turn into fists. "You didn't see him,
Momma. Before, | mean. He's my friend. He—"

"Okay," she said camly. "You want the door open?'

He never left the door open while he dept. This was his room, his lair, only his mother came in without
asking.

"Yegh. Qure gt for awhile dkay?' He amiled. "Soyou don't wake me later checking up on me.”

He fdt her amile without seeing it. "Sure" She started away, looked back. "You don't have to go to
school tomorrow, Joey. It's okay if you don't"

And she was gone, dragging her shadow behind her.

He knew he should have called Laine and the others right away despite how late it had been when Al
findly brought imhome, but hisfather hed made im diink some wine, strong wine, while his brother asked again the
guestions he couldn't begin to answer—are you sure you didn't see anyone? did you see anything, anything at
all? did you hear anything?—unil he suddenly redlized he couidnt keep his eyes open, and he had started to yawn.
His mother tried to get him to talk about what he wanted for Thanksgiving dinner next week. Al wanted to
know if he could bring a date. His old man wanted to be sure they were having pumpkin pie. Joey had
yawned again, so loudly his jaw popped, and his mother clapped her hands once, hustled Al out, made his
father lock al the doors and windows and took Joey updtairs fussing without saying athing.

Inthe maming, he decided; 1l cdll them inthe moming.

Then he heard Eddie's scream.

He saw the blood on the carpet.

He looked at the ceiling and said, "Got who, Eddie?" before fdling asleep without tailing off his clothes.

THREE

Town Hall squatted in the center of the commercid district, set back from Summit Boulevard by a wide,
paving-stone-and-oak-tree plaza marked with idands of redwood benches and tubtlooming flowers The building
itedlf wes pale marble and arched iron-frame windows, built in the Thirties with steps too wide for its height,
and ornate fluted columns flanking brass-framed entrance doors tal enough for a giant. There was no
dome—the roof was flat—but the checkerboard lobby was called the Rotunda anyway, and in its center, in
front of a staircase that fanned to the second floor, was a huge table upon which sat a glass-encased mode
titled Foxriver Then And Now.

A score of second-graders gathered around the display, shoving and poking as a guide in incongruous



gaudy uniform explained what the children could see clearly for themselves—an oblong town on a low
flat-topped hill whose dopes north and south were virtudly nonexistent as they bled into neighboring
communities, the western dope clearly steeper than the one facing east, and the river at the western base
like twisted colored paper much more attractive than the real thing.

A park with a frozen-ripple pond, toy trees, toy ducks, toy people teking waks Houses and blocks color-coded to
depict the town's higtorical eras, the developments north-west and north gleaming white to accentuate the doulding, in
less then hdlf a cantury, of the town's expansion, though there was nothing to show that now, and forever, there was
no place else to go.

Miniature pedestrians strolled the boulevard, miniature cars in the four lanes and parked at the curbs.
Miniature buses. Miniature trucks.

Voices echoed softly.

Somedf the children, bared with the droning lecture and not wanting to be here athough it was margindly better
than being in schooal, tried to find their own houses, whispering to their friends, tapping the glass, while the
teacher tried to keep others from using the marble floor as an impromptu skating rink.

Scott Byrns knew how they fdt. If you're going to miss school, you shouldn't have to have a lesson
anyway. That wasn't fair. It should be a law. Otherwise, what was the point? No school was for deeping
late, forgetting about classes, and hanging out with friends. He stood by the entrance, beneath a large
bronze plague which listed the names of those who had served and died during the Ssoond Warld War, ad
wished he werent here Thisplace was too much like a funeral parlor—hushed, smelling funny, people moving around
asthough they were waking on eggs.

Eddie's dead.

He rubbed a hand over his eyes, rubbed the pam hard and fast over his cheek until he felt a burning-Joey
had called him just before he'd left the house, but Scott already knew about it. It had been on the radio
while he had breakfast, it would probably be on TV tonight, and dl through the local paper—but none of it
made it real. Especialy the part about Eddie being a killer. But then, Joey hadn't made much sense during
the short conversa-tion. Scott's mother had nearly freaked when she found out, freaked again when he told
her he was going down to the police station to meet his friend.

"You'e not," she said. "I don't mind you not going to school, dear, it's a terrible thing, but you are not
going to the police dtation."

"Mom, for pete's sake, he didn't do anything."

"Of course not. Not Joey. Joey walks on water."

He glared at the floor instead of her, ralling his shoul-ders beneath his black jacket. It wasn't leather. Not
even imitation. They couldn't afford the real thing until his mother graduated and got the job she wanted;
but Eddie hadn't complained and so no one else had either.

"He's my friend," he said, careful not to let his voice get high.

"Scott, | didn't let you stay home just so you could wander around town. You dont even want to tdk to meg 0
what good isit going to do seeing Joey if you don't even want your own mother?"

"Aw, ¢'mom, Mom, it's not that | don't want you," he said, this time looking at her, trying not to plead,
trying to keep his voice steady. "Eddi€'s dead. He was my friend. Joey's, too. | just gotta see him."

He had walked out of the house without being stopped, hadn't looked back, hadn't said a word to anyone
since or looked anyone in the eye.

The teacher clapped her hands.

Echoes, this time sharp.

The children thanked the guide in sweet unison, giggled when he clicked his heels and saluted them, and
alowed themselves to be led up the stairs, the teacher sternly promising them a visit with the mayor if they
were good.

Echoesfading.

Theguidetook doff his cgp and wiped hishrow, waked away, vanishing into a room under the staircase.

Scott closed his eyes briefly, blew out a breath, blew out another, and pointedly did not look to his left, to
the inside entrance to the police station—a pair of pebbled-glass doors used by those who didn't mind being
seen. Six years ago, his father had gone in through those same doors and hadn't come ouit.

C'mon, Joey, he thought impatiently; come on, man, let's go.

A shadow behind the doors, profile distorted by the irregular contours of the panes.

He straightened quickly and lifted a hand when Joey stepped into the Rotunda and yanked angrily at his
suit jacket, yanked his knit tie away from his collar.

Wow, Scott thought.

"Hey," Joey said when he saw him.



Scott nodded, and they hurried outside, Joey three inches taller but not as broad across the shoulders,
blinking once at the ill-bright light, holding their breath against the damp chill. The plaza was empty, but
the sidewalks and street were filled with traffic, some heading for the shops and offices here in town, most
of the rest for the highway malls.

They paused on the top step, turned away from a clear-sky wind that wound around the pillars and
dapped against their backs. When it was done, they faced the street again.

"l hate cops," Joey muttered, yanking at histie again.

Scott figured the suit was his mother's idea, coming adone his father's. "So what'd you say?"

"What the hdl could | say? | didnit see hardy anything” He grimaced. "A formality. Jesus. The first cop there
threw up dl over the damn place, and I'm a frigging formality."

"At least they don't think you did it."

Joey lifted a who cares shoulder and started down, Scott following a step behind. On the way across the
plaza he heard it dl, from the fight with Laine about her little brother, Dale, to the walk home, to the
scream, and more. More than he wanted to hear, and he was guilty, and he was glad, that he hadn't been
a the house. He snapped his collar up, fisted his hands in his pockets, watched the paving stones pass
beneath his boots until they reached the sidewalk. Then he leaned back againgt the low retain-ing wall that
raised the plaza above street level and waited until Joey lit a cigarette, blew smoke angrily at the sky,
kicked at the wall.

"So now what?'

"l don't know."

"The cops say anything about a funeral, something like that?'

Joey shook his head. "But | gotta get out of these clothes, man. They're strangling me."

Soatt amiled. One-sided. Something held picked up from a movie held seen. Unless you knew him, you couldn't tel
if he was being arrogant or not; he liked it that way. It was like wearing a mask.

"You talk to Laine already?' he asked.

Joey blew smoke at him. "Y eah. She's stayed home too. Gonna see her later."

e

He watched the traffic, watched the pedestrians, amiled at those who glanced at him and Joey, standing
there looking like they were ready to rob a bank, mug an old lady, probably figuring they were skipping
classes or something and were just waiting to be arrested. They hated that, the amiling nicely. They didn't
know what to do. Only the old ones smiled back.

"S0," he said. "What about the others?"

"They aready know."

"Oh." There was something different now, something not right. "So, we gonna meet or what?"

"| donit know. How the hdl should | know? Il cdl you, okay ?*

"Sure, right." Something , . . Joey smoked.

Shock, Scott decided; nothing's different, it's just the shock of hearing about one of your best friends. So
what do they do now? Stand here dl day and freeze to death? Who would they talk to? The guys, yeah, but
who else? Not his mother, that's for sure. She thought the Pack was an idiot idea in the first place, kept
cdling him a sheep, making fun though she never serioudy tried to stop him. So who? There were no
Romans left. Nobody to cal so he coud say he was sorry, nabody to cdl to find out about the viewing, the burying,
the church, dl that. No one to tell him how he was supposed to fedl.

Right now he felt empty.

Nathinginsde.

No compulsion to cry, no desire to hit someone, no overwhelming need for company or someone's
shoulder.

Nathing

Joey flicked the unfinished cigarette into the gutter and spat dryly, rubbed a sleeve under his nose. "Al
sad ..." He cleared his throat, looked up and down the street.

Several pairs of brakes signaled a near-accident at the traffic light, and Scott realized how noisy it was
downtown—all the cars, the buses, the trucks passing through, people taking, people caling, footsteps so
loud you could hardly hear yoursdf think. Jeez, was it always this loud? If it was, why hadn't he heard it
before?

"You ligening to me, Byrns?'

Scott stared him, trying to focus on the shock of hair carefully furrowed down over Cogdlo's forehead.



He amost giggled. Eddie actually used a ton of hair grease to keep his wave and tail in place; Joey used his
mother's unscented hairspray.

Used to use.

Eddie's dead.

"What the hdll you looking at?'

He shook his head. His own hair was too fine, too light, to be worn that way. Long, yes, but not that way.
And he'd be hanged first before he used hairspray just to force it the way the Pack thought it should be.
Instead, it dl just kind of lay there, faling naturally in long waves, drawing comments from the girls—god, |
wish mine looked like that—and the guys—oh, Scottie, | wish mine looked like that too—and generaly
making his life miserable.

Joey shoved his shoulder, and held it. "Hey!"

"You hear me?'

"Yeah," he said, pushing the hand away. "Y ou were talking about your brother."

Joey looked at him as if he couldn't quite figure him out, then gestured in disgust. "Right. He said—I
heard him taking to the old man before | left—he said that Jorgen told him—that's the detective | told you
about—he said Jorgen said Eddie probably killed his rather with that ax he had."

"Oh shit."

A shadow floated over the street, crawling over car roofs, crawling up and down the lampposts.

"Yegh, tdl meabout it. But he sad they didnt know who killed Eddie.”

Scott's eyes widened. "What? But on the phone you said something about killing himsdf." He stopped,
swallowed hard. Suicide. "l mean, you said—"

"l know what | said, okay? | was wrong, o sue me." Joey hadn't noticed the hesitation; he blew into the
wind, shaking his head. "But there wasn't anybody else there, Scottie." His voice was amost pleading. "I
swear to God, there wasn't anybody else there but me and Eddie. All | can figure is, the guy that nailed him
must've gotten out the window. Shit, | don't know." Before Scott could answer, could tdl him that couldn't
be, it was two stories up, the cops would've gotten him if he'd jumped, Joey grabbed his arm and pulled.
"C'mon, walk me a little, dl rigt?I just gottaget these dothes off before they kill me.”

Scott knew, then, where he had to be.

"As far as the park, okay?"

"Sure. 1 don't care.”

It was along walk, and before they'd gone two blocks, Scott began to get annoyed that no one paid them
any attention. Their best friend had just died, had just been killed, and no one seemed to care. They read it
in the papers, and they went shopping anyway .

He felt something surge then.

He didn't like it.

And he didn't tak at dl as they threaded in and out of pedestrian traffic, heads down, every so often
shaking their heads as if they both knew they were walking through a nightmare thet would end before Joey gat aut
d his suit, and he got into the park. They both knew it, and when they reached the stone wadl that
surrounded it, overhung with barren tree branches and branches of shrubs long since without blossoms, they
dragged their hands aong it, fedling the cold, the ridges, the bits of dried mortar that pattered to the ground.
At the entrance, nahing more then awide gap flanked by unedomed pillars Joey rubbed a hand under his nose.

"Don't do nothing until | cal.”

"Sure. No problem."

"Y ou gonna be able to get out tonight?"

Scott resented the question, resented the implication. "Don't worry about it."

Joey nodded. "Right." He looked into the park and walked away, quickly gone, not looking back.

Scott turned quickly as well and followed the blacktop path that led toward the park's center. His
breathing eased, the November scent of damp earth and dying trees, needles on the ground, brittle leaves in
his way, made him feel better. His place, this was, and had been since the day his father had left. Foxriver
Park, not quite one hundred acres of grass and trees, a smal badlfidd, shrub-lined tarmac paths that were
sdldom dtraight for more than twenty yards, and in the middle, at the heart of a dight depression, a large
irregular' pond where fathers sailed their kids boats, and the kids threw bread bdls at the fat ducks living
there. From each prime compass direction the main paths left the surrounding trees and dropped gently to
jananather, thisof inad brick, thet fdlowed the ponds dightly irregular bank, redwood benches and wire trash bins
under chestnuts and willows on the easy dope, a few lingaing doffice workers, and some kids playing soccer with a



partidly deflated basketball.

His place; where he could daydream, think, plan, without some teacher butting in, without his mother
feeling his brow for a fever. The Pack knew it. When one of them found him here, they would leave him
aone until he smiled that smile, or said something; they knew him; they were patient.

He found an empty bench at the north end and stared at the water, felt the chill, ignored a fly that buzzed
his chin.

Okay, he thought, so now what, Byrns?

His left hed tapped the ground rapidly. His mother cdlled it his cat's tail, always moving when he was
tense and needed to do something and didn't know what it was. He allowed himsdf a quick grin. There
were times when she wasn't dl that bad, not realy. He knew in his head she was doing the best she could,
what with school and the house and his medical expenses and dl. Yet there were times—god, were there
times—when he wanted to scream at her, dap her, tdl her he was sick and tired of hearing about when
she was a kid too because the world out there wasn't the same anymore.

Like now—Eddi€e's dead. Killed his father and . . . what? Was murdered too? But how could that be?
Joey said . . . Joey said . . . how could that be?

Thisis going to be one miserable Thanksgiving.

His right eye burned, and he pressed the hedl of his hand to it, pushed it until he gasped at an unexpected
sharp pan that filled the park with pinwheels. Dumb, he scolded himsdf; dumb. But he knew he was
supposed to cry. God, isn't that what people did when their best friends died? Cry? Scream or something?
Throw things around? Sowhy couldnt he ay? Why couldnt he fed something?

"You'e different,” his mother told him. Forever. "Y ou're not like those other kids."

She meant Joey and Laine and Tang and Pancho and Katie and Bamaby and Fern. And Eddie Espedaly Edde

"You're going to get hurt, Scott. 1 just don't want you to get hurt."

She meant that, because most of his left leg wasn't real, he couldnt be normal; she meant that he
couldn't, shouldn', take chances. Risk was forbidden. Impulse had to be chained. He should stay home
instead. Study hard. Graduate in eighteen months, get a scholarship, and go on to college, preferably close
to home. Where she could watch him.

Absently he rubbed his thigh just above the place where the prosthetic fixed to his knee.

He waited for the tears.

On the other side of the circular path, where the grassy bank held a steeper angle down to the water,
two women in floppy sunhats, loose cardigans, and stained garden pants knelt with a shopping bag between
them. From it they pulled rolls and dlices of bread to feed over a dozen ducks with caps oarkling like pdished
emaddsand who hadn't left yet for the winter, and two plump and voca geese who seemed determined to
snap off the women's fingers.

He'd seen the ladies before, lots of lines. He had a feding this was what they did dl day, this was the
way they made the time pass. They weren't like the others, though, the ones who lived on the streets.
These people looked like they had a house to go home to; the others—like the little black guy who called
himsdf Blade, and the artist, and the pretty woman who called herself a queen— they had a look about
them. A mask like his smile. Eddie didn't like them; for some reason, though, they aways talked to Scott.

"Hey!" one of the women complained when the gander suddenly spread its huge wings and frightened the
ducks into noisy flight. "You mind your manners, you pillow bastard."

"Maziel" the second scolded.

"Wdl, he's a pig, Erma," Mazie said, looked up at Scott and said, "You, boy, ain't he a pig?'

Startled, surprised they even knew he was there, he grinned and nodded.

A smdl cloud took away a corner of the sun, darkening the water, shade and weeds spreading across
the shalows likedried Hood The illuson vanished when the doud dd, a scant second later, but it was enough to St
him up.

That feeling again—everything looked so normal that something couldn't be right. Dumb. Truly dumb. He
bunched his hands in his pockets.

The gander honked his impatience at being served.

Mazie deftly shredded aroll and tossed him dl the pieces.

The second goose was chased away.

Emafed it with breed and alow gentlewhidle that ket it from fleeing again.

Scott watched their hands as they worked, liver-spotted, long fingers, he watched their arms, whips
when they threw the food; he heard something behind him and looked quickly, too quickly, and his neck



muscles nearly cramped. The dense shrubbery—laurel, evergreen, something with thorns that had more
than once snagged hishands—tha blodked the main path quivered, a leef fdll, the sound of a smal dog snuffling and
searching and someone caling for it angrily, jingling a metal leash.

Another doud, much larger, and the water tumed todull dlate.

A short man in a well-worn cardigan stepped carefully off the path and stood above the women, leaning
on a stained bamboo cane. His scalp where it showed through a few strands of grey was mottled and
peding.

The geese fled.

"Wel, damn, Calvin, you scared them." Mazie pushed herself wheezing to her feet, and Scott noted her
age in the jowls, the deep lines around her eyes, in the way her ldt hand dook as she reached for the beg. "You
dwaysdo that. Y ou always scare them away, you old fool."

"Hate 'em,” the man grumbled. Licked hislips. Spat toward the water. "Nasty birds. Kill one, well have it
for dinner next week. | don't want any dark meat, though. | hate dark meat. Stringy. Like Erma."

"Thet'sturkey, you dupid dd fart. You have agoose for Christmas, don't you know anything?”

"Turkey, goose, who cares, | hate 'em al."

Erma—Scott decided she could be Mazi€'s twin except that she was so thin—swept her lap clear of
crumbs and held on to her hat as she stood. Easily. Gracefully. Without a word she took the man's elbow
and guided him unpro-testing back onto the path. Then she smiled at Scott. The man squinted at him, his
lower lip trembling, his free hand swiping lightly at his chest as if he too had crumbs to scatter, until Mazie,
from his other side, fumbled in his shirt pocket, pulled out a pair of glasses, and set them none-too-gently on
his nose. A moment later, he reared back and frowned.

Triplets, Scott thought; man, they could be triplets.

"Hey, | know you" Calvin sad, painting shekily with the cane. ™Y ou work in the market, down the boulevard, yes?"
His lips moved soundlessly, testing words; then: "Relbeth. Tom Relbeth's place, right?’

Scott was surprised. "That's right.”

"Oh," exclaimed Erma. "That store next to the news-paper place, the one with dl the dirty magazines!"

He grinned and nodded.

Another cloud merged with the second before the sun could escape.

"Yourethekid, | know | know, hang an aminute, youre the kid whose father took dl that money from the berk, am | right?
Couple years back, eight, maybe ten?' The man flapped his cane, demanding an answer.

The grin became a strained smile.

A breeze rippled the pond.

"Knew it was you. Tom told me." He closed one eye. "Killed himsdf, right? In jal, right?"

Mazie reached for his arm; Calvin shook it away.

"So they trust you at the market, huh, boy? That Communist Relbeth trusts you, dressed like that? They
don't figure you'l steal from—"

"Supper," said Mazie sharply, tugging Calvin free, pulling him down the walk. "We got to make supper.”
Her goodbye smile was quick, dmogt a grimace.

"Damnit, I'm not hungry," the old man complained loudly. "I got gas."

Mazie laughed and hugged his shoulders. "Honey, you haven't had gas in forty years, not with my
cooking."

"Hell | haven't."

She laughed again and dapped at his leg with the bag.

Erma watched them, took a step up the dope as she fussed shyly with her blouse's collar. "Don't mind
him," she gpdogized quidly, Snoardy, lodking & him sdeways. "He il thinks boys your age should be wearing short
pants." A look away, a glance back. "I knew your father a little, you know. | talked to him at the bank al
the time."

He didn't know what to do; he nodded.

"The nicest one there," she told him, till quiet, as if she were afraid the others would hear. ™Y ou wouldn't
remem-ber, but | was at the funera!"

Oh god, lady, go away, he begged slently; please go away.

A shy amile then, and he knew she wasn't trying to be mean. "l went to another bank, you know. The
rest of them weren't nearly as nice."

He couldn't help it—he smiled.

The wind came up; she clutched her hat and turned away.

"Nicetdkingtoyou" he sad quiddy, nat knowing why he did.

"Thank you," she answered. "Well meet again, I'm sure.”



The pond rose; the geese flapped to the opposite shore.

Sure, he thought, until you find out that besides my dad being a crook, my best friend happens to be a
murderer. Stll, he decided that she, unlike the gander, was a nice old bird, maybe they would meet again.

What the heck, maybe not.

Several yards farther on, she looked over her shoulder and waved, took Calvin's other arm and, with
Mazie, turned onto the walk that led up the sope.

He watched as they moved—deliberately but not sum-bling, definitely not feeble, until a darker cloud
dropped twilight over the park, over the water, and they dipped into shadow and were gone.

He shivered, rubbing his arms as he realized how chilly he was. A check of the sky told him there would
probably beran before he gat home, maybe even some now, and he cursed himself for not paying more attention to
the weather. With his luck he'd be drenched by the time he reached the house, and his mother would strap
him to his bed until she was sure he wouldn't catch pneumonia

"Look," Katie had told him once, "she's just scared, that's dl. Makes her a little weird about you, you
know what | mean?"

He wasn't sure. He thought so. But he wasn't quite sure what his mother was supposed to be afraid of.
How could she be afraid anyway? They'd been alone for over eight years now, and she Worked dl day, wert to
ghod a night, this June was going to get her law degree and make them both richer than God. How could a
woman like that be scared?

Somdimes Katie and her a@om-bomba-bug moviesdidnt make any sense at dl.

The wind; whitecaps flashed on the pond.

Getting too cold to st here, but he didn't know where else to go. There was always the bookstore, listen
to Mr. Tobin's horrible jokes and watch Miss Bingham's chest bounce under her sweater; he could grab a
soda at the diner; he could always go home; he could even go to the schoal, hang out in the yard, hear what
the kids had to say. He rubbed his leg again, a prick of cautionary pain telling him he'd already walked too
far too quickly for one atemoon, and dedded just to wak anyway. Takehistime Sooner or later he'd get someplace
, it didn't matter where. Aslong as he ended up at the house in time to catch Joey's cdll.

An unnecessary groan followed him as he stood, stretched extravagantly, let the wind push him up the
dope, into the sudden dark the path had become. Over-head branches snapped at him. Leaves were torn
away and flung scratching at his face. Firg it's like duly; now it's like March. Why doesn't the weather
make up its stupid mind? He swore at it dl the way to the park entrance, then began to move northward
when a drop of rain struck his cheek.

Terrific, he thought; terrific.

Traffic was heavy on the boulevard, headlamps on, a few wipers already working.

With none of the downtown buildings more than six stories tal, their facades grey- and brownstone, some
of the newer ones in aged brick, the clouds seemed much lower, heavier, moving more swiftly. His
shoulders hunched as, not waiting for the traffic light to go his way, he darted across the boulevard and
paused beneath an awning snapping its fringe and billowing, its metal ribs creaking softly as a gust became
the wind.

His left hand reached down to rub his leg absently.

A sudden downpour startled him, straightened him, as it exploded off the sidewak, pummeled parked
cars, and rushed dong the guitters like an arroya's reging flaeh flood. Mgt rose and was shredded. Under avnings up ad
doanthe street he saw others trapped and waiting, none with an umbrella, dl of them huddled, dl of them
blurred as the rain came down even harder, splashing onto his shoes and jeans adthough he was pressed
againgt the plate glass window. He thought about going inside where it ought to at least be warmer, but the
door was locked, no lights on, and the bookstore was too far, hed drown before he reached it and his
mother would definitely kill him then.

The rain, and steam rising off the street.

He dghed, and ganced behind him. In the window, a mannequin sat on a lawn chair, wearing bright colors and
holding a martini glass as she oversaw her partner on the side, aso brightly dressed and brandishing a
tennis rac-quet over his head. They looked bored to death.

But at least you're dry, he told them slently.

Then the wind stopped.

And there was nothing but the rain.

Harder ill, nearly solid.

His teeth chattered. He hugged himsdf and stamped his feet, winced, and stamped again.

Someone honked a horn.

The traffic wasn't moving.



On the other side of the street, neon smeared, was unreadable.

A man in a short raincoat trudged resolutely past, hatless, his speed no more than a groll, his resigned
expression suggesting he'd aready given up running.

Harder 4ill, and the awning's thunder sparked the beginning of a headache.

It can't lagt, he told himsdlf; god, there isn't this much water in the whole world.

He eased to the right and looked across the mouth of a narrow gap between the buildings. The next store
dong was a luncheonette, and from the blurry light that greyed the rain, it appeared to be open. He sniffed.
Wiped his nose.

"What do you think?' he asked the couple in the window.

Laughter directed his attention to the luncheonette's entrance, where two women stood beneath a
rainbow umbrella. From their gestures they were trying to decide which dredtion to run, firdly nudged each other
and took off, away from him, toward the far corner.

The wind picked up again.

Spray tickled his face.

"Okay, gwys" hetdd the digdlay window couple. "Takeit coal . I'll see you around.”

The woman stared at him.

The man's hands were in his pockets; he only stared at the rain.

Scott braced himsdlf, fedling as though he were about to plunge into a pool he knew would be freezing.
In for a penny, he decided, and ran, gasping a the weights that dropped on his head and shoulders,
clenching his teeth against the cold that sluiced down his neck and back.

The glass door was steamed over, ghosts and light indde, and he hed his hend on the push ber when suddenly he
froze. Looked to hisright and tried to blink away the rain.

Staring at him?

How could she be staring at him?

The door was yanked from his hand and a voice said, "Y ou taking a shower, kid, I'll give you some soap.
Otherwise, would you mind moving aside?

He didn't know what he said, some inane response to the sarcasm, and hurried back to the other store.
Looked inthe window. The woman wasin her dr, hdding her glass, watching her husband, whose racquet was
dill held high as he sighted on an invisible ball.

Scott sneezed.

He stared.

The mannequins didn't move.

FOUR

They laughed in the Starlite Diner that night, when Scott told them what had happened during the storm. No
big deal. He didn't mind. As a matter of fact, he was glad. It was the first time since he'd walked in that
they had stopped staring glumly out the windows, the first time they had shown alittle life except to give the
waitress a hard time—something they had never done when Eddie was dlive.

"l mean, it really spooked the heck outta me, y'know?"

"Heck," said Barnaby Garing solemnly.

"Heck," Pancho Duncan echoed.

They sat opposite him in the booth, the self-proclaimed Dynamic Duo of Foxrive's high schod foatbll team. Sar
ruming backs of whom greet things megnificant things miracles were expected next season, not to exclude the
divison state championship. Save for the hair and the jackets, they were clearly footbdl players. And they
were clearly amused.

"Hek," Bamaby sad again, tumed to Pancho and shook his head dowly. "Did you hear that, Supreme Halfback

of the Universe? Heck."



"Digyding, 0 Mighty Fullbedk of the Coamos” Pancho agreed. "Man's practically a man, he can't even swear
right. Disgusting. His old lady ever heard this, she'd throw him in the dammer without a tria .”

Despite his best efforts to prevent it, Scott felt a blush seditioudy gathering somewhere around the base
of his neck. If they didnt cut it out, it would soon enough merge into two glowing spots on his cheeks, at which point
the guyswould become unmeardfu . Which would brighten the spots. Which would set them off again. And they
knew it.

Pancho tried to look stern. "I think—"

"Hey, leaveit, Duncan, dl right?' Joey said. He sat on the aide, hunched over a plate of french fries.

Barnaby ignored him, rose as far as the table would permit and called to the next booth, "Hey, Fern, you
gotta do something here, Scottie's swearing again!”

There was no reaction from the girls.

"l said leave it," Joey snapped, looking up angrily without raising his head.

Barnaby sat, round face trying to decide what expres-sion to wear, at last choosing his usual sure why
not grin before picking up his hamburger, examining it, findly sighing and dropping it back onto the plate.

When no one said anything more, Scott turned to the window at his shoulder and watched the street, the
sidewak, wishing he were someplace else. This wasn't working. This was nuts. They were supposed to be
talking about what had happened, about Eddie, about what they should do now; but dl they did was pick at
their food and hite each other's heads off.

Maybe they shouldn't have come here at al.

He watched a bus drift past, empty, the driver little more than a hunched fluorescent shadow.

At least, he thought glumly, there's some life out there, sort of.

The Salite was onthe comer of Summit Boulevard and Midhill Avenue, at just about the geographical center of
toan. Michll begen at the foot of Bank Roed, on the river, and climbed to the boulevard where it faced the park
entrance. It resumed on the park's eastern side and dropped, again, to the boundary of the next town. The
dner, though occadondlly refurbished, occasiondly changring owners, had been on its comer for nearly four decades.
Brushed auminum on the outside, window booths and sgquared horseshoe counter on the insde, jukeboxes in
the booths, ceiling fans, leather-topped stools, a recently added smdl dining room in back. Six-page menus
in plastic. Tonight, cardboard turkeys and Filgrims taped to the walls, paper pumpkins taped over the inside
entrance. The owner, Nick Karacos, didnt mind the Pack taking up the space because they seldom
bothered the other customers, spent alot of money, and Eddie had taked the black-bearded men into kringing beck
mats ad king-size banana splits which, despite Karacos's initid doubts, had grown into one of the diner's
prime attrac-tions. The counter had essentially reverted to an old-fashioned soda fountain.

Scott had once called it their clubhouse, and to his amazement the Pack had made it officia

Tonight, the clubhouse was more like a funera parlor.

The girls, by custom in the next booth, were trying not to cry and doing a bad job of it, and the rest were
aullen; Katie Ealton hadn't even shown up, no one had answered when Pancho had called from the pay
phone in the men's room. It was, Scott supposed, amost as if they believed Eddie had Ieft them on purpose.
They didn't know what to say, they didn't know what to do, but however lousy it was, it was better, they
had initidly agreed, than staying home and listening to their parents tdl them how sorry they were, how
they knew how the kids fdt, that they should do something, anything, to take the horrible affair off their
minds.

"The cops came around to my place this morning,” Pancho announced, fingering his upper lip out of
habit. Last September the new principal had ordered him to shave off the mustache he'd been trying to
grow. Pancho had doneit in order to look older; dl it had done, Scott believed, was make him look seedy.

"Me, too," Garing said. "Asking dl kinds of stupidass questions about Eddie and his old man, drugs, hot
cars, shit like that." He picked up his hamburger again and took a bite. "l told them they were nuts." He
wiped his mouth with afigt. "You know they adudly asked me where 1 was lagt night? Like 1 did it or something.
Jesus."

"Yegh" Pancho agreed sourly. Leen to Bameby's round, when he st up he wes tdler then dl of them by hdlf a heed. But
he always sat hunched over, a terrified gambler hiding hs cards and a growing paunch Edde hed ragged hm
unmercifully about. "It ain't right."

"W, somebody did it," Scott said without thinking.

They stared at him, amost shocked; quickly he looked away, back to the street and the tops of the heads
of the pedestrians passing by aong the Strip, which began with the Starlite—a half dozen blocks of
restaurants, a pair of supper clubs, bars, shops, luncheonettes, and two duplex movie theaters, bright until
well after midnight while the rest of the boulevard pulled away in streetlamp shadow. Someore looked Up &
him, fdded newspgper inhend, but dl he could see was a transparent reflection of his own face. It stared at him.



He hated it. He looked like a girl. His hair was bad enough. He didn't have bristles like Pancho or sun-lines
like Barnaby or even a distinctive complexion like Joey. They were flavors, he was vanilla. They were
sports heroes and genius mechanics and sometime-rowdies, he was the one who knew the answers in
chemistry. They were vulgar and braggarts; the only time he swore was insde his head, and even then not
dl that often. He never did understand why he had linked up with them, or why, in fact, he had been
alowed to stay. There had been other membersin the beginning when word got around, others who finaly
declared the whole idea stupid and broke away. Eddie hadn't tried to stop them None of them had. They
left, others came and stayed.

The Pack was always the Pack.

Then Pancho whispered, "Oh shit."

Their booth was in the front righthand corner so at least two of them could keep an eye on the entrance
to check out who came in, who |eft, without having to turn around.

This time they did.

Joey moaned softly.

A tdl man in an expensive dark suit and obvioudy cashmere topcoat stood by the cashier's desk, leaning
on the register and talking to a waitress. One finger stroked an enormous handlebar mustache, too large for
his mouth, though he somehow managed to get away with parting his thick hair in the middle.

Scott frowned when he saw the others studioudy examining what food was left on their plates, but he
didnt dare turn again. "What? "he said, keeping his voice low.

"Jorgen,” Barnaby told him around a french fry. "Cop. Detective type."

Scott looked at Joey; Joey didn't look up. Jorgen. He amost laughed. "You kidding me? He looks like a
stock-broker or something."

"He'srich," Pancho told him. "Livesin the Heights, aimost right next to Tang. Word is, his folks left him a
ton of money, he doesn't have to cop if he doesn't want to."

Scott shifted until he was pressed against the narrow dl, tried a casud glance toward the front, and looked away
hastily when the cop met his gaze. And grinned. "He's looking."

"No kidding," said Pancho. "Bastard."

"Ignore him," Joey ordered. "He can't do anything, he's just trying to spook us."

Duncan, evidently stricken with inspiration, clapped and rubbed his hands, and launched into a spirited
description of what he and Barnaby were going to do to Port Ridhmond duing the Therksgiving game Thursday
momHng. He predicted four touchdowns each. Bamaby tdd him not to be so greedy. Pancho declared it wasn't greed,
just pure sKill.

And for amoment it sounded as if they were back to normal, back to the way it used to be.

Until Barnaby said, "He's gone, dork," and Pancho instantly fell silent.

The diner filled the gap: cups rattling, forks and knives scraping, people talking not quite loud enough to
be understood, not quite low enough to ignore, the girls ineqicably ggding, someone a the far end cdling out for a
waitress before he starved to death, A song on the jukebox, the booth's speaker too woven through with
static for any of the words to be understood.

"Who?' Joey sad. Quidly. Tothetable. "Whowould do a thing like that?"

Scott knew he wasn't talking about Eddie just then; he was taking ébout a kid Any kid A high schod juniar-
Hacked. It made him nervous. His left hedl began to tap. He nudged Joey with an elbow. "Move."

Joey scowled at him.

"Move. | gotta go."

Pancho frowned. "Hey, it's not evert nine yet."

"Leg," was dl he said.

With a moen Joey did out and back without aword when Scott moved into the aide. As he buttoned his jacket,
looked at them, looked at the girls, he had a fedling that somehow the Pack had died too. Or, at the least,
was serioudy ill. And the worst thing was, none of them seemed to know it yet.

The idea intimidated him, unnerved him. He turned sharply to leave before he blurted something he'd
regret, and collided with Fern Bellard returning from the ladies' room. A second's embarrassed confusion,
self-conscious grins, a muttered promise to see her at school tomorrow, and he hurried to the door, pushed
into the glass-walled vestibule and waited a few moments before pushing outside and down the five brick
steps to the pavement. The cold made him realize how overly warm the Starlite was, the shadows out here
how bright it was insde.

He looked for the detective, didn't see him, and won-dered how they could even begin to think one of
Eddie's friends had done it. It didn't make sense.

" Scott!"



Eddie killed his father.

"Hey, Scottie!"

Somebody killed Eddie

"Heyl"

That didn't make sense either; nothing did.

A hand on his arm, and he gasped, yanked it away, and pramptly cdled himedf thirty kinds of a jadkess when Fem
gave him alook between hurt and angry.-

"Sorry. Thinking."

"Wak me home?'

He looked back. The others were outside too, hands in pockets, drifting away without moving.

"Sure."

She took his arm and they went on, not spesking, glancing now and then into a shop window, at the
posters under the theater marquees—both of which extended, old-fashioned and garish, out to their
curbs—moving quickly without hurrying until the Strip was left behind, replaced by businesses somewhat
less elegant than those on the Strip's north side—clothing stores forever going out of business, a pawnshop,
a storefront mission, a magazine store with an X-rated window, a handful of jewelry stores that featured
rhinestones in their displays—all with apartments on the second and third floors. They in turn became
duplexes with barely two feet between them, yards too tiny for trees but not toe tiny for roses and stubborn
grass and not quite sagging chain-link fences. Old houses and well-kept; if not freshly painted, then at least
not faling down. A few shops on the other side of the street, including the market where Scott worked
most afternoons, most weekends. The lights were gill on; Relbeth stayed open late to catch the moviegoers
who needed milk for breakfast, coffee, the little things they thought of when they left the house for the
show.

"Did the cops tak to you?' she asked at last.

He shook his head. "Not yet."

"You see Jorgen come in?"'

e

"He's the one that came to my house. Nice guy.”

"If he's so nice, why'd he follow us to the diner?"

A dhot menin an overdze threedbare topooat looked Up from a wire trashbin he was searching. Scott nodded to
him as they passed, and the little man nodded back, whistled something, lifted his chin.

"How you doing, Leg?'

Soait paused, half-tumed, and waggled ahend beck and forth. " Could be better."

"l heard. It's a bitch."

"Yeah, tdl me about it."

The man squinted against a gust. "I hear something, I'll let you know."

"Thanks. | appreciate it."

"No cops, though. Ain't talking to the cops.”

Scott's expression told him not to worry.

The man smoothed a wool cap he wore close over his ears, peered at Fern, nodded politely, and returned
to his foraging without a word.

"Friend of yours?' Fern asked in alow voice as they moved on.

"Not really. He comes around the store at closing a couple of times a week." Scott checked over his
shoulder to make sure he couldn't be overheard, but the little man was already on his way across the street.
"Him and a couple of others. They get the stuff Mr. Relbeth tosses out.”

Fern made a face. "God, what a way to live"

He smiled. "His name is Blade."

A quick laugh. "That's what he told me."

"Scott, you know the damnedest people, you know that?'

He lifted his free hand—what can | say?—knowing this would haunt him just like the time he'd brought
them over to Mrs. Ferguson's toward the end of the summer. She was an dd women, prabedly ddear then God,
who st on a moth-eaten tartan blanket in the park on weekends and told fairy stories and folk tales to the
little kids, or anyone who would listen. She lived a block down from Scott and his mother, and had once
invited him over for tea. On a whim he had taken her up on it. The Pack had spent the whole afternoon,
raining and filled with thunder, listening to tales of goblins and wee folk and monsters in lochs and beautiful
fey women who lured lonely hunters to their deaths in the dead of winter.



Scott thought it was great, Eddie fdl in love with her and was caling her "Gramma' by the time they had
left, while the rest had voted unanimoudly that she was totdly, absolutely, without fear of redemption out of
her mind.

As far as Scott knew, none had ever gone back.

"You're like a magnet, y'’know?' Fern said lightly. "A magnet for the weird."

When he looked at her, she crossed her eyes and stuck out her tongue.

As soon as they turned off the boulevard, the air changed, the smell and heft of it, age in charge here and
food smells even at night with the windows closed and locked, cars parked aong the curbs quite different
from those up in the Manor, the neighborhood where most of the rest of the Pack lived. That place was
obvioudy solidly middle-class, and a kind of buffer between the working-class South End and the money in
Briarwood Heights, where Tang and Barnaby lived. Scott liked it here. It was like the chair in the living
room, the one he used to read and watch TV in—it fit, it was comfortable.

It was, tonight, safe.

"Those dummies redlly got you, huh?"

He bridled, ordered himsef to relax, she didn't mean awthing by it, and firdly smiled shegidly. "Yesh" He
glanced at the flame of her hair fluffed and curled, the freckles across her face, and stared intently into the
distance. "They're weird, y'’know? They look like some-thing trying to pass for human."

She hugged his arm tightly, briefly, before laughing. "Bugs," she said.

"HUH?

"Bugs. Big bugs. Beetles, actually. Actudly, things that look like beetles that got dl mixed up at birth."

He was lost. He squinted. "What?'

"Dummies spook you, big beetles spook me, the ones that have parts from dl the other ones." A laugh.
"Not for real, of course. | can kill a spider with my bare hands, gomp anazllionsaf centipedeswith my bare fedt, but
ahig beetle, one of those ugly black things, they made my skin crawl. | wouldn't touch one with a tank.
Every time | look at one, | think of the other ones, the not-real ones and—"

She hugged his arm again.

He hdld his breath until she relaxed. "That's called a phobia, maam."

"Nope. Kid dream."

He waited.

"Y ou know—critters under the bed, stuff like that. Kid dream. You grow out of it, you laugh aoout it when you get
od and fat."

"You had dreams about bugs?"

"Laugh and you're history, Byrns."

He swalowed the laugh tidding the indde of hismouth.

"I saw that," she accused.

"l didn't do anything."

"Just in time, t0o," she said, and stopped suddenly.

She jerked her thumb. "My house."

When her arm left his, he quickly stuffed his hand into his pocket, took a step down the street and nodded
her a goodnight. She tilted her head just a little, smiled just a little, and waved before pushing open the iron
gate that led to a stoop, to a rowhouse like dl the others on this block, differentiated only by the trim, the
postage-stamp gar-dens, the colors of the front doors.

"School," she cdled after him.

He turned around and waved, turned back and hadn't gone five steps before he wondered why she had
picked Hm to wak home with. She never had before She dways went home alone. Always. He frowned over it,
kicked a piece of bladktop while he considered it, reeched home and decided it didn't matter why. It felt nice. Maybe,
if he was lucky, she'd do it again.

"Let's not walk, okay?' Barnaby said. He looked down Midhill toward the river. "Let's take the bus. My
treat."

"Big spender, Garing," Tang said, but he noticed that she beat him to the bus stop across the street, and
was the first on when one findly stopped. He didn't blame her. He didnt much care for standing around
with the park at his back. It was too big. Too damn dark. Funny how he'd never noticed it before. Funny
too how he'd never noticed how pale people were, riding the bus at night. They looked like corpses on a trip



from the undertakers to someplace only the dead knew about. It stank too, of fud and smoke and spit and
shit-al knew what else.

But Tang wanted to ride, and what the hdl, it wouldn't kill him, right? Right. So what the hdll. It wasn't
like she was a dog or anything, that he'd have to think up some excuse why he was riding with her in case
anybody saw him. She wasn't even dim, for that matter. Lots of people figured she was an airhead because
she was s0 good-laddng, and alonghaired blonde, but she was probedly up near the top of the class, Ivy League
materid, shit like that. More like Byrns than like him.

They sat in the back on the benchseat.

"You meditating?' she asked once the bus left its stop.

"Nope"

"Running the tape of your glorious highlights on the field? A very short tape, | might add.”

He sneered at her.

She shrugged.

"They're goma thirk one of us dd it," he sad suddenly, but the horn blared at the same time, and when she
seemed puzzled, he had to repeat it, not believing he'd actualy said it doud. But once it was out, he was
positive that was the cause of his chest having been so tight dl damn aftemoon, o having the add feding he was
gangto heave every time he took a bite of that greasy burger.

They did.

They thought of one of the Pack had killed Roman.

The cops weren't checking on Eddie, not redly; they were checking on him. The other guys. All those
gues-tions, not the ones about drugs and beer and shit like that; the other ones. The one Detective Jorgen
kept asking with thet not-red gmileonhisdupid face Did you fdles fight alot, Mr. Garing? Barnaby, Eddie ever try
to steal your gi?Look, kid | know how itis okay? I'm nat thet dd, | remember. You gt alitie wild once in awhile | meen
look at the way you guys dress, and sometimes, before you know it, things get out of hand, right? No, I'm nat accusing
anyone, Barn, nobody. You know how it is—I just gotta ask the questions or the bossll have my head.

Yaou know how itis

He did. He knew that nobody ever called him "Barn,” and that included his parents, that any fights Eddie
ever had lasted less than a couple of minutes, that nothing ever got out of hand because Eddie wouldn't let
it.

That's how it was.

| understand that, Barn, but—

"Jesus," he whispered, and looked out the rear window, half expecting to see the cop in the fancy suit
following in a fancy car.

"Barnaby, are you okay?"

He faced front and nodded, stiffly.

Of course he was okay. | mean, Eddie's dead and the cops are thinking | maybe did it so what the hell's
the matter with you, bitch?, can't you see what's happening here, can't you understand anything but how
your god-damn bra fits?

"Our stop,”" he said, pushing away from the seat. "See you in class."

She called after him, wanting him to wait, she didn't want to walk alone. Pleaded with him. On the street
she screamed after him until he findly did stop, did wait, and listened to her dl the way to her house telling
him what a total jerk he was, what a complete asshole, that he was making things up, that he watched too
much TV, that this was redl life, and there wasn't a cop in this town who adudly bdieved one of the Pack would
teke an ax to Eddie Roman.

"No," Barnaby agreed. "But like Scott said, somebody did."

Pancho Duncan drdled up the bodevad, rimdy avaiding wouldtoe tacklers, soaring record  touchdowns, meking
impossible interceptions, bowing to the crowds, taking his pick of the chicks, until he couldn't take the
empty shops, the empty offices, the empty street any longer. There was nothing insde in spite of dl the
light. And when he passed the place with the mannequins that had spooked Byrns-thegmp, he dedded thet
ruming would give im the bet exercise, help get rid of the junk he'd eaten tonight. Hell; footbal season with
only one game to go and he was aready dacking off, getting fat. Lousy way to treat a beautiful body like
his. If he kept it up, he'd be killing himsdlf with the weights dl spring, and he couldn't afford to blow it dl
now. Next year was the last; after that, it was college, the pros, endorsements, the works. Screw up now,
he'd screw up his whole life.



Rumingwould be good.
If only his boots didn't make so damned much noise.

"So," Laine said.

Joey |leaned againgt a lamppost, arms folded over his chest. "Yeah. So."

He hed to admit it—she was beautifu. She was the arly one who could wear a ponytail, an oversize jacket, and
those dumb saddle shoes, and not look like a total jerk. They made Tang look like a tramp, and Fern like
some kind of orphan. Katie didn't even bear thinking about; she was a total mess. But Laine . . . hdl, she
looked good.

"S0," she said, keeping her distance, her back to the boulevard, her gaze on the dope that led down to the
river. "So, you gill mad at me?"

He ought to be. The way she treated him, he ought to deck her, for god's sake, the hel with women's lib
or whatever the fuck it was called these days.

"l don't know. No."

"l didn't mean it, you know." Dark eyes focused on him now, those wide lips darker because her back
was to the light. "I was just teasing.”

"Yeah," he said, "but Dale didn't know that, did he? He thought | was trying to hurt you, Laine. | mean,
he's. .. he's..." Even now, after knowing the kid dl thistime, he couldn't say it.

Laine smiled. She knew. "Retarded," she said softly. "And he was just trying to protect me."

They stared at each other until an image of Laine's little brother beating on his chest and ydling made
him amile, findly made him chuckle. "Little creep's strong."

She lifted an arm, made a muscle. "Of course. Takes after his sister."

"But | donit want imto think | washutingyou” he sdd sternly . "He doesn't know things like that, you know what
I mean? And | like him."

She came closer, touched his chest with a finger that traced down to his stomach, back up to his neck
before fdling avay. "l know. And | exdlaned to im later we were arly fodling around. Honest to god, Joey, | didnt think hed
take it serioudy." She took his hand. "Sorry, okay?'

"Yeah, | guess."

He pushed away from the lamppost and they walked hand-in-hand to the rear of the diner where a
municipa parking lot ran the width of the block. A fence and narrowly-spaced poplars blocked the houses
behind. Any store could be reached from back here, but hardly anyone used the rear entrances. They
walked through the dleys to the street. Habit, he figured.

"Take you home?' she said.

"Sure, why not?'

"You want to drive?'

"Right." He stood at the passenger door of a mile-long car and made a face at over the roof. "And your
old man sees me, takes me to that clinic, does medica experi-ments on me, and I'm never heard of again."

"He's a doctor, not a scientist,” she said. "Not a bad idea, though. It would keep you in line"

"Jesus, now you sound like my mother."

She laughed, and on the way to the South End, turned on the radio, trying to find an oldies station. There
was too much datic, for which Joey waas grateful. He didn't think he couild stand to hear thet music now, nat after lagt night, not
for awhile.

"Lane?'

She lifted her chin—go ahead, I'm listening.

Listen, Eddie was going nuts, y'know? Something was bugging him the last couple of weeks, maybe it
had something to do with what happened. Nuts, redly nuts. | mean, you never saw the looks on his face,
he never showed them to anyone but me. How the hdl should | know why? He jug did. Bt it was goooky, men,
goooky as hdl, worse than Byrns's store dummies. He was scared, Laine. The guy was scared shitless.

"Nothing," he said, and waved her attention back to the road. "Nothing."

Katie Ealton lay in her bed, blankets to her chin, hands clasped tightly across her stomach. She wanted to
go to the Starlite, wanted it desperately, but her grandmother had inssted that she needed help tonight, her
arthritis was acting up, she couldn't be left done, couldn't climb the dars or gpen a batle and besdesit was arly
Waednesday, a school night, no time for a young girl to be out running around with killers on the loose. They
had yelled. No. Katie had yelled, and her grandmother had just sat there, infinitely patient, until the tantrum



was over.

Then Katie had gone to her room and watched a movie, but it scared her. Not fun scared. Redly scared.
For the firgt timein along time, one of those giant anima movies scared her because she believed it could
happen, so she went to bed and prayed for no nightmares and wondered if anyone else had heard the
screaming last night.

FIVE

"Jogy, | havetdd you ahundred imes | am nat gdngto doit.”

"I don't know, it's sacrilegious or something."

"Bl

"Okay, so maybe it isn't, but it doesn't fed right, okay?"

He tossed a stone at one of the geese, missng it by ten feet, and she rolled her eyes, sighed without
sound, shook her head in dow despair. She hated it when he got this way. Hated it. It made him look just
like her kid brother, and that snotty little brat was the world's most complete total pain when he wasn't
tearing her heart out.

Today, Joey Costello was running a close second.

Today was the third day the Pack had no leader.

Joey threw ancther stone and barely reached the water.

"Cmon, Joey, knodk it off, huh? Y oure gaing to hit somebodly."

"Yeah," he said disgustedly. "You wish."

They were on the east side of the pond, stting on the grass above the benches. School had closed early,
just before the first lunch period, the principa on the p. a dl solemn and squeaky tdling them that if they
needed counseling or just wanted to talk to someone about the recent tragedy—he never mentioned Eddie's
name, the gek, never mentioned him once—peoplewauld be aval-able. Great. Three days after the fact, and on a
Friday yet, they findly figured out that the students might have cared about someone like Eddie Romen. But thet
wouldht bring Eddie back, and hardly anyone stuck around.

Joey met her and the others out front. Not one of them, however, coud thirk of aything todo, didnt much care to
do anything, and so had drifted away. One by one. Bloodshot eyes, hitching breath, muttering about maybe
getting together tomorrow, see you around.

Joey had other ideas.

Assoon asthey were done, he gat thisdumb grin on his face and asked again, for the milliath time if she could borrow her
mother's car so they could drive into New York, screw around in Times Square, maybe go up to Cetrd
Park. it was anly a hdf-hour to the Linodn Tunnd, for god's sake, what's the problem? He had been after her al
morning, from practically the second she'd walked into homeroom, but she hadn't yet been able to make
him understand that she wasn't up to it, not now. She had tried to prove it by wearing jeans that fit instead
of strangling her legs and barely reaching her ankles, and a blouse she bought at the mdl last month instead
of the white shirt she had swiped from her father's closet. She had even left her leather jacket at home.

It didn't seem right, wearing that stuff, now that Eddie was gone.

Maybe the worst part was, there wasn't even going to be a funera, or even some kind of memoria
service. According to her father, who heard it from a cop friend, some Pennsylvania relatives were going
to have the bodies flown to Pittsburgh as soon as the police were done. It was like, one day Eddie was
there, and Mr. Roman was in his classroom, and the next day it was like they never existed. Except for the
headlines. And the rumors.

Joey scooted down until he was in front of her, hands on his thighs. His motorcycle jacket was open, his
T-shirt white and tight, his hair gleaming in the sunlight, duck-tailed and dick. "Okay," he said, giving her a



half-smile.

Here it comes, she thought.

"A ded."

| knew it. Every time.

"Wegoin, okay?, and | swear I'll do your trig for the rest of the year."

She giggled, covered her mouth, waved her free hand when he reared back with a scowl.

"What the hell's the matter with that?"

"Joey, Thanksgiving's next week, three weeks after that is Christmas vacation."

"So with dl the assemblies, half-days, stuff like that, how much work do you think we're going to have?'

"SIl hdp you dudy. Gaod, Lane why are you meking this so hard?'

She hugged her knees to her chest and rested her chin on them as she smiled her answer. A brat maybe,
but he was her brat.

Making sure she could see how thoroughly disgusted he was, Joey rolled to his feet and stalked off down
the dope, dapping one leg, looking around at everything, pointedly, but her. She watched him, but didn't get
up, didn't follow. That would be a mistake, it's exactly what he hoped for; besides, she liked to look at his
ass and that dight bowlegged walk he had when he was trying to be macho cool. Look out, you suckers,
Joseph Cogtello is on the move. In time, every time, get in my way I'll blow you away.

The black leather was dl wrong, she realized then; he should be in a duster, with six-guns, and riding a
horse.

Joey the Kid, something like that.

What he was now, however, was Eddigs daing. But he and James Dean were dead.

A breeze ruffled her hair, and she swiped at it angrily.

If he redly did get rid of those clothes, she thought, the first thing she would do is cut off her damn
bangs. She hated them. They looked stupid. She hated the poodie skirts Fern Bellard had made for her and
Tang; she hated saddle oxfords; she hated toreador pants and ratty clam-diggers; and she definitely hated
popping bubble gum in class.

She looked down at an ant crawling over her foot, thought about squashing it, brushed it away with a
finger.

Oh, and painted toenails too.

The weird part was—she hadn't hated any of it before. None of them had. The hate had begun when
she had opened her closet this morning and automatically reached for that damn pleated skirt. When she
touched it, her fingers had curled back as if they'd brushed something dimy. That was when she redly
cried. That was when she knew there was something terribly wrong.

But how could it be wrong?

Why was it so terrible?

It had begun as a goof and had ended up a way of life.

Now one life was over, and so were the Fifties.

She let her face dide until her forehead settled on her kness pinched a sl fdd of skin uniil she shifted and the
sting ended.

"Oh, lord!" her father had said that first night, when she'd pranced into the living room, hair redone, fluffy
mohair swesater, Fern's skirt, the folded-down white socks, and saddle shoes. He stood in the kitchen
doorway, glasses dangling from one hand, the other pinching his nose. "Please, God, don't make me go
back, please don't make me go!"

Selaghad.

He threw her a kiss and told her that she looked just like her mother when her mother was sixteen.
That's when her mother had leaned over the banister and said, "Just as long as you don't wear penny
loafers. You wear penny loafers, Laine, and I'm disowning you on the spot.”

The penny loafers had arrived sometime in September, when Eddie, Joey, and Pancho found a place to
buy their own loafers, with tassels and cleats.

"Don' tell me, let me guess," her father would say each time. "Eddie Roman's ideg, right?”

Of course.

It was dl Eddie's idea.

And oh Jesus, it was fun.

So why was it terrible, the clothes and the records and the picture of Fabian on her wall?

She stared at the grass, closed her eyes, and listened to the park—the little kids by the water, someone



cdling someone ds= two guys doan & the southem end paying acoustic guitars, cases open at their feet for
donations; bicycle tires and skateboards rattling on the paths below and behind her, the squeak of a stroller,
the squeak and bounce of a baby carriage; traffic on the surrounding streets; a jetliner overhead, coming
down into Newark from someplace not here.

Joey thumping on the ground at her feet.

Indian summer, though the trees looked like death.

She raised her head just enough to peer at him over her knees.

"Okay," he said in resigned surrender. "Okay, so we don't go to New Y ork. So what do you want to do?"

Sewasdad her legshid the amile "I donit know. Whet do you want to do?"

Growing, he showed her a modk fig and shifted until he was beside her, leaning back on his elbows. "Y'know, |
been thinking about getting a haircut.”

"Not alat, you know, jugt a little" A look; a shrug. "I don't know, but it feels like I'm wearing a helmet,
you know? Itll gat Ma off my beck, you know what | mean?' Then he st p and pulled off his jacket, dammed it on the
ground. "God!" He lay back. "God, that thing's hot!"

They watched a man and a woman arguing on the nearest bench; Joey laughed at a short black bum
who wandered out of the trees across the way and plopped down above the path, began feeding the ducks
that came right to im when he sngpped hisfingers Laine recognized him, the one they called Blade, the one Scottie
knew. A woman in a turban walked over to him, said something to Hm waked away 0 iff and formd Lane
dosed her eyesto keep from laughing. That was another one. The Queen of Foxriver, according to Fern.

A police siren startled them.

"l miss Eddie," she whispered.

"Yegh" he answered after dmodt too long. "They ought to fry the bastard who did it.”

Blindly she reached out her hand. He took it, and squeezed.

"I tried to call Katie again today," she said.

Joey shrugged his indifference.

"Joey, come on, she hasn't been in school al week. | went over yesterday, | couldnt get in, her
grandmother wouldn't let me. | swear that woman's crazy. * She bit on her lower lip. "What if there's
something the matter?"

"Themater is," Joey sad, doviody nat gving adammn, "is that she had the hots for Eddie, that's what the matter
is"

She shook her head, hard.

"Chrigt, Laine, you don't know everything, y'know. Why do you think she stayed, huh? Didn't you ever
notice that if Eddie wasn't around, she took off, or didn't even show?' He dug the ground again with a hedl.
"Jerk. She's probably crying herself to death.”

The ducks fled when a spaniel charged into the water, returned on the other side and huddled, quacking
softly.

The Queen of Foxriver dipped into the trees.

Laine tried to think of a way to tell him he was wrong, that she would have known something like that,
you couldn't hide it from everyone. Just like you couldn't hide the other thing, the thing Joey knew and
wouldn't talk about.

"Joey," she said, "what was wrong with Eddie?"

He didn't answer for the longest while; she had to look at him to be sure he hadn't fallen asleep.

"Joey, please.”

"l don't know," he said at last, his free arm draped across his eyes. "He ... | don't know."

"He what?"

"I told you I don't know."

"Yourelying”

His arm dipped to the grass; he opened one eye. "Just leave it, Laine, okay?"

"Leave what?'

"Eddie. He was . . . crazy. Acting crazy."

"l know that," she snapped. "Damn, we dl knew that. | want to know why."

He shook his head. "Crazy stuff,” he muttered. "Kid stuff, crazy." His chest rose and fdl "I don't know.
He's gone, Laine, just leave it. It doesn't matter anymore.”

The spaniel bounded up to them, sniffed at Laine's toes until she giggled and swiped playfully at its
muzzle. It barked, wagged its tail, ran off to chase the ducks again.



"l had a nightmare last night"

He grunted.

"I was degaing—in my dream, | mean—and | could hear somebody knodking an my window. Like with a gidk or a pencil
It woke me up and | couldn't get out of bed."

"You were naked, that's why."

She dug a nal into his hand.

"Hey!" A moment later: "Sorry."

She let her gaze follow the gander circling the center of the pond, but she didn't redly see it, just the
white and its wake.

"At first | thought it was you doing a Romeo or something, but it couldn't be. My room's on the second
floor and there's no roof or trellis, anything like that. So then | thought it was a tree branch, but there's no
tree out there either. And it just kept on, dl that tapping. Real quick, too, then real dow. Findly, | got up, |
don't know why, | was so scared, and | went to the window and opened the curtains.”

She held her breath.

The gander charged his mate, wings spread, neck straight, bill aiming for her side.

"Wel?' He turned his head. "Well, what did you see?"

The goose dodged easily, and the gander settled down to preen as if nothing had happened.

"l didn't see anything. There wasn't anything out there."

"Ha"

"But there was something in my closet, and when it came out, | woke up.”

Relbeth's Market wasn't large and didn't have to be. It catered primarily to the basics, and for last-minute
shop-ping when people were too rushed to drive to the larger chain stores. What kept it most successful,
however, was its butcher shop, and though Scott didn't mind working there most days, he could no longer
stand to watch Mr. Relbeth work on the dabs of meat dragged out from the freezer. When the meat
thawed, there was blood.

Because hisleg was bathering him, bisbosslet im take the register as soon as he walked in directly from schoal,
and he was glad for a chance to sit on the padded stool and watch the customers come and go. It was the
first time hed been badk to wark Snce Tuesday, and though many of the people knew him, knew Eddie had been his
friend, they didn't ask many questions. He was grateful. He didn't think he'd know how to answer. Not that
Mr. Relbeth would have let them take up his time anyway. He was in a mood today, complaining about the
big chains trying to sabotage his store, complaining about the weather, com-pdning not vary sualy about
cugomerswho dwayscamein at the last minute, demanding they be able to reserve the best cuts, the fattest
turkeys, when a sgn had been in the window for weeks, warning that the lagt date for holiday meat
reservations had been last Monday.

"They think they own you," the man said, dropping into a wobbly wicker chair he kept behind the counter
for his frequent cigarette breaks. "Scott, you don't get into this business unless you want people to think
they own you."

Scott rang up a purchase, bagged it, handed it over to a woman who glared at the owner and huffed out.

Relbeth pointed a bony finger at her back. "Worst one" he sneered none too quietly. "Husband wins the
damn lottery, not even a million dollars, and she thinks she owns me. She should move to the Heights, she
wants to own something."

Scott grinned. "Shell give her money to somebody else then."

"Bah! Let her, the old witch. Who needs it? Who needs the aggravation?"

Scott turned on the stool and batted away a cloud of the worst-smelling tobacco smoke he'd ever known.
Thomas Relbeth smoked Turkish cigarettes, and if the stench was any indication, the man would be dead
before he reached sixty. As it was, he looked damn near that age—his face and hands were spotted, his
pate nearly bare, the flesh of a once-proud nose sagging into a hook. With dark pouches under his eyes, a
douch, and his dow speech, he seemed continualy exhausted. But Scott had never seen him any other
way, even when he threw parties for his employees, which he did every excuse he could find.

The pay was lousy, but the work was amost fun.

Relbeth scratched his skull with along yellowed finger-nail. "They never caught the guy, did they?"

"Not yet."

Relbeth snorted. "Cops can't find their ass with a road mgp" He blew smoke, shodk his heed, hdlf dosed one eye
as he looked up. "Didn't see you on TV, son. Didn't the reporters come around?’

They had, but his mother wouldn't let him talk to them. Two of the New York stations had sent vans



over, and the double killing had been on the six o'clock news Wednes-day, a follow-up yesterday. He didn't
think there'd be any more; there was nothing more to say. In fact, as he thought about it, none of the Pack
had been on the air. A reporter and her crew had been at the school the day after, ad afew kidsin the yard
hed s5id what a great guy Romen was, lots of fun, always full of energy, stuff like that. Like they knew him.
Like they redly knew him.

"Y our mother gonna get married soon?'

Scott blinked and sputtered. In two years he dill hadn't gotten used to the way the man jumped from
topic to topic without half taking a breath.

Relbeth cackled. "Don't look so surprised, son. She's a handsome lady, your mother is. It's going to
happen, you know. One of these days it's going to happen.”

Scott frowned. His mother? Good-looking? He tried to pidure her the way a man might, one who didnit know her,
and it made him blush. He felt the spots. He heard Relbeth chuckle. But he'd never thought of his mother
that way before. She was ... his mother, that's all.

The sun began to drift below the buildings across the street, drawing the color with it, taking the warmth.

The bel over the door jingled and Barnaby walked in, wearing a football jacket and sweater, regular
jeans and highttops He reached into a shdf of candies and pulled out a handful of chocolate bars, dropped them on
the counter and said, "What the hell you staring at, Byrns?"

Relbeth heaved himsdlf to his feet and crushed the dgarete out in a coffee can he ket on a sdf behind hm
"Keep the drawer closed, son,” he muttered as he left. "Count the money later. | got chops to chop.” He
laughed, coughed, laughed again and swerved around the freezer.

"Bagtard cregp,” Bamaby sad, drgpping afivedallar Lill into Scott's hand. "Son of a bitch ought to be stomped a
few times, know what | mean?' He waited for hischange, pocketed it, and peeled off one of the wrappers. "You're
dill staring, jackass." He stuffed half the candy bar into his mouith.

Scott shrugged. Smiled. Shrugged. Fdlt like an idiot and shrugged again. 'Y our dathes, | guess,” he maneged when
Garing looked ready to leap the counter and grab his throat.

"What's the matter with them?' The boy examined himsalf with dow exaggeration, opening the jacket,
Zip-png it dosed, lodking behind as though chedking hishem. " They look okay to me."

"W, surethey are" he ssid quiddy. "But ... | dont know, they're—"

“Nomd?'

The tone was a dare.

"Yeah. | guess. Yeah."

"S| gat tired of black, you want to meke something of it?”

"Jesus, Barnaby," he said, "who yanked your chain?'

Barnaby ate the other haf of the candy bar, stuffed the rest into his pockets. "Nobody," he said glumly.
"They called off practice, | ain't got nothing to do."

"So you're going to hasse me, right?"

Barnaby grinned. "Why not?'

"Why didn't you just get a job, like norma guys do?'

"Nomd?'Y oure nommd ?"

Scott waited for the rest of the joke. It didn't come.

"Chrigt, Byrns, get a life why not. Why should | work when | don't have to?' He headed for the door,
paused to grab another handful of chocolate, and grinned over his shoulder. "Thanks for the treat, pal. See
you around."

"Heyl"

The door closed.

Bamaby peused in the midde of the dgday window, laughed, and dowly, very dowly, lifted his middle finger
before pessing out of sght. Soatt wes hdfway dff the dod before he changed his mind. If Garing was that angry at
something, or someone, thered be no sense trying to catch him tak to im find out what was wrang. Evenif he coud
. Hed anly gat pounded, and wouldnit his mather judt love that. 1t was odd. Though he might be imagining it, that
crack about being norma seemed awfully close to a crack about his leg, and Barnaby had never done
anything like that before. That was Pancho's turf, seeing how close he could come to tasteless without
getting the others literdly on his back. Barnaby, on the other hand, had always seemed to realize how lucky
he was that he had both his legs, that if he were like Scott, he'd have only his brains to carry him. More
than once Scott had tutored him in one subject or another, for one test or another. Garing wasn't stupid, he
wouldn't have failed, but there were just somethings he coudnit find the handeto, chamisry bang the worst.

So what was the crack dl about then?

The streetlights came on, shadows molded into their night shapes.



Traffic increased and faded.

He mede hmsdf asendwich for supper, and cdled home to tell his mother held be working a little late, that he'd
already eaten.

The customers stopped coming.

Around seven, Relbeth let him go, tdling him sourly that he wasn't going to pay for someone just to st
around and count his damn money. The floor had aready been swept three times, the shelves dusted twice.

"It gets any cleaner in here, I'm going to be able to do operations on the side” He brandished a cleaver,
then wiped it on his bloody apron. "Go home, son. Y our mother's waiting."

It was cold outside.

Pulling up his callar, ralling his shoulders to settle his ocet, Soott moved as quiddy as hisleg waoud dlow, feding a
pinch and burn at the juncture of plastic and bone. He'd have to take it off when he got home, get out the
crutches, maybe some rubbing acohol. He laughed; he laughed again. Some guys, they get home from
work, they take off their suits, their ties, put on their dippers, get out a pipe; he takes off his leg. It was no
big deal. He'd been doing it since he was five.

Trouble was, though he hadn't told his mother, had managed to keep his discomfort from her, he needed
anew leg aready, this one only a couple of years old. He was growing, ganing weght, piddng up height. But there
was ho money left, none to spare, and he'd been hoping to get along on the current prosthetic for a while.
A long while.

Once she graduated law school and had her first job, things would be fine. She said so. So what the hell,
he could last that long, it was only until next summer.

A bus hissed at him as he turned the corner and headed down his street. He started, chuckled at himsdlf,

and a few yards later glanced back and saw someone standing alone on the corner. The nearest boulevard
lights were either out or in the wrong places, and it was too dark to make out face or sex. He shrugged
without moving and moved on, thinking that maybe he would just stay home tonight. He didn't care that it
was Friday, that the others would probably be at the Starlite. He was tired. He ached. And if Barmneby wes dill
beraving likeajak, he ddfinitdy didnt want to be within ten miles of the place.

On the other hand, Fern might show up, but he wasn't at dl sure that was a good thing. They'd been
friends until now, growing up together, hanging out in the neighbor-hood, sometimes walking to school
together, sometimes not. Nothing more. But the way she had talked to him the other night . . . no, the way
she held his arm and smiled when they parted, that was different. How different, he couldn't say, but it
was.

At the next corner he looked back again.

The figure was 4ill there, dark and rigid.

Wadinghm

Scott knew it was watching him.

He passed Fern's house and was tempted to ring the bell. Jerk, he told himsdf then, she's at the
bookstore, went to work right after school just like he did. He sighed for reief, but didn't get it.

At the next block he turned right, glancing up toward the boulevard as he did.

The figure had moved; it was closer.

A gust snapped at his cheeks, and he realized he was hitching dong, lining bedy, the way it was whenever he
grew tootdl for hisatifidd leg. But thisane wasdill fine Sure. He was just moving too fast.

His home was midway to the next intersection, a detached inge house st dightly back from those around it, thus
giving it a dightly larger front yard. The grass was dead, the flowers gone until spring, and the single tree
he had planted four years ago was not quite tdl enough to reach the bottom of the second floor. Its
branches were bare.

He smung into the walk and pulled imsaf up the dairs

He hurt.

God, he hurt.

A hand on the doorknob, and he checked the sidewak again.

The figure was there, just out of the corner light, moving toward hm Stiffly. Arms away fromitsbody asif it were
afraid to fall.

Weachinghm

He couldn't see a face, but il it watched him.

Part of him was angry—it was Barnaby, mocking him, playing Frankenstein monster.

Into the dim spray of a streetlight, then, and it was ill dark, Hill faceless, the sound of its footsteps softly
hollow.

Part of him was scared—it was one of the mannequins come to get him, to take him with it back to the



window with dl the rest of the plastic human beings.

It dowed.

A car passed, headlights so bright he had to shade his eyes and squint, and in squinting realized his right
hand was cramped from holding the doorknob so tightly, so long. He turned the knob. The car sped up the
street. The figure had moved closer, back into the dark.

Barnaby; not Barnaby.

He pushed in and dammed the door behind im, humied to the living room and looked out the window just as his
mother came in from the kitchen.

"Honey, are you dl right?’

The street was empty.

Sunset Books, the largest independent bookshop in the county, sat midway between the Strip and Town
Hall. Just insde the entrance, on the left, was a high, blondwood horseshoe counter, and on the platform
behind it, on a stool that permitted him to see the entire store without straining, sat a sandy-haired man in his
early thirties, aready prominently bading, wearing a sleeveless argyle sweater over a dull pinstripe shirt.
His severely-cut black beard couldn't hide the ridges and shallows of a face hacked from polished wood,
nor could the sweater and baggy trousers disguise the man's impressive bulk. Fern thought Pen Tobin
resembled an actor who thought he'd be playing a fullback and ended up as the absent-minded but ruggedly
handsome professor.

She aso thought he was a lech.

Though she was positive he was constantly fooling around with Arlette Bingham, the daytime clerk with a
serious ego problem, he had never really made an actua pass at her, not in the year she had worked for
him, but there was something about the way he looked at her these days that bothered her. It was, she
thought, sort of like the way Pancho looked a her when he didnit think anyone else was watching. A quick strip of
her clothes, a check of her figure, dressing her again and smiling so innocently she couldn't be positive she
wasn't imagining it.

No; with Pancho she was sure. With Mr. Tobin she didn't quite know.

Tonight, even though it was Friday, supposedly a good night to buy, he had decided to close early, and
she had spent the last hour patrolling the shelves, returning books to their proper places and straightening
the sale tables. When she was done, she went immediately to her favorite spot in the store, what she had
christened the Idand— three badly upholstered armchairs dragged in from curbs during house-cleaning
week, a couple of rickety tables with seashell ashtrays, and a fringed faded carpet that regular vacuuming
would have destroyed. For walls there were four warped wood bookcases Tobin had discovered in his
landlord's basement. Damaged books found their way here, some sale books, and the occasional magazine.
No food or drink allowed. Voices down please, and if you're going to read, at least have the courtesy to
buy the thing before you break the spine or dog-ear a page.

In the beginning, Mr. Tobin had been concerned that one group or another would co-opt the area as an
im-promptu, not to mention free, meeting place, or that people would use its relative privacy to swipe books
and magazines, or the elderly would use it to rest their legs and feet. It hadn't happened. Teens could be
found here as much as anyone else, gossiping, swapping lies, and even buying now and then.

Not long after its creation, she had gotten a raise.

A glance at the other chair, and she saw a faint image of Eddie stting there, thumbing through a
western. Of dl things, the guy liked westerns. He redlly liked to read.

He chopped his father up.

A shudder was interrupted by a sudden yawn, and she winced when her jaw popped. As she massaged
it, she sprawled in one of the chairs, skirt drawn to the middle of her thighs, shoes off and toes wiggling,
and listened to the faint sounds of Tobin shutting things down at the counter. It had been a hdl of aday. For
some reason, nine hundred Zillion people seemed to have been in the store at the same time, dl at the last
minute, dl demanding instant service, dl wanting tides the store didnt have and wouldn't have until
Monday's afternoon deliveries.

She thought, she believed, she would deep soundly until then.

Unfortunately for her feet, and the fact that she had to work &l day tomorrow, it would be like this for
the next several weeks, the between-holidays trade so necessary to get the establishment through until late
spring. She had had no idea this was the way things worked. After dl, you came in, you bought, you left,
the books were always there. Cars had their seasons; who knew books did too?

The lights flickered, died, leaving only those around the perimeter ill burning.



"Fern, I'm about ready.

She groaned loudly for an answer and looked at her watch—eight, and it felt like midnight. Maybe shed
stop off at the Starlite on the way home, grab something to eat to save her mother the trouble. It was
always that way—she'd work late, and her mother would have full meal waiting when she got home, it
didn't matter that Fern had already had something herself.

"You're a growing woman, Fern," she'd say solemnly. "You need your beauty rest, and you need to eat."

"Mom, if | ate any more I'd be a zllion pounds.”

"l eat," her mother said, "and I'm not a zllion pounds."

True enough. She and her mother were the same dender size, the same height, wore each other's
clothes often enough that sometimes they couldn't remember which belonged to who; her father thought
they were nuts. Her mother said that's because he was too chicken to wear a dress.

Right, Fern thought, she could just see Arthur Belard, actuary clerk and lay reader at the First
Presbyterian Church, weating a dress He hed a hard enough time when she wore slacks or jeans; wearing a skirt
and blouse, like now, had been his condition in letting her get an after-school job. If she wore anything else,
he'd lock her up for damn ever. She wondered if he was afraid she'd turn out like her mother.

Of course, if she went to the diner, Scott might be there.

S?

She grinned.

Or maybe that damn cop, Jorgen, the one who looked her over so many times when he interviewed her
that she couldn't wait for him to leave so she could take a shower. He was good-looking, but he gave her
the creeps.

The grin became a puzzled frown. There'd been nothing in the papers or on TV about Eddie or his father
, hot since yesterday. She couldn't believe that someone who had done something like that in a town like
this hadn't been caught yet. It was like the guy was a ghost or something.

Like Katie. Not a sign of her, not a word, cdling the house and getting her grandmother, who acted as if
Katie didn't know anyone except creeps and perverts.

"Cladng," Tabin caled.

A moment later, the perimeter lights went out, only the anti-theft spotlights left, crossing over her head.

Fem cursed im for nat weting and bent over to pidk up her shoes.

And something long and hard and gleaming black crawled out of the one she first put her hand on. She
yelped, jumped back, hit the chair and fdl into it, pulling her legs up under her, pressing hard into the back.

"Fern, you okay?"

She couldn't answer.

The insect, too dark down there in the dark to identify, scuttled around the hed and moved toward the
chair.

"Fern?'

Three inches, four; the biggest thing she'd ever seen.

"Fern!™

Her mouth opened to tell him, but the words became a bleating as the black beetle vanished beneath her.
Under the chair. Looking, she just knew it, for a way to cdimb up. She kndt on the cushion, and brought
fists to her chest when a second one crawled out of the other shoe. Larger. Blacker. Mandibles so long she
could see them open and close.

She could hear them.

The lights flared on.

Her boss ran into the Idand.

"There," she said, pointing to the floor.

"Chrig," he muttered, and she closed her eyes when she heard him stride onto the rug, swallowed hard
when she heard the prolonged papery crunch of his shoes crushing the bug. "God."

"There's one under the chair," she whispered.

Instead of looking for it, he picked her up easily and carried her away, set her down by the door and said,
"What the hell was that thing?'

She leaned against him, hating herself for acting like such a helpless female, wishing her legs would stop
trying to collapse. "I don't know."

"Wait here," he told her. "I'll set the darms, well get my car, I'll drive you home."

Centipedes in the bathtub; spiders in the kitchen sink.

"Okay," she answered, and prayed her parents hadn't gone out to a movie.

Then Mr. Tobin said, from back around the Idand, "Son of a bitch."



Her eyes widened. "What? What's the matter?"

"That thing | killed," he said, coming toward her, handing her her coat while dipping into his own. "I was
going to scoop it up and dump it."

II$?I

"So | guess | didn't kill it. The damn thing's gone.”

SIX

The clouds dragged themselves back over the sky not long after nine, stampeding the stars and moon, and a
stiff wind from the northwest snapped at banners on the plaza, drove dust dong the gutters, carried with it
not the smell of rain but the crisp texture of impending snow. Thanks-gving decorationsin the lighted shop windows
seamed aut of place, too cheerful, too bright, too false though the hdidey was less then a wesk away. A mdfundion
o treffic Sgnals dong Summit Boulevard held cars bumper-to-bumper, drivers cursing the buses that didn't
pull dl the way in when they stopped at each corner. Intersections were blocked. Pedestrians nudged each
other off the curb, in a hurry to get home.

It was a crime.

Cavin Nobbs glared at every car that refused to let him cross the street.

A crime they didn't see the signs, didn't see him, didn't see anything but a way out of this town.

He almost raised his cane to shake it at them, maybe even give them a whack or two just to let them
know, but he remembered that the last time he'd done that, idiots hed husled him away to the pdlice daion ad
cdled Mazie to come take him home before he hurt somebody.

Héll, he wasn't going to hurt anyone.

He just wanted to get the hell across the street.

Before Christmas, if possible; definitely before mid-night.

He coughed vidlently and grabbed his chest, clawed at it, pounded it until the cough and the pain finaly
went away. Thewind tried to steal his hat; he grabbed the brim and yanked it down, then stepped off the
curb when the WALK dgn flashed, and dared the cars trying to beat the light to run him down. They
honked. Someone yelled a curse. He ignored them. He didn't hurry. He was old, and he had a right, and if
they didn't like it, they could lump it.

He had to get home.

He had to be there in case the screaming began.

Listening for it.

Straining so hard it gave her a headache.

Katie knew she was driving herself crazy, but she couldn't help it. She sat at her bedroom window on her
hope chest, legs drawn up, chin on her knees. The lamp was out, the pane looked like black ice, fdt like fire
whenever she reached out to touch it to be sure it was 4ill there. Her head tilted. A draft tickled her hair,
dipped down the neck of the oversize T-shirt she used for a nightgown and tickled her breasts, made her
shiver and hug her legs more tightly.

Srediffened her jaw againg ayann, rubbed an eyewith a knuckle, then rubbed the other.

Time to deep, but she didn't move.

She listened.

She stared, but there were nothing to see out there, not in the sky, and she was too low to be able to see
the house behind without stretching. It didn't matter. It wasn't the sky or the house she cared about.

A muffled thump in the hdl outside her door— Grandmother up again, using the bathroom as she did a
dozen times between bed and dawn, the wheelchair lightly bumping over the threshold. She refused to turn
on a light for fear, she said, of waking Katie. Katie's protests didn't do any good—Grandmother, my door's
always dosed, for heaven's sake, you won't wake nme up—it was thump and rdl dl night long. And Katie's parents



dead so0 long, she couldn't really remember it being any other way.

Star light, star bright, she thought as she stared at the clouds, their bellies reflecting the town below; if
you're there, just tdl me I'm not going nuts. Just give me a hint so | get back to the world.

A tear for Eddie dipped to her cheek and quivered there until an angry finger dashed it away, wiped it
againgt her hip. That too was crazy. At least she could tell herself that the screams she had heard, that she
thought she had heard, the night Eddie died were probably only her imeginetion, a loose fragment of nightmare, the
comadion made only when she'd heard about the murder. Eddie lived three blocks away; even with the
windows open she couldn't have heard him. That was smple. The crying wasn't. He didn't love her; he
liked her, she was part of the Pack. She loved him; she didn't always love him. He was too manic, too
unnerving, once in a while too unintention-aly cruel. But there was something about him, the way he
laughed, the way his fingers were always snapping, the way he ran every place even when he was walking,
that made her forget about Grandmother and the house and school and everything.

That was crazy.

The tears were crazy. She should be over it by now, or at least out with the kids, not locked away like
some princess in a dark tower room waiting for a knight to rescue her from something she didn't even know
what.

She should be gone.

But each night, after sunset, she remembered the screams and spent most of the time wandering the
house, listening.

Crazy.

It was dl crazy.

Another tear fdl, and this one wasn't for Eddie.

SEVEN

They fet it in Foxriver, the sleepers and the dreamers, when midnight was done:

An unconscious divination of the transformation of the dark, a parting of the night, a funeral for the stars.

Sheets and blankets were tossed aside, pillows thumped and reset, legs moving dowly, arms drawing
away from the sides of the bed; a faint whimper from the bed of a nightmare-plagued child, a sputtered
moan from the bed of amanlivingdong agiggefrom awomean, agesp fram the dark where no one dept at all.

The Boulevard was empty, traffic lights changing now with no one to see them; streetlamps buzzing with
no one to hear; a scrap of crumpled paper scuttling aong the gutter with no one to see it, trying to climb the
curbing, veering away from the drains, tumbling across the black-top and bouncing onto the sidewalk,
pausing, quivering, then dipping through the entrance of Foxriver Park.

There was no wind.

There was no breeze.

The paper kept moving. So did the shadows.

The night watchman in the Rotunda kept moving as wel, uncomfortable with the chill that had settled
over the donehuildng. He ddnt likewaking, there were too meny echoes, he cast too many shadows, but standing
dill was worse. Standing gill meant listening to the elevators talking when the elevators had been long since
shut down; standing gill meant listening to the whispers behind the police station's inner door though he
knew full well dl the night shift stayed on the floor a level down; standing gtill meant listening to the stone
creak and doors dam and hinges squeal and his uniform rustle and his breath come too loud.

As he passed the modd of Foxriver Then And Now he paused, checked his watch, took out a
handkerchief and lightly dusted the glass that covered the miniature town. He did it every night. There
never was any dust, but he did it just the same, then looked down through the light no brighter than a dying
candle to make sure no one had stolen his town.



He did it tonight.

There was no dust.

The town was safe.

Though straight down the center the glass had been cracked.

Part Two

WHEN WE GREW UP
EIGHT

Nobody died until Sap Zubronsky heard the cats.

NINE

Blade Murtaugh stiffened when he heard the rat dip under the plastic of his garbage-bag blanket. He knew
it was a rat; it was always a rat, they never left him aone, they were always after him, nibbling at him,
warning him that one night they'd stop playing with him and feast. It was wearisome. Bothersome. He
amost decided to go back to deep, let the critter do what it wanted, he was too tired anymore.

It nipped him on the calf.

He ydled, kicked, flung back the plastic and scrambled backward on his buttocks until his head struck the
brick wall that formed the back of his bedroom alley.

"God dan!™* he shouted, reeching for, grabhing, throw-ing atin can at the rodent.

The can missed.

The rat didn't move.

"Son of abitch,” Murtaugh said, and pulled up his trouser leg, examined the skin and praised God it wasn't
broken. No rabies this morning; just a raging rabid thirst-He threw another can.

The rat backed away dowly.

Grime-crusted knuckles massaged his eyes, pressed against his chapped lips. Then his pams flattened
againgt the walls on either side and pushed him up as his knees popped, his ankles creaked, his vison
blurred and doubled for a second and made his eyes water.

The rat didn't move.

At the mouth of the aley some fifty feet away he could see shadows passing through glaring light, Friday
people on their way to start their Christmas shopping, a few late to work, dl wishing the weekend would
hurry up and get here. Probably one in eight glancing in and none of them seeing a thing. That was the
beauty of it, these places he'd discovered. Four of them on this side of the boulevard alone. There were
others, but none so deep, none so narrow, none blocked to the second story. He dept in this one, napped in
two others, had a cardboard living room in one not haf a step from the police station entrance in the town
hall.



Keep moving and they won't get you.

A moving target is harder to hit.

The rat didn't move, but its tail dapped the ground.

"Ah, go on, you bastard,” he told it, and dapped the night's dirt from his tweed overcoat.

It didn't move.

"Cheeky little shit, aren't you?"

There was nothing left to throw. All the garbage—in bags, cans, bags shoved into cans whose lids
wouldn't stay on—was up near the mouth where the trucks could get at it easily. Back here things were
forgotten.

Murtaugh; and the rat.

Improbably his thirst increased, and his stomach began to demand solace soon.

Shaking himsdlf to adjust the coat's padded shoulders, he took a step toward the chubby rodent, growling
and shaking a fist.

It backed away, tal thumping.

Murtaugh grinned. "Little prick." He kicked, missed, fel against the wdl and kicked again.

The rat sat back on its haunches and opened its mouth to show him dl its teeth.

" JosLs.”

He coughed, and spat phlegm to one side, then ran as fast as he could, striking out as he passed the little
vermin and whooping when he fdt the 9de of his tgpelashed shoe hit the beast's rump. He didn't look back, and
didn't dow down until he reached the sidewak. Once there, blinded and blinking, he sagged against the
wall's comer until he could catch his breath, a hand splayed across his chest, the other pinching his cheeks,
wiping his chin. When he was ready, he adjusted himsdf again, spat on his palms and dicked his hair into
place, checking his appearance in a clothing store window.

Not too bad, he decided after examining front and profile, straightening one lapdl, flicking a piece of
uniden-tifiable something from the tip of his thrice-broken nose. The overcoat hadn't yet seen a winter, he'd
shaved yesterday at the Methodist Misson over on January Street—had to, they wouldn't give him
Thanksgiving dinner unless he had—and there was ill something about the face, the cheery flush that
made his dark skin less menacing, the eyes that rejected pity, that kept people from shying away whenever
he asked for a dime, a quarter, a chance to do some work.

Not too bad at dl.

Given time, he might even look handsome again.

Unless the rats got to him first.

Oh hell, he thought, let's not start that, Blade, let's not look for trouble.

A test amile, then, a wink that dl was well, and he considered stopping in at the bookstore. The bitch
behind the counter always wrinkled her nose when he went in, and he always gave her his best how-do
amile. Arlette. Snooty black bitch sees a black man down and out, figures she's got it made. Time was, she
would have died to crawl into his bed. Time was. Now, dl tits and tight skirts, probably laying Tobin in bis
office, she just wrinkled her nose and turned away. Once, only once, she had tried to stop him, the first
time, but Tobin had let him in, hung around, and bless him had said nothing when Murtaugh tock a char and a
bodk and gpent afar hour reeding. Once a week, after that. Just to keep his brain in shape.

Pen Tobin hadn't recognized him.

Murtaugh didn't expect it, but he knew that someday it would happen. And since it might be today, what
with the goddamn rat waking him up and al, he changed his mind and headed for the park. A day like this,
it was the best place to be, not insgde. Comfortable there and a chance for the night to get out of his bones.
Besides, maybe Slap would be around. He grinned and wiped his nose with a finge. Him and Sep
Zubronsky—the Hat Trick Boys Part of a two-bit high school hockey team that for two years suddenly became
glorious, became champs, the Hat Trick Boys setting al kinds of records, senior year even going to the
regionas. What the hdl. Stand this town on its ear the way they used to, make them take notice. Maybe.
Maybe not. Didn't matter. He hadn't seen Sap in over a week, the man busy working pastel pictures on
some paper he'd found behind a supply shop last month.

"My way up and out, men" Zubronky hed said fromthe dark of his own dley when Blade had found him. "Some
guy, he's gonna see this stuff, he's gonna let me do a mural.” A toothless smile a hundred miles wide. He'd
snapped a finger against his gums. "Get me some chop-pers, bite a few ladies.”

Right, Blade thought; right.

Trouble was, Slap was good. Very good. And from his spot by the park wall, he'd actualy begun to sdl a
few things. A buck here, afew bucks there. Even some shit for Tobin's bookstore.

Up.



Ou.

Didn't matter.

Sap was there, wasn't there, it didn't make any differ-ence because Murtaugh's stomach was playing
tuba like a fiend, and across from the park entrance was a bar, a new Chinese restaurant, and the Starlite
Diner, which he hadn't gone to since he'd graduated from junior high God alone knew how long ago. One of
themwoud have bregkfedt in the dumpsters in the parking ot behind them, and some stale bread he could feed
to the birds at the pond.

And if they didn't have it, he could move on down the street, checking out dl the other restaurants and
sandwich shops, lounges and bars, maybe even the movie theaters. It was like a persona smorgasbord
once you learned how to work it, once you let the cooks and chefs and bushboys know you would even take
ajob if you couldn't take their garbage, or there was no garbage to take.

All in the working.

It was dl in the working.

Of course, it helped that he was short, not quite the nationa average from the papers he had read. Hard
to be a terror when you looked like a starving kid gone old before his time.

Also, the cops wouldn't hassle him, there in the park, stting under a tree or down by the pond, not
bothering anyone, not getting in anyone's way. He was known to them, most of them to him, and as long as
he didn't pester the mothers and children, reserved his panhandling for the streets, they left him pretty
much to himself.

Although it was warm again today, Indian summer refusing to let go, last night's taste of cold proved that
autumn was at last giving way to the next season. Which meant he'd deep better than usua in his private
bedroom dley. Until it gat odd, red add, and he hed to warry about freezing.

Goddamn rat.

Yet the dley was certainly better than going to the Mission. He only did that when he had to swallow his
pride Fous adlege kids and middeage women, dudking and fussing over him, promising him a future and giving
him soup. Making him pray, for god's sake, before he dropped onto a cot ten times harder than the mattress
he'd made for himself.

Fat lot of good prayer had done for him lately.

Yesterday they had prayed more than usual, and louder, figuring the holiday was probably something
special, had some specid pipdine right to God from the pumpkin pie. Didn't help the Indians when the
Pilgrims daughtered them, did it, hell no. Didn't help him when it al went to hell, hell no.

Free turkey, though, free pie.

Lots of loud praying.

Goddamn rat.

As he passed a hardware store, he reminded himself to check out one of the downtown construction
sites, find a board or something, a two-by-four tossed aside. Clean the dley out. Bash the rat's goddamn
brains in and have them for supper.

It wouldn't be the first time.

And it definitely wouldn't be the worst thing he'd ever eaten.

He nodded.

Something to look forward to—the perfect end to a perfect day, which he knew was ahead when the
first woman he approached gave him adollar . . . and didn't caution him not to spend it on liquor.

Perfect day.

Even the goddamn rat.

Even the food he found in the cans, some of it fresh, that filled him as he ate it on the dope above the
pond, letting the sun try to warm him. He was careful to keep his mouth clean. Folks didn't give when you
looked like a cannibal. Not that he was bothering anyone today. He had decided that today was for sitting
and sunning and watch-ing the girls.

Which reminded im of Bonita, mede im wonder where she was and roll his eyes because he knew damn well
where she was. At the train station. Almost always. Counting the windows of the cars that passed her. She
had a number, she once told him back behind the movies, that when she reached it would take her away to
someplace like Arizona where it was always warm and people aways smiled and she could get rid of her
disguise and show the world what she redly was.

He grinned, hid the grin when an dd womean scomed & him, walking her old dog.

What she really was was nuts.

Even Sap knew that.

And Slap's elevator didn't exactly always leave the first floor on time.



Murtaugh asked her, "Bonita your real name?"

"My secret name," she had answered, finger to her lips he was surprised to see ill looked good to kiss.
"You'e the only one who knows it. You tell it, I'll die" Her face had hardened, become stone, scared the
piss out of him. "I'll kill you if you tdl it."

He hadn't. Not to anyone. Not even the kids who talked tohim now and then, likethe gimp kid he cdled "Leg' ad
talked sports with now and then, and the redhead in the bookstore and the jock a hundred feet tal who
didnt believe Blade had ever played hockey but kept asking him how it was dl that time, to be famous.

Famous is, Murtaugh had told him, as famous does.

Meaning, famous is a load they dump on your back and forget to tel you it's too big for you to carry
when you're too young to get laid.

The kid had frowned, dropped him a buck, and walked away.

Murtaugh hadn't been able to resist: "And high school famous ain't worth a shit!" he'd yelled.

The kid had laughed, and kept coming back every once in a while. He made Murtaugh nervous, but what
the hell, talking to him was better than a sharp stick in the eye.

They were dl right, those kids; at least they didn't treat him as if he were nuts.

He snorted and dipped a handful of crumbs onto the ground a few inches from his left foot. A young
duck, one of two that had waddled out of the water when he'd ducked an invitgion to the family, goproached the
pleinahurry, talked to it, stabbed at it, scattered it, and wheeled when its brother tried to get in on the medl.

He smiled and dowly drew up hisright leg.

Every year he had to retrain them; every year the stupid birds forgot who he was.

What the hdll, the world had forgotten who he was, most of it. Sometimes he wasn't even sure himsalf.

A nursedrdled by, amincarm with amen in a pafedly pressed pale suit, She waved; the man only nodded, so
obvioudy puzzled by the woman's greeting a bum that Murtaugh could do no less than wave back and
salute.

Nice lady, that one. Twice sewed him up when punks had tossed him around, just for the hdl of it. Good
hands. Soft hands. He remembered her smell being not like a hospital but like talc and sweet candy. He
never saw the guy before, he must be new in her life.

Lucky ledy.

The ducks were called back by their parents.

"Go on," he urged them quietly. His hands opened. "Nothing left today."

They did, tails swinging so hard one logt its balance and skidded on his beak when it reached the bank.

Then Murtaugh lifted the other leg and hugged his shins. His coat was open, shirt unbuttoned to the
center of his chest. He hadn't worn the sport jacket he'd found a week ago because he knew itd be too
much padding too soon. It was too warm now, sweat pooling under his armpits and around his waist, but
you couldn't panhandle unless you really looked like aloser.

God, he thought, wasn't that the irony of it.

Sondf ahitch Blade Murtaugh hesto work &t looking like he has no money, no job, no god in life but survive from
dawn to dawn.

Something crawled around the back of his neck. He dapped at it, rubbed at it, wiped his hand on the
grass without learning what he'd killed.

Of course, inthe old days he didn't hardly have to work at al. Everything he wanted had come his way,
no sweat, goddamn, like he was King Midesinthe flesh. He hed even had a decent house out there on Long Idand.
No mansion, but what the hel. Mowed his lawn. Paid his taxes. Went to parties his bosses threw. Saw
women who actually looked beack a him and didnt flindh. Nat like now. Nat like Arlete the bitch Bingham. Hell, no,
not like now. And it hadn't taken much. One damn lousy investment, one diver ever 0 caefully shaved dff his
tax fom, and some aetin down in Washington catches him. Firgt time; last time. The contacts dried up, more
taxes came due, more contacts dipped away like jackas in the sun, more taxes ... the panic.

White man gets caught, he gets a dap on the wrist, naughty boy, shame shame, pay the fine and take it
off your taxes; black man dips away.

Trouble was, he'd long since lost the bitterness. It had helped keep him angry until the day he admitted he
was the one who had screwed up, no one else. Got caught. Caught hell and went there to live,

He wiped his nose on a deeve, burrowed his chin against his thigh.

Hadn't been for the panic he might've gotten through.

Hadn't been, however, had been, and he hadn't.

One day he has this gorgeous car right off the boat from Itady, pad for in cash; the next day he wakes
up in some dive in some town in New England, no money, no food, god knows how many days growth on
his face, sinking like vomit and fegling twice as bad.



Goddam.

Hanging around unil winter, getting the hang of it, living on the streets, getting a grip on self-pity, then drifting south
when he damn near froze his ass off. It had taken hm a month welking and sumbling, nat redlly redizing where he
was heading until he ended up in his hometown.

Nobody had recognized him; he told no one his name.

Hat Trick Boy, prodigd son, goddamn, goddamn.

He wondered what Tobin would say if he walked right up and said, "Hey, Pen, you remember me?
Blade? Fastest skater in North Jersey? Umpteen Zllion goas senior year, remember? How you been,
man?"

Taanwould shit

What the hell.

Pay for your sins.

He touched the board beside him.

Goddamn rat gonna get his tonight, for damn sure.

Unless he heard the screaming.

He heard the screaming, shit, he just might keep that rat around, train him like a watchdog, keep him
safe.

He shivered, hugged himsalf more tightly.

Never. Never in what was left of hislife did he ever want to hear that sound again.

Going for his evening condtitutional last week, checking out the trash, hunting less for food than
something to add to his living room dley, and this shriek, this high-pitched, brain-busting, soul-sucking
shriek comes out of the night like a bat bent for hell. Never ran so hard in his whole dam life Kept himin bed
for aday, sheking likefever hed taken over his muscles.

Soppad him from walking around the neghbbarhoods during the afternoon, watching the gardens bed down for the
season, stopping now and then to talk to an old woman who knew that he knew what he was taking about
when he suggested mulch over there and cedar chips over here.

Sometimes they even tried to hire him.

He always declined with a smile and a polite salute.

Though the thought of putting his hands in dirt, killing weeds, smdling flowers . . . sometimes it was a
thought.

Yesh.

And maybe he'd teach the rat like he taught the ducks.

Why the hell not? A rat's got more brains.

He pidked up the board and lad it acrass hisknees hung his wrists over the ends and stared at the water.

Got more brains than he does, that's for damn sure. He had the brains, he could've made something of
himsdf, come back from adversity, cleared his name, started over. Instead, everybody's back turned on
him, dl doors closed and locked, he took the dide, and found it good, and besides he was too damn tired,
even a mule knows when tobak and when to move before thewhip gets used agan.

He dozed.

He didn't dream.

TEN

The station at Foxriver was little more than a raised wood platform fifty yards long between the north-and
south-bound tracks Above it was a deaming pesked rodf hdd up by squared metal posts, the recessed lighting just
bright enough for people to see where they were going on cloudy days. There was no stationmaster, no
ticket office, no place to buy coffee or soda, and only three newspaper dispensers that were, without fail,
empty by the time the last evening commuter train passed through. The tracks crossed the river just above



North Bridge, made a right turn behind the forbidding VA convalescent home, and followed the park until
they dipped down the hill and headed for Hoboken and the Hudson River. Opposite the station to the east
was a row of closely-placed, determined fir which hid the houses behind; between the platform and the
park wall a parking lot forever scheduled to be widened.

In the middle of the day it was generally deserted.

Bonita Logan liked it that way. It was the only place she hed bean ade to find where the mongers couldnt fird
her, the monsters they kept caged in the schools every day, teaching them how to tease her, make her cry,
make her say bad words, make her break down and give them her real name, make her forget who she
redly was. Dancing around her, cdling her names, laughing, pointing, gestur-ing to make her blush until
someone higger chased them away, then chased her away. She never chased the monsters herself. That
would be wrong. A queen had knights who did that work for her.

Like Blade, and Sap, and the knight with one leg, and the knight so big he could crush boulders with his
bare hands and kept tdling her how pretty she looked, like a movie star he used to see on TV, and
sometimes handing her a dollar or two and waving when he Ieft her to be with the other knights who
always wore black armor.

Sometimes, of course, her knights were on a quest and she had to deal with the monsters dl by herself.
That was okay. She was strong. She always had been. Had to be to keep the monsters from stealing her
name, her soul, her eyes that everyone had aways said was her best feature. Huge. Round. The color of
the sky in the middle of May.

"Bonita," they would say, though of course they used her real name, "someday you're going to break
hearts with those eyes."

Something flapped between the rails. A piece of color-less paper that looked like the wing of something
smal trying desperately to climb out of the way of the train.

She watched it until it settled.

Then she settled herself, passing smooth hands over her thighs, smoothing the wrinkles from the
too-large jeans she'd been nursng aong since last August; drawing her lamb's wool coat over her legs,
smoothing out the rough spots; patting her hair near the color of Blade's skin, smoothing out the curls she
hated, wished she could banish because they made her stand out, just like her eyes; adjusting the cloth she'd
folded into a convoluted turban around her head, touching the silver diamond in the center, smoothing the
bow whose tails trailed down her back; folding her hands carefully, ladylike, in her lap, squeezing her
fingers together so the veins that bulged aong the backs of her hands would smooth out, go away.

When everything was ready, she waited.

For the train.

She had a fedling about the next one. It would be the one that gave her the number that would take her
away. It had to be. Foxriver was making her nervous. Usualy she liked it here. Not too many little
monsters bothered her these days, they were too busy thinking about Christmas, not too many cops tried to
hustle her into a cdl, not too many men tried to hustle her out of her pants and leave without paying.

She tapped her foot.

She fdt the air begin to move.

She felt the rush of the train before it even reached town.

Number, she prayed; please give me the number so | can go away.

Usually, Foxriver was fine.

It wasn't anymore.

One of her knights was dead, killed by the invisble dragon that had Ieft its den in the night country, and
the other knights hardly noticed her at dl anymore. At first she had been angry, wondering who they
thought they were, deserting her in time of war; then she had been sad that the teachers who taught the
monsters seemed to have poisoned her knights as well; then she had resigned herself to fighting the fight



aone. It was what dl good queens did in the end. Fight the fight themselves. The knights, dter dl, were arly
humen, and baing humen, they were scared.

Being a queen, she wasn't human.

So it bothered her that she was nervous, because that meant there was another secret somewhere in
town, one she didn't know, one she had to find out, one she didn't want to find out before she reached her
magic number and was taken away to someplace warm.

The tracks hummed.

She straightened her back, pursed her lips, tried to clear her mind so she could begin the count.

And in clearing her mind, she heard the scream again.

The scream of her knight.

Like the scream of the train's brakes when it stopped at the gation and the people gat off inarush and swirl of dark
colors, not talking, breath steaming like horses back from a run, and she stared at them with her beautiful
wide eyes and nodded politdly when one smiled at her and scowled when one sneered and gasped when
the train pulled away without warning and she hadn't been able to count a single window.

Oh Lord, she thought; oh Lord, I'm gonna die.

Gonna get out, Sap sang gaily to himself as he touched up a bit of the sky over a sagging barn in a
barren field; gonna get out, gonna get rich, gonna take Blade to the best restaurant in town, gonna get lad,
maybe Bonita, gonna get new clothes, gonna get warm, gonna stay dry, gonna get out.

Protected from the wind by screens he'd fashioned from scraps of metal, fifteen sheets of tiff paper
were propped against the aley wall. The private alley. So private, not even the cops knew about it, and
Blade didn't always remember.

Slap's hands, stubby fingers and flesh sagging, stained with pastel chalk.

He tipped back his golfer's cap and glared up at the sky.

Not enough light. Never enough light. Can't see what 1'm doing, gonna mess it up, never gonna get out.

A tear broke across his cheek, and he swiped it away angrily, leaving behind smears of chalk dust.

Too many shadows.

Cloud-shedowss.

Wal-shedows.

Cat-shadows. Creeping around him dl the time, creep-ing around the house, trippaing im, meking his mather med
because he kept stepping on them and she kept telling him why couldn't he act like a man, grow up, stay out
her way or she'd use her magic powers to cal the magic cats to teke care of imif he didnt dop bang a beby.
Ca-shadows snegking up on him in the night, wanting to tear his eyes out, his tongue out. Cat-shadows he
stalked in the park with the club hed made from a dead branch. Cat-shadows died. Cat-shadows bled.
Cat-shadows didn't bother him ever, ever again.

He laughed without a sound, wondering how the damn hdl he'd lived through his mother's craziness. It
hadn't been easy. And after graduation, the jobs he had hadn't been easy either. Nobody cared that hed
scored more goas than even Blade. The jobs weren't easy, and some-times they weren't there. Say
goodbye to his mother, the old bitch, say goodbye to the damn cats, put the world on his finger and spin it,
pick a spot, go find the jobs and dl the money he could spend. Not easy. Not here and not there New Yok
and Ddaware and Pennsylvania and once even down in South Carolina. Not easy. Easier to come home, live in
the park, forget the days.

A cloud brief and thin chilled the dley.

He'd have to quit for today.

He couldntt.

Not since Pen Tobin was going to put his mura in the bodkshop window, dl the peodle locking on, buying things
just because of him.

And not since the man had come that morning, come to the wall on the south side of the park and saw
what Sap hed done and hed dood there while Sgp worked, toudhiing up, never satisfied, shaking from the cold
though the sun was white and hat, nearly weeping when he dmost messed up a dog trying to catch a duck
down by the pond. The man watched without speaking. Sap knew he was there, had seen him before, hed sdld
him one flower-piece for nearly five bucks.

Then the man had said, "Do you have any training? Formal training in art, | mean?"

Sap looked over his shoude, aingng. No one gooke to him. They watched him. They dropped coins, once a
dollar, in the coffee can. They walked away. They never spoke.

"l played hockey," Sap said, voice harsh with disuse.



The man nodded.

Slap touched up a gravestone.

Never satisfied; ever.

The man tapped his shoulder.

Sap nearly screamed.

"The man who has that bookstore, he said you did that display he's putting up in his window. That right?"

"Three days. Three daysin the dley."

A pause.

"Teke this," the men firdlly sad, and dropped a busness card on the sidewalk. "Come and see me Monday
morn-ing. No. Monday | have to bein the city. Tuesday. Come on Tuesday. Bring a couple of things. That
cemetery over there, a few more. You've never had any training?"

Sap shook hisheed. "Hodkey," he dd. "I'm aHat Tridk Boy. Slapshot. Hat Trick."

The man smiled and walked away.

Sap sat on the ground heavily, swallowed, grabbed the coffee can and clutched it to his chest. Stared at
the park wal bricks Bregthed as evenly as he could. And knew thet he was frightened. Hell, he was terrified. It was
ajoke. Bastard kidding around, making him think things he thought only in his aley dreams, making him go
to some office, some galery, some shop, and laughing at him with his friends, tearing up his pictures, throning
him back into the gutter.

He looked up at the sky again, remembering that moming, how hed grabbed his pictures and dhdks and hed run a
million miles along the river, aong the sidewalks, unil hefigured the men hedn't fallomed him to laugh a him with his
friends. Then he decided to beieve it. Why not? Bdlieve this, believe that, what was there left to lose for
Chrigt's sake?

Now there was no light |€ft.

Tueday maming.

He had to wait al weekend until Tuesday morning.

It scared him to desth.

Bonita adjusted her turban, lifted her chin, marched off the platform, and headed for home. She hadn't
counted windows. After missing that train, the whole day hed been wasted and she had only sat there, trying to
decide if that meant she needn't bother with the weekend trains too. She didnt know. It was confusing.
This had never hap-pened before. She decided to take a walk through the park to clear her mind, have a
look at her subjects and make sure they were well, then return to her bedchamber and study the diary she
had been keeping for years. It had dl the answers. She would find the one she needed and know if she had
to return here tomorrow.

If she did, that would be fine, she would be ready.

If she did not, that would be upsetting, but she had been upset before and she was strong and she would
handle it just as she always had.

As dhe passed through a ggp in the wl flanked by done pillars pigeon-stained and crumbling and made her way
dowly down the path toward the pond, she wondered if perhaps Erma might be of some assistance. A
good handmaiden she was, never complaining, aways amiling, aways willing to share her food. It was
shame Cdvin wasn't noble born. Had he been, Bonita would have given him a title and permitted Erma to
marry him. As it was, Cavin wouldn't even make a good squire. He yelled too much. He called her names.
He caled Erma names. He called the fat serving woman names, who always ydled back like the gutter
servant she was. He would never make a proper duke, nor even a decent baron. Once a commoner, dways a
commong, she dways bdieved, ad Calvin Nobbs was about as common as common got.

The ducks and geese were fine.

A young couple raced across the grass, but Bonita didn't scold them. It was, after al, coming on winter,
soon enough to be cooped up in their huts, huddled around their meeger fires, spaing brath and sdted meat and
wating for spring. Let them have their fun. She was young once; she remembered.

"Borita”

She stopped, held her breath.

"Hey, Bonitd"

A dow turn to her right, frowning dightly when she didn't see anyone until she looked up the dope, and
he came toward her, topcoat casually draped over his shoul-der, hair tossed by the breeze, teeth showing
in a smile that made her wonder. He stopped when he reached her, so tal she had to look up.

"l haven't seen you around," he said quietly.



She said nothing; she could say nothing.

"Youredl right, aren't you?"

She managed a nod, and swore under her breath when she felt the turban dide over her brow.

He looked beyond her, scanning the park. "I've missed you."

She breathed again. And smiled Hiffly.

His hend gertly floeted to her shoulder; he leened doan; his breath ghosted past her ear. "I'm going to be open late
tonight, Friday and dl. If you've nothingto do . . ." He shrugged. The hand didn't move.

In her stomach something lurched, became cold, be-came warm, became so hot she stepped away and

nearly ssumbled.

He didn't help her.

"l may drop in," she said at last, her voice smdl and crystal. "I have other things to do first."

"Of course," he agreed quickly. "I understand.” The coat snaked from his shoulder into his hands, flipped
around like a cape and his arms pierced it, his hands reappeared and he unfolded a lapel. Then, before she
could stop him, he checked the park again, leened over and kissed her cheek.

"Until later" was the whisper that made her shiver as he I€eft, not looking back, fading into the shrubs and
the protection of the trees; "Until later" was the echo that followed her as she walked twice and three times
around the pond, staring at the water, seeing darts of light that stung her eyes; "Until later" was the promise
that made her frown and mutter and forget what she was and who she was until she remembered that she
hadn't counted the windows.

She would tell him, she decided; tonight, this night, she would tell him everything. Perhaps then he would
help her.

Her lips almost betrayed the smile she felt.

He was a nice man, was the gallant Lord Tobin, but he didn't know it dl even if he believed he did; and
when he did, it would be too late, he'd be deeper in her spell and nothing would save him from becoming
her king.

She was, after dl, not like the others.

She was, after dl, not as crazy as he thought.

On the Boulevard she lifted a hand and the magic light turned to let her pass, the carriages stopped with
groans and grumblings, and she crossed, nodding imperioudy to those drivers whose faces she could see.
On the other side she paused, suddenly uncertain, fedling the cold that dipped down the sides of the
buildings, feding the wind pull at her turban, feeing something made of ice dide up one leg and stab at her
thigh. She gasped. She grabbed a lamppost and lowered her head, humiliated that her subjects should see
her this way, hating the tears that smeared her makeup, tasted saty on her lips, fell to the sidewak and
shattered like glass.

A hand touched her shoulder. "Are you dl right, lady?'

She nodded without looking up.

"You want me to cal a doctor?

She shook her head.

Go away, she thought; please go away.

The speaker did.

The pain left with him.

She pushed away and began to hurry, not caring now how she looked, only knowing that something
terrible had just happened, some magic had struck her helpless, made her vulnerable, made her common; it
had attacked her in the open, and she hadn't even heard the scream.

ELEVEN

Firg thing Saturday morning Slap stood on the other side of the Boulevard, skipping left, skipping right,



trying to see through the traffic as Pen Tobin stood in the display window of Sunset Books. The girl who
worked with him was on the sidewalk, dancing in place with only a sweater tossed over her shoulders to
keep herself warm. He could see her breath from dl the way over here and felt sorry for her, wished he
could help her; she was the one of them, one of the kids who kept the other kids from kicking his pictures
away when he displayed them at the wall. He ddnt know her name He didnit redlly care. She was akid She had
plenty of timeto learn his.

C'mon, ¢mon, c'mon, he urged; hurry up, dl the people gone, done their shopping, no one left to see,
c¢'mon, ¢mon, ¢'mon, hurry up.

He stepped anxioudy toward the curb, pulled back, and snaled when someone bumped into im, hard, shoved im
away and called him a name.

No, hetdd himsdf; notimefar med. Waich thegil and Tobin, make sure they get it right.

The girl raised a pam, gesturing the man higher, lower, higher again and to the left as he held a roll of
tape in his mouth and a clumsy cardboard cutout of a reindeer in his right hand.

Doing it, Slap thought gleefully; god damn, they're redly doing it.

A little to the left, the girl signded once more, not so far, back, the other way, that's good, that's
perfect.

Tobin set the tape.

Sap mopped his forehead with a deeve, rested his free hand against his chest where his heart was
trying to get out in a hurry. They keep this up, they won't be done until Easter, what good will it do?

Tobin picked up a wreath-bedecked snowman with a jaunty top hat and they did it again. And with a
horse-drawn deigh, arobin wearing a too-large muffler, a decorated Christmas tree with a silver angel on
top, two litle kids having a snomadl fight, firdly fourteen flattened book covers pinned to a large, colorful, and
detailed drawing of Foxriver Park after a gentle fal of snow. Sap had been paid twenty dollars for the
scene; the cut-outs had been thrown in extra. Give Your Imagination Some-thing For Christmas letters
proclaimed across the top. Slap's letters.

It looked wonderful.

It looked . . . perfect.

He couldn't help it; he applauded his ddight, set his cap backward, then sprinted across the street as
soon as he spotted the room, and hid between two parked cars, rubbing his hands, wishing Bonita and
Blade were here, they'd see how soon he was getting out, oh boy.

"Looks nice, Fern."

He looked around just as a girl with a ponytail passed behind, a tdl kid with tons of hair a her side. He
knew themtoo. The boy didnt likehim, once cdled im anigger even though he wasn't, he was just dirty, but the kid
didn't care. Sap didn't either; Blade was the nigger, what the hell. Blade didn't care.

"Thanks, Laine. Slap—you know Slap? he has the pictures up at the park?—he did them.”

"He the black guy?' Laine asked.

"No, that's Blade."

"Right," Joey sdd, dealy nat gving adamn. "Soattsdd gimping buddy.”

"Jesus, Cogtello," Fern said, "lay off, okay?"

The boy muttered something else and the girl with him yanked his arm hard, making him yelp. Sap
grinned, covered his mouth with both hands, and ducked in case they heard him.

The crowds thickened, thinned, packages and bags and boxes and ribbons and the sound of albdll baing rung on the
corner and from somewhere up the street near the plaza the smell of roasting chestnuts.

"You going to the show tonight?' Laine said.

An impatient rap on the window; Fern shrugged at Tdan, who was daing at her, sheking a bodk cover in one
hand.

"l don't know. 1 guess s0." She pointed, and her boss taped. "Actudly, | think maybe Scott just wants to



go to the diner."

Joey groaned and smacked his forehead. "Again? You two guys practically live there, for god's sake.
What's the big deal dl of a sudden? You afraid to go home or what?'

"Ask Scott," Fern told him, and directed another cover to its place before hugging herself, then before
blowing into her hands and pressing them to her cheeks. "The guy that followed—"

"Chmy god.”" Joey shook hisheed, hdlf inanger, hdlf in disgust. "Look, Bellard, ain't you two gonna get it through
your heads nothing's going on?' He put an arm around Laine's shoulders and leaned forward, grinning. "No
dis-appearing monster bugs, no Jack the Ripper, no whatever the hdl it is you two numbnuts thought you

"Why don't you just go to whatshername, the"—he waved his free hand, nearly struck a passerby—-"the
frigging Queen of Foxriver." He laughed unpleasantly. "Tell her to look in her crystal bal, maybe she can
tdl you something.”

"Joey, stop it"

"Wdl, ¢'mon, Fern, you guys are acting nuts. That fucking Tobin just made a pass at you, that's dl."

Sap frowned, checked the traffic, and moved up a car, keeping low, gotta keep low, wondering what that
big-mouth son of a bitch has to do with Bonita, why he's making fun of her like that.

"l didn't imagineit,” Fern said stiffly, and turned her back to the street.

"Grest," Laine said to the boy. "Just great.”

Joey kicked at the sidewalk. "Christ." He kicked again, scratched his head vigoroudy. "It's just that you
guys are acting just like Eddie did y'know? | mean—"

"I know what you mean," Laneintarupted aurtly. "And you know that isn't fair. Eddie's—"

"Oh Jesus, spare me," he said, looking up at the sky.

Sap didn't get it. First he argues with the one girl, then the other, then talks like he's arguing with himsalf.
What a jerk. He'd have to remember dl this, tdl it to Blade, give his friend a laugh.

"God, it's freezing out here!" Fern declared loudly.

Tobin held up a hand—hang on, we're almost done.

"He just wants to see you freeze your nipples" Joey said, and laughed.

Sap watched both girls rall their eyes, heard the girls say they'd cal before tonight, before Fern started
for the bookstore entrance.

"Nice pigeon,” Joey called, pointing to the robin. Laine giggled and they merged with the crowd.

Pigeon, Slap thought angrily, watching them leave, looking at the window, tilting his head one way, the
other, sanding onhistoes and Saing again; thet an't no pigeon, you stupid shit, don't they teach you nothing no more
in school ?

Bonitalay in her bed.

The basament adlling was cracked and sspging, flakes of paint and plaster peding away, poised, just waiting to fal
on the bare floor, on her.

Her hands were clasped loosely across her stomach.

Beside her, the furnace coughed and grumbled; above her, she could hear someone stomping hard
toward the front door. It sounded like Calvin. He never just walked, he always had to stomp.

On another day long ago she would have climbed the stairs, cornered him, yelled at him, ordered him to
be more respectful in the presence of his queen; today she only smiled and closed her eyes.

Lt night she hed donethingsto Pen Takin he hed anly read about in books. Breasts and lips and hands and legs,
and dl thetimehmwanting to know where helived, why couldn't he meet her there, how could she be like she was
when she lived on the goddamn street for god's sake, where did she learn dl this stuff, and she had only
smothered his common questions with her breasts and lips and hands and legs.

Tonight she was seeing him again. Twice in a row. Something they had never done before. Once a
month, maybe, sometimes twice when it was summer, that's dl. Not two times in a row, never, ever two
timesin a row.

By the time she was done with him, he had begged her not to leave. But of course she had to. No queen
was ever found in the bed of alord. It wasn't done. She had her reputation to think of, and her kingdom.

The smile widened to a grin.

But she had him.

The hell with sitting in the cold and counting train windows.

The secret number wasn't in glass after dl, it was in the Sunset Books cash register, and for the longest



time since waking she had scolded herself for not thinking of it before. She must have been crazy to be so
supid, or deliberately led astray by the fat serving women who called her names no real woman would call
another, or deluded by a spell cast by the old woman who lived alone on the next block.

It didnt matter.

Se knew now, she knew it dl, and she licked her lipsin anticipation, shifting, wriggling her hips, feding for a
moment the protective sword she kept under her pillow, the sword she'd taken from the kitchen upstairs.
That had been when Calvin the Commoner had threatened to beat her.

Maybe she would use it before she I€eft the castle, nip, S0 to speak, the rebellious conspiracy in the bud.

Maybe not.

Not tonight.

Tonight she would grace Lord Tobin right in his shop, tomorrow she would visit the village shops and find
out how much gold it would take to take her to the warm place, and the day after that, or the day after that,
she would bid her knights farewell and head into the setting sun.

Seggiad

The furnace sighed.

There was no doubt in her mind—unless the magic got her again, today she would be queen, and
tomorrow she would be making plans to be gone.

Cap pulled low, Sap sat againgt the park wall, his wall, and grinned at the traffic, grinned at the
pedestrians, grinned at the cat he heard in the brush behind him. Rustling the leaves. Probably stalking a
bird. Surviva, Blade, he thought; cat's gotta do it, Hat Trick Boy gonna do it for sure.

His grin widened.

No cat bothered him now, danty eyes and dl that fur. Sneak around dl it wants, it don't bother him
anymore.

Gonna get out, man. Gonna get out.

Hat Trick Boy done scored himsalf a godl.

He closed his eyes to the sun.

Didn't matter that he hadn't been able to find Blade, tell him about the boy, what the boy said, what the
girl said. It wasnt important now. His murd wias up, he was gonna see the men with the card on Tuestlay, he was gomma
have new teeth, he was gonna have new clothes, Blade could wait until tomorrow to hear what he had to
say.

Tomorrow was Sunday.

The Lord's day.

The perfect day to tdl Blade how it was al gonna turn out.

He shifted.

He might even go to see Bonita, tdl her about dl his money, maybe she'd do to him like she was doing to
Pen Tdain who didnt think anybody knew gbout it. He ggded. Shit, everybody knew it, everybody on the street.

Eyes closed, sun 4ill warm on his face, he clapped his hands softly and sighed.

My, he thought, ain't it dl just damn fine.

TWELVE

The Boulevard was empty, dl the lights and noise and pedestrians farther down, on the Strip. Even the
shops hed minimd illumingtion, and what traffic there was goed past without dowing because there was nothing to
see. Tires crackled as the temperature dropped; steam rose slently in ropes and pyres from manhole
covers and vents in the sides of buildings, a crisp touch to the air, the promise of snow.

Sap, his cap pulled down as far as it would go, ragged collar turned up, extra newspaper stuffed into his
sneakers to cover the holes, stood alone on the sidewalk outside Sunset Books, hopping excitedly from foot



to foot, hands tucked into his armpits and grabbing at his ribs. The blast from a bus passing behind him
made him squint, watered his eyes, but he shook his head to clear them and grinned.

It was dill there.

The snowy park was gill there, just as he'd drawn it.

Gomaget out. Jeus God, hdldujeh, I'm gomauget out.

Blade, Bonita, you gotta see this, you gotta know.

He'd awakened from his nap in the dark, suddenly frightened, not knowing where he was. And once his
senses returned, he'd nearly been flattened by a truck as he ran across the street to find something to eat
behind the diner. Nathing. And nathing anyplace dse he could get to before the anxiety findly grabbed him by the
shoulders and svung himaround and kidked im dl the way up to the store.

Just to be sure.

Just to be sure it hadn't been a dream.

A dlance up ad down the sdewak, nat liking what he saw, faint lights and shadows, like ghosts were out
shopping tonight just beyond the corner of his vison. It was no way to thirk. Next thing he knew, hed be gpodking
himsdf over cats and that wouldn't do. This afternoon the cat in the park hadn't bothered him, and he was
proud of himsdf, damn proud, for nat finding hisdub and bedling in its head.

No cats bothered him anymore.

No damn ghosts either.

A deep breath, a sniff, a knuckle across one eye, and he moved closer to the window and giggled, moved
back to the curb and shook his head at the robin. Damn thing looked like a mummified pigeon, it sucked, he
wished Tddin hedht used it, it ruined the whdle thing. But Snce he couldn't do anything about it, he could only hope
the man whose card he now hed tucked sefdy into his cgp wouldnit see it, or think maybe it redly was a masked
pigeon. Out Christmas shopping, like the sign said. Imagination. Christmas. Vacation. Something he couldn't
remember what it was, though as soon as he got out, got rich, he was gonna take a zllion of them every
year.

With thumbs hooked into his suspenders, he stepped down off the curb and cocked his head side to side,
sepped up again and lidked hislips He was anfully thirdy and his mouth felt filled with grit. He ought to head down
to the Starlite, try to cadge a drink, or hit one of the bars, cadge a real damn drink. Celebrate is what he
should do. Cdéorate unil hisbrainsran out of isears. Whet thehdl, why not?

A car passed, horn screaming.

He jumped back onto the sidewalk and swallowed, leaned forward and stared at the juncture of store
and pavement. It was dark there, dark there al adong the street, and he thought he saw something moving.
Creep-ing. Sneaking. Like arat. Or a cat.

He swdlowed egain.

Look at the snow, jackass, look at the snow, no cats there, look at the snow and the trees and the Kids
having fun.

Hedd

A hand gripped his arm and he whimpered, cringed, planted his feet, didn't want no cop moving him
aong.

"Damn," said Blade Murtaugh, "you're worse than a rabbit, | swear to god."

Slep twisted his arm free. "Just looking," he said sullenly, and sniffed. "Just looking." Sniffed again.

Murtaugh peered closdly at him. "When was the last time you ate, you idiot?'

Sap shrugged. What did it matter? He was on his way, al them people looking at his snow.

Murtaugh shoved arall into his pocket. "Damnit, you gotta eat, man. You don't eat, you don't get energy;
you don't get energy, you don't work." He snorted. "Shit, you ain't never getting out of the streets, you look
like a zombie. Idiot."

Yes | am, Sap told him, no words, just a look; I'm getting out and you're gill here.

Blade grunted, and rubbed the back of his neck. "You gonna stay here dl night?"

"Might"

"Idiot."

Slap grinned and winked.

Murtaugh shoved something else in after the roll and wandered off, muttering to himself, turned around
suddeanly and came badk, put hishend on Sgos shouder. "You watch yourself tonight, man, you hear?"

Sap frowned. "What for?"'

Blade scratched his neck fiercely. "Don't know, Mr. Hat Trick. Just got a feding." He chuckled.
"Somebody let dl the eectricity loose."

"Zap," Sap said, poking Blade's stomach with a thumb.



"Right. Zap." And he walked away again, muttering again, once in a while punching out at the air.

Sap didnt watch him go. Murtaugh was gone Sgp was dill here Warking on it, warking on getting out. Murtaugh was
history.

Would be better, though, if he wasn't so scared.

A cruiser floated toward him, a spotlight exploding, pinning him like a moth, turning his head. He held up
a hand to protect his eyes and, with a wave to the horse-and-deigh, the stupid robin, dl that beautiful snow,
he walked south. Hunched. Tugging his cap low. And when the light snapped off and the cruiser sped up,
he managed a two-step and a quiet "Hot damn.” Last time those fuckers mess with him, that's for sure.
Last time. Next time they'll be saying yessir and nosir and can | wipe your nose sir. Next time they see him,
hell be out, up and out.

He nibbled on the rall. Stale, but what the hdll.

He crossed the Boulevard and walked along the park's stone wall, dragging his left hand lightly over the
bumps and tiny hdes knowing evary one. Aheed, abunch of kids ran through the entrance. Deep inside he could
hear music, figured a jam session, didn't want to go. They were there sometimes, especidly in summer;
guys with guitars and saxophones and trumpets and stuff, just playing down by the pond where they didn't
bother nobody. Made a few budks and moved on. In winter they didht gay 0 long, but they were ill in there until
their lips and fingers froze.

When he reached the entrance himself, he hesitated. All the lights were on the other side, and he could
see heads and faces in the Starlite windows. Licked his lips. Rubbed his stomach. Snapped his suspenders
and decided that he had enough liquor at home to last him until Tuesday.

That was the important thing.

He had to last until Tuesday .

All right, then.

As he stepped into the dark, he looked over his shoulder and saw Blade fussing around the florist shop
that even this late had a booth outside the door. Blade and his damn flowers; Blade and his damn grass;
Blade and his damn ducks and trees.

Hat Trick Boy and his god damn weeds.

Sap laughed and gave Murtaugh a friendly flip of his finger, and ducked quickly, slently, into the brush.

Urlikethe dley where he dd dl hiswork, hisred home was cramped. Several large cardboard boxes torn apart
and reassembled into a monk's cdll jammed under a pine tree's heavy lower boughs and tucked hard into
the southwest corner of the park wall. Laurel and boxwood took care of the other sides, cut it off, and the
ground was thick with years of needles and leaves fdling, settling, and forever smdling damp. It was barely
large enough to stand up in, just long enough for him to lie down in, on several layers of blankets stolen from
the January Street mission. A tiny window had been cut in one wall, but not for light—for air, and to make
sure the cats didn't sneak up on hm without hm ssdng. He hed no candes o lantem. He didn't want them.
Everything he required was within reach—can opener, cans, a smal apple crate in which he kept his other
clothes, taped on one wall a wrinkled photograph of him and Blade after the last game of the last year
when anyone knew his real name. He could only see it in daylight; at night he didn't have to.

He sat on the bed and hugged his knees to his chest.

Tomorrow he would spend the whole day in his private place, making sure his pictures were safe, fixing
those that needed fixing, deciding which ones he would take to the man who gave him the card. He smiled.
That part would drive him nuts. That part would make him crazy.

But it would kegp him from remembeaing how scared he was.

The breeze crept down the pine, ticked the needles together.

What would he do with dl that money?

Cooal air dipped in through the window.

New clothes? A rea mea?

A branch scratched against the roof.

He rocked and grinned and hugged his knees more tightly. Nope, no way. A place to live. An apartment.
Three rooms, maybe four, areal bathroom and not the bushes outside, a refrigerator, a stove, a real bed, a
chair, his pictures on dl the walls or maybe he'd paint a mura, good god clothes in the closets and his name
on the mail dot and he'd probably go nuts filling al that great space.

The breeze gusted and the walls trembled.

Blade would come over for dinner.

Bonita would come over and take off dl her clothes.

Pebbles fdl from the top of the wal and rattled on the roof.

The grin snapped off. His head lowered until it pressed against his knees. His arms began to ache from



grabbing his legs so hard.

Hat Trick Boy don't know if he can do it. Nothing has changed for years, and now al of it changed.

Oh shit.

Somathing landed on the roof. Something heavy. Some-thing hard.

He looked up, reached up, felt the cardboard sagging. He thought it might be arodk unil the ssgging moved, and he
heard something walking up there. Slowly. Quietly. Stopping at the edge just over the window.

Settling down.

Pine needles ticked.

Sap dosd hiseyes and prayed it was arly some drurk, some kid.

Gonna get out, he prayed, hunched over, dowly fdling to his side.

Goaway.

He opened one eye and looked toward the window, anly the window wasn't there. Black was there. Blacker than
the night. Blacker, and colder, and moving swift when he screamed.

Part Three

WHAT WE LEARNED
THIRTEEN

Nobody dreamed. Nobody screamed. Nobody died until the giants came.
FOURTEEN

Snow in large flakes late Saturday night when most beds were filled, most dreamers trying to seek small
comfort in the dark; wet flakes that melted as soon as they touched the ground, soon turning streets and
sidewalks and wind-shields to ice, ice gathering on dead branches, in gutters, on grass; smal flakes by false
dawn that gathered and spread and fell so thickly the air seemed thick with fog and those who went to
church went with heads already bowed.

No sound.

Snow swallowed it.

Nowind

The storm had its own breath and the snow traveled adong it in dow spirds and whorls, sharp nails ticking
againgt window panes, gathering on sills, porches losing their first step by Sunday afternoon, their second by
night, plows scraping and sanders spitting, an automobile waltz-ing in dow motion through an empty
intersection until it struck, in dow motion, a telephone pole.

By midnight the large flakes had arrived, and those who claimed to know how to tell the weather by a
look claimed the storm would soon be over, large flakes didn't last, the clouds weren't that thick.

Monday noon was dark; the air was white and ill faling.



Schools closed, businesses didn't bother, only one train stopped at the station, but not for long.

The silence continued except for chains on old tires and the grate of shovels on walks and the blast of a
snow-blower that couldn't quite force its revolving teeth to the ground; Briarwood Heights logt its
telephones when ice split a wire, and the South End, for a while, log its water when a pipe nearly a
century old cracked beneath the street and the blacktop collapsed and a geyser erupted, steaming,
bellowing, the water freezing immediately as it came down.

Monday night the storm passed.

Tuesday morning had the sun, distant and pale and not a threat to the snow, and by nightfdl the plows
had gone, the sanders were empty, the shovels put away, the blowers back in the garage.

No sound.

Nowind.

Thelight on Summit Boulevard was sharp and hed sharp edges, not cut from the night by razored blades but the
blades themselves, colors too garish, too loud, like the sound of frozen heels cracking on the frozen
pavement. During the afternoon, city crews had been working, fixing Christmas tree-and star-shaped
frames to every other lamppost, winding them with colored bulbs, hoigting a fifteen-foot natural wreath over
the entrance to the Ro-tunda Srings of lights framed shop and office windows as well, and dl the windows of the
Starlite, some of them Hinking, some of them dull, mod of them framing dabo-rate or simple scenes of the season.

The Salvation Army in front of the theaters—two horns and a drum, tambourine and soprano; a Santa
Claus on the corner—a bel and gleaming pot; more pedestrians than usual on a weekday evening, to see
the lights and the snow and to catch the sales in the shops now open late every night. Christmas carols. A
stray flake or two. No one paying attention to a smal headline in the day's paper, the discovery of a
vagrant's body in Foxriver Park.

From the warmth of the Starlite, Race Jorgen watched them pass the curbside dispensers. He sipped his
coffee. He put out his cigarette. He checked his watch and wondered if the Pack was going to show up
tonight. He had a fedling they would; it was only seven-thirty. And a second cup later he saw Barnaby
Garing come around the corner with Pancho and Tang, start for the diner's steps and stop when Barnaby
saw him and said something to them.

Jorgen smiled.

Within five minutes they were dl there, intercepted by Garing, standing on the sidewalk, somping their
feet, making a great show of not wanting to come in. A smdl herd of horses, breath steaming, streaming,
unsure in which direction they should be ready to flee from danger. Pressed close to the diner's wal, out of
the way of the crowds.

He smiled again and did out of the booth.

They intrigued him, those kids. Anachronisms for the fun of it. But now that their fearless punk leader
was gone, it was beyond him why they stayed together. A couple of jocks, a hood, and a one-legged brain;
adumb blonde, an aimost overweight redhead, a doctor's kid, and a frizz-haired orphan living with her dotty
grandmother. They lived dl over town, families mede dl levds of income, ad the only thing they really had in
common was being in the same high school class.

And the murder of Eddie Roman.

Maybe, too, the death of a poor dob named Slap Zubronsky.

Slantly he Sghed againgt the anger that hed lodged with him most of the day, an anger born of helplessness and a
feding that he ought to know, ought to know what was gang onin histoan. He hed knoawn Sap for severd years
A hamless ginmingidia who had once been a goorts hero around here when he was much younger. Why the jek hed lived
on the street was something the detective didn't know, and didht much care about knowing. But the guy clearly had
some kind of talent, and after seeing that Slap wasn't going to do anything himself, Race had sent one of
his friends around to have a look at Slap's artwork. No obligations, no promises; but the friend had liked
what he had seen. Honestly liked it. A chance then for the dope to get back on hisfedt. A littie late, maybe, but
whet thehdl, it was better than the aternative.

Race winced at the thought as he paid his hill and pocketed the change, fdt the anger again.

It mede no sense that Sgp should be deed. A chance like that—a little money, his own place, an honest-to-god bed
todempinevay nignt—hewoudnt do aything to loseit. And though Race thought the guy was several thick dices
short of afull logf, hedso knew Sap waant dupid. Infadt, "nervous' could have been his goddamn middle name, he

was dways 20 jurpy. SoOwhy, now of dl times hed he decided to deep in the park instead of an aley, freeze to
death, and be eaten by the dogs and cats, and probably a few rats?

It didn't make sense.



Not to him.

Nat ater he hed seen the condition of the body, and hed seen the claw marks, the gouges, the frozen blood, the
open mouth.

Put him in a bedroom and he could have been Eddie Roman.

He had pressed for an autopsy, more than the usua casual examination, but he'd been overruled. Shit,
he'd been tald, the guy was a bum, why waste the money? Froze, snacked on, dump him in potter's field.
What the hell.

Swallowing againgt his temper, he stepped outside, pulling on his gloves, buttoning his topcoat, adjusting
his muffler. The Pack began to drift away as soon as they noticed him, heads down, behaving so patently
unsuspi-cious that he had to grin.

"Hey, * he cdled, pausng on the battom step and leaning on the railing.

They stopped.

"Hey, kids, hang on a minute, okay?'

They didht dl tum around, and none tumed compledy, but he noted that the boys managed to put themselves
between him and the girls. It happened so dowly, so imperceptibly, he didn't redlize it until it had happened.
A pack, he decided, in more ways than one.

"Christmas shopping already?"

Joey Costdlo, hands defiantly in his jacket pockets, lifted his chin. "Maybe. So what? You figure we
robbed a store or something?'

Jorgen lifted an apologetic hand. "Nope."

"So nothing. | just wondered if you heard about the body. The onein the park, | mean."

There was no answer, but he could see that they had. He coud see aswdl that the gimp and the one cdled Katie
were nervous, fearful. He frowned. Afraid? Of what?

"Yaou knew the quy, Soatt, right?" He ket hisvaicelow, and the gimp moved closer.

People stared as they passed; no one stopped.

A bus hissed and chugged at the corner.

"You knew him?' he asked again.

"Yeah. Yes, dr, | did. He's Blade's buddy."

Jorgen nodded. He knew that too. Two idiots who didn't really belong on the streets. Only one of them
left now. "Have you seen Blade lately?'

Byrns shrugged, shook his head. "But he didn't do it, if that's what you're asking."

"Neither did we," Joey muttered sullenly.

Jorgen stroked his mustache, took the find step to the pavement, and smiled. "Do what? He fell aslegp
and froze to death." He looked straight at Scott. "Right?’

He should have been echoed; it was what he expected. Scott, however, backed away toward the others,
Fern taking one arm, Katie holding the other. They turned together and walked away, the rest faling in
behind. Like a shield. A wall. Ingtinct hinted he ought to press after them, keep taking; caution suggested
he had plenty of time.

He ralled his shoulders, jutted his chin, started up the street with every intention of going home. A find
glance over his shoulder, however, showed him one of the jocks, the tdl one, Pancho, trotting after him.
They were the same height, close to the same weight, but Jorgen tensed when he stopped and saw the way
the boy's skin had tightened around his eyes.

"Ligten, man," the kid said, keeping his voice low, a thumb snapped over his shoulder, "you got something
to sy tous you say it right, okay?'Y ou bring usin you talk, we talk, but stop the hell following us around.”

Race waked.

The kid walked with him.

"Hey, Pancho, look—"

The boy's hand came up, stopping just short of jabbing afinger in his chest. "Yau leave us dane, you find out who
killed Eddie. Next time, we get lawyers."

Wiel, wel, Race thought, the kid's been watching his TV.

"Okay," he answered asiif it didn't matter. "No sweat, kid. No problem.”

"Damn right," Pancho told him.

At the corner he turned down the street, toward his car parked at the curb. Pancho didn't follow.

"Anything else?' he asked, walking a step backward.

"Nope"



He waved, winked, turned his back and turned again, waved agan, without knoning why and knowing the kid
would be royaly pissed.

"Take it easy," he said.

"Right," Pancho said, and stared at the cop's face, taking in the mustache, the eyes squinting against a
sudden brief breeze, nodded sharply and walked away, nearly march-ing. He could feel the asshole staring
after him, and it was dl he could do not to grin. That wouldn't be cool. But he'd had enough of Jorgen's
sneaking around dl the time, showing up where he wasn't wanted, asking questions that medeit ssem asif he
dill thought one of the Pack hed done Eddie. His own father was beginning to wonder, for Christ's sake, and
when Pancho had seen the cop in the diner, he'd amost gone in and punched out his lights.

Joey had stopped him.

But the way the freak had stood there, like they were just shooting the shit, old friends and crap, it made
him mad.

He did grin then.

He had told off a cop and had gotten away with it, and only wished he could look back to see the look on
the asshol€'s face.

Barnaby tapped his arm when he caught up. "Nice."

"Damn right."

"Y aure gonnatick im off,”" Joey complained softly, isarm around Laine's shoulders. "Hell bug us forever.”

"Never happen,” Pancho said. "l put the fear into him. Lawyer fear. He bugs us again, we'll sue his ass
off."

Tang giggled, Fern laughed, and at the next corner they argued without rancor over where to park it and
rest. It was cold, much colder than early December had a right to be, and Joey was dl for packing it in and
going home. Pancho said nothing beyond a grunt or two. Joey bothered him. The guy wasn't right, jumping
around like he was walking on wires, snapping at Laine, snarling at everyone else. Maybe it was a good
ideato leave. What the hdl, dl they'd do istalk about . . .

He huddled against himsdf, shoulders hunched and arms tight to his sides.

"W, | dont give adamn where we go aslong aswefor god's sake get there," Barnaby said.

Tang rose on her toes and looked back the way they'd come. "He's gill gone. Why didn't we just go
back to the Starlite?"

Pancho wiggled his eyebrows. "Why not my place?’

"Wak?' she said, dapping her arms across her chest.

"Il carry you."

"In another life" she said, not quite grinning.

Oh sure, he thought glumly; everybody gets a crack at you but me. He turned away, just as Katie
pushed through to his side.

"You heard it, didn't you," she said.

She looked like a mouse. Pale skin, pink nose, tiny eyes, the shortest of them dl, the highest voice. He
caled her Eddi€'s pet, though never to her face, and though she was pretty enough in a sisterly kind of
way, he'd never been able to connect with her. He couldn't figure her out, dl her bug movies and bug
posters and talk about muta-tions and permutations and computer computations; it as like she adudly bdieved
dl thet crap she watched inthose dld films.

"Heard what?"

Her head tilted to one side as if she were trying to look through a hole under his jaw. "You know."

Hedd

Jesus, he did.

"Aw, Chrig," Joey said in disgugt. "Can't you just leave it done, bozo?'

"Hey," Pancho warned. "Cmon, Joey."

"Wall, she's freaked, for god's sake."

Katie didn't look away.

Pancho checked Barnaby for moral support, but Garing wasjoggingin place, puffing louder then he hed to, inching
closer to Tang and blowing at her cheek. She batted the air between them. He moved in. She yanked his
wool cap down over his eyes.

"Hey," Scott said, and Pancho immediately grabbed Katie's shoulder and turned her to him. Anything to
get those eyes off his face. It was spooky. Worse, because she knew, and he didn't think Barnaby did.

"Hey what?' he said.

"I'm freezing my leg off here, do you mind? Are we going back or what?"

"You heard it too," Katie told him.



"Oh, that's it, that's it," Joey declared in disgust. He grabbed Laine's hand. "l ain't freezing my ass off just
to listen to this bullshit." He leaned close to Katie. "We're going to the diner. You want to come, come, but
you don't say shit about this, okay? Not one goddamn word."

He practicaly pulled Laine off her feet as he sscomped away, and Pancho didn't know what to do. Tang
had nudged Barnaby into moving after them, Scott clearly wasn't going, he was already off the curb with
Fern just behind and heading for the other side, and he was left with the mouse.

Who took his arm.

"Pancho, I'm scared."

Mouse-vaice; little-girl voice.

"I'm so scared.”

"Look, | don't know what you're talking about."

He started to back off; she wouldn't let go.

creaming

"Pancho, please!"

in the middle of the night

Her arm was outstretched. If he took another step, she'd fdl. Little eyes big now, lips dmost black
againgt a skin snow-pale.

"lt—it was a nightmare," he said at last, brushing at her hand. "I had a goddamn nightmare, okay?'

She shook her head.

"It was a nightmare," he insisted.

The hand logt its grip.

in the middle of the night

"Pancho!" Scott caled from the opposite curb.

He waved, shook hisheed, cdled to Bameby to wait up, his ass was freezing, then grinned and bowed to a woman
who glared at his language. But he didn't stop moving. No way hewas gangto get intothishull. He hed a nightmere
Katie had a nightmare. Lots of people have nightmares on the same night. It's not like everyone has their
own time for bad dreams. That was nuts.

"Pancho, please, come with us."

She was nuts.

"Where? I'm cold:"

Katie's mittened hands gestured weakly. "I don't know. Someplace. C'mon, don't go. Please?"

Ten feet away, people between them, ignoring them. Santa ringing his bell. She moved toward the curb
and bumped into a wire trash hin.

"Pancho, just a couple of minutes," Scott called.

Right. A couple of minutes with a bunch of loons, I'll be a squirrel by morning.

He shook his head, whirled and legpt as though dam-ming a basket home.

"Panchl”

"Later,” he cdled to Scott.

Scott rolled his eyes and watched Duncan sprint after Barnaby and Tang, dancing among the pedestrians,
mak-ing two more phantom baskets on phantom hoops fixed to the lampposts. When he dropped the second
time, the crowds swallowed him. He was gone.

What ajerk, he thought.

So you're a jerk, he answered, because he hadn't believed it when Katie claimed they had dl heard the
sreaming the night Eddie hed died, and the night Sgp hed been killed. Even if they didn't remember it, they had heard
it. Joey was right, that was crazy tdk, but he didn't have the nerve to tel her that to her face. And when
she said they had to do something about it, talk about it, figure out what it meant, he just couldn't ignore her
the way Pancho had.

But Pancho had heard.

He knew it.

He had seen it in Duncan's face.

And that made him nervous, because he hadn't heard a thing.

"Youdl right?'

Fern rapped his shoulder until he looked at her, hair squashed by a ski cap, face darkened by the cold.

"No," he said. "My leg is frozen to my leg. I'm going to have to take a scalding shower just to get it off."

She hit him again, alittle harder, and he couldn't stop a laugh. She was embarrassed a little. They usudly
were whenever he made a joke about bis leg. It was like he was supposed to pretend it was real until he got



home, away from everyone else. As soon as he had figured that out, he seldom passed up a chance to
make at least one of them squirm.

"All right,” Katie said angrily, wedging herself between them, grabbing an arm, marching them forward.
"Screw him. He wants to be a jerk, let him. Well do this ourselves."

Scott let himself be pulled along.

"Theway | seeit," Katie told them, looking up at first one, then the other, "is that it's some kind of mind
thing, you know? Like alink with Eddie and that dead bum."

"Sgp," Scott said. "His name is Sap."

"Okay, but it doesn't meke any difference what hisnameis. | mean, it's the mind thing we're looking at. It's like . .
. maybe somehow we're turned into people who are going to die. We can hear them doing it—dying, |
mean—no matter where we are, see, but that doesn't do us any good because by then it's too late, right?
Sure it is. So what we have to do is figure out how we can do this mind thing to people before they get
killed. That way we can warn them and they won't die."

Scott opened his mouth, closed it when she said, "Of course, they won't believe us. They never do.
They'll think we're nuts. What welll have to do, | guess, is tak to that cop, Jorgen, tell him about this, and
then, when it hgopens agan, hdll bdieve usand hdp usfigureautaway to . . " She frowned. "No, that won't work.
The cops never believe anything until the very end. Itll have to be someone else. Like a scientist.”

"We don't know any scientists, Katie," Fern said.

"Sure we do. Dr. Fredin."

"He's a doctor.”

"Practically the same thing. The point is that the cops will listen to him. If we can get Laine to get him to
believe us, then well ..."

Scott waited.

Katie lowered her head. "I sound like a jerk." She stopped, turned them around, started walking north
again. "l sound like | ought to be locked up."

Scott agreed, but he didn't say it aloud. Instead, as gatly as he coud "You know, maybe Panch was right. It
could have been a nightmare."

"Twice? Both times when people died? All of us?'

They stopped under a theater marquee, the Apallo, the running lights from its border talking away shade
and shadow from their faces. Scott nudged them toward the ticket window then, away from the crowds.
Katie stood on her own, back to the street, handsin and out of her pockets, squinting at the posters, at the
woman in the glass cage taking someone's money, at him. At him.

"l didn't hear anything," he said at last, softly.

"You did," she argued just as softly.

He shook his head. "No."

Fern tugged at her gloves. "Katie, for crying out loud, there's no connection between Eddie and Sap."

Katie's expression said there was.

"And even if there is"" Fern continued, "it has nothing to do with anybody's nightmares.”

"That's right,” Scott agreed. "It just means there's a nut out there, that's al." His voice deepened. "And it
means that Eddie didn't kill himself. He was murdered too."

As soon as he said it, he blinked rapidly and looked up the street toward the diner. |Is that, he wondered,
what Jorgen thought too?

"l heard it," Katie indsted quietly, adiamond tear in one eye. "l ..." A long sigh that lifted her shoulders.
"L did”

"Katie."

And he looked at her with such sorrow, such pity, that suddenly she couldn't take it anymore. She ran.
Ignored Fern's cry. Ignored Scott's calling. She ran up the street through the crowds, hearing the bells and
the carols deafeningly loud and harsh, dodging a woman laden with wrapped presents, brushing the arm of
a man trying to fish something from his topcoat pocket, findly passing the diner and swerving around the
corner.

A mitten brushed over her eyes, but she wasn't crying yet. She wouldn't cry. She wouldn't let them make
her. Maybe that would come later, but right now she was too angry. They were dl lying; she knew it; she
had seen it in dl their eyes. And maybe they'd admit it to each other, but they wouldn't admit it to her. Oh
no, not her. She was only Katie. Eddie's pet. She knew that's how they thought of her. Don't take her
serioudy because she's not worth the trouble. Just a pet. Pat her on the head, tell her she's a good girl, and
push her gently on her way. Give her a bone. Give her a treat. Poor little orphan girl. Poor little nut.



She ran.

She slowed.

Ice formed in her lungs and made breathing sharp.

A foat dippad on agrdl patch of dark ice and she nearly tumbled into a snowdrift shoved up by the plows.

Sewdked.

Into the Manor, it wasn't very far now, she didn't live as far north as Laine or Pancho.

On the edge.

She lived on the edge, just like being on the edge of the Pack.

Eddi€e's pet.

But not anymore.

The sidewak narrowed between drifts high on her right and lawns on her left, in some places only as
wide as the shovel that had cleared it. Her shadow crawled over the lumps and freezing hillocks of white
and grainy dush, dpdngand dimking like a sedow-doud over ardling meadow. Her ears began to sting. Her lips
began to chap. Her shoulders begen to diffen from being hunched solang against the cold.

All right, she thought, kicking a chunk of ice out of the way; dl right, they don't believe me, or they won't
admit it. All right. That's okay. | won't say anything ese, I'll let them figure it out on their own. They'll
come to me. They will. Eddie's pet's got a brain. She knows things. It won't be long. Somebody elsgll die
and they'll come to me, no sweat.

Snow dropped from a branch.

She reached her block and quickened her step, anxious now to get home and have some cocoa. Gram
would have it reedy. She dwaysdd Somehow she dways knew when her Katie would get home.

A gleam of slver ahead.

She tried to snap her fingers at her good luck, and laughed when her mittens wouldn't cooperate.

Closer, and the cold lifted tears in her eyes; she couldn't tdl if it was a quarter or a crushed bottle cap.

If it's a quarter, shetold herself, I'll live forever, or at least long enough to see Barnaby so damn old he
won't be able to grope Tang anymore. Giggling-Stopping a yard short and closing her eyes. Heads, I'll pick
it up; tails, I'l ill be broke. A shake of her head, and a memory of the time she had passed on a five-dollar
hill because Lincoln's face was to the ground. Bad luck to grab a president by the back of his head. It was
dumb to be superstitous, Scott teased her about it dl the time, but it hadn't failed her yet.

Her eyes opened.

"Right!" she said.

It was a quarter; it was heads.

She pulled off a mitten, leaned over and watched her shadow dip ahead of her.

And keep growing.

Sowly. Tdler, and wider; she spun around to see who had snuck up on her, who was trying to dump her
into the snow, and stumbled back with a silent cry when she saw something down at the end of the block,
something huge, immense, risng from what seemed to be a hole in the street. Too black to make
digtinctions, but too big to be natural.

She didn't wait until she could see it clearly.

She ran.

The shadow grew; she could hear it—dow footfals domMy cushing the snow as it flowed, branches whipping
and snapping, a hollow drumlike echo every time it took a step.

The shadow grew no matter how fast she moved.

A highpitched whining.

The lights before her darkening.

The tortured twist of a lamppost bent over at its base.

"Help"

Shedow growing.

"Somebody, hdp!”

The rattle and crack of a tree toppling into the street.

She screamed, and dipped, and ordered herself not to fall the way they aways did in the movies.

The shadow grew, sweeping across every yard, dong the street, smothering the houses, teking away the
stars, taking its time because it knew she couldn't win.

Whirring climbing higher up the scale.

Hdlow echoes.

Sow fdlingin dumps and showersinanew gorm from eaves and branches.

Ice tripping her as she leapt onto her front walk and streaked toward the porch, glancing left now and



nearly stopping when she saw something towering over the trees, over the roofs, no shape or design, no
eyes, no mouth. In darkness it was darker, and reaching out to grab her head.

Up the steps two at atime, throwing herself at the door and fdling insde ydping & the peinin her knees twiding
onto her back and kicking the door closed.

"Katie?' A deep voice, weak and trembling with age.

Katie gaped at the door, waiting for it to shatter. She couldn't move, could scarcely breathe.

Wiating.

"Katie, child, for heaven's sake, are you al right?"

Walting.

Dark blotting out the tiny window in the center of the door.

"Gram, run!" she cried, findly turning over to her hands and knees, kicking herself to her feet and
dashing down the hdl toward the kitchen. "Gram, run!"

Her grandmother, a white-haired gnome hdf buried in a robe that dragged on the floor, looked away
from the milk Smmering in a saucepan on the stove. "Katie, dear, you're tracking snow."

Katie did on the linoleum, grabbed the door frame to stop her. Momentum spun her around, faced her to
the front where she saw the streetlight through the door window, glittering harshly.

She couldn't find a breath. "Gram."

"Take off your boots and coat, dear. Youll catch your death dressed like that in here.”

"Gram."

"Don' argue, just sit. Drink your cocoa and go to bed. It's late. | don't know why you stay out so late on a
school night. You'll never get to college this way. Never. Now sit down, child, my Lord, you're trembling.”

Katie sat as she peded off her mittens, her coat, yanked off her boots and felt the floor beneath her
stockinged feet. The smdl of wanning milk. The smdl of her grandmother as she fussed around the
kitchen.

Watching the door.

Watching the light.

"Gram," she said, finaly looking at the old woman. "Gram, something chased me."

FIFTEEN

An old-fashioned room, more suited to the house than the people who lived there: carpet fringed and darkly
flord, wallpaper a trelis of rose vines with large leaves, smdl chanddlier teardrop crystal with a brass globe
inits center, ova mirror, china closet, sideboard, dining room table large enough to seat four, or would be if
half hadn't been covered by textbooks, notebooks, legd pads, a mug with pens and pencils, a portable
electric typewriter.

Scott leaned over his history book, not at dl enthraled by the economic background of the Civil War,
grunting slently as he tried to wedge charts and maps and the facts they represented into memory for
tomorrow's test. He'd been trying to study since getting home and couldn't hold his concentration. Opposite
him, his mother, chewing on a pencil eraser, the pencil itsdf flopping side to side, flipped pages of a much
larger text, swearing and grunting hersdf. He watched without rasing his head, his hair a vel he didnt bother to lift
Bloning up anly fluttered it; snviping at it was futile.

"Sheepdog,” she said.

"HUH?

She gmiled and leaned back, stretched her arms over her head. "Get a haircut. You look like a
sheepdog.”

A draft fluttered across the back of his neck. He didn't bother to check for an open window. It was the
house. Every inch of it could have been sealed, the house itself buied under tons of mud and rodk, and the draft
woud bethere, summer and winter. But only for those who sat in this chair.



"When | was your age, boys had to prove they had ears." ,

He auled alip—ha ha very funny—and dosed his bodk, rubbed his eyes, yawned so widdly his jaw popped
twice. "l quit."

"Do you know it?"'

"If I don't know it now, | never will."

"You want me to quiz you?"

As he shoved the book aside he shook his head and reached for the newspaper.

"Scott," she said, "you've read that a hundred times tonight.”

His knuckle lightly rapped the story of Slap's death. "I just can't believe it, that's dl." He scanned the
three short paragraphs; there was, again, nothing new. "I didnt think he was that dumb." Another rap,
harder. "He knew better, Mom."

"Maybe he was drunk."

Waeaily: "No. He ddnt hady dink. He waant awino, Mom. He just ... | don't know ... he just lived on the
Streets.”

There was no evidence of bdief in her expression, nor was there inclination to argue. Just a tolerant
half-amile that told him not to bother trying to convince her. Suddenly he remembered Mr. Relbeth's
remark, and stared more closely at her—hair as fair as his and longer, arounded face with heavy lipsand eyes a
ging Ky; when she stretched again, letting the pencil fdl to the table, he had to look away to avoid noticing
her figure. It embar-rassed him. She was amost sexy.

"Mom, how come you never married again?'

He gasped and sat back. God, he hadn't meant to say that. Hadn't even known he'd been thinking it.

She didn't seem fazed. "Too busy, Scott. Y ou, school, work—who has time for a socid life?"

"Y ou should make time. Really."

Her smiled made him fed like alittle kid. "Are you worried about my old age?"

He shrugged. "I don't know. It just doesn't seem right, that's dl."

"And what brought this on?'

He shrugged again. "I don't know. Nothing, | guess. Just wondering."

She dammed her book shut, dropped a legal pad atop it, and shoved it dl into the mess at the end of the
table. "Wdl, wonder no more, Scottie dear. When I'm ready, I'll be ready, not before." She pushed away
from the table and stood. "Thirsty. Y ou want something?'

"Nope"

He watched her walk into the kitchen, snug jeans and loose white shirt, and looked away quickly. Jesus,
Byrns, she's your mother, for god's sake. Looked into the living room and decided to wetch some TV. He didnit
know wha was on and didn't care. His brain felt like oatmeal, and he didn't want to have to think. Reaching
behind him, he grabbed the crutches propped against the china closet and manhandled himself up. His leg
was off, upstairsin his room, and he could have hopped in, which is what he usudly did despite his mother's
fear that he'd take a fal and split open his skull. After dl these years he was damn good at it; and after al
these years she dill wasn't used to seeing him sweep through the house on a single leg. It drove her nuts.

He dropped onto the couch, dropped the crutches to the floor, and stretched out, grabbing the remote
contral from the table behind his head. Across the room, the drapes had been pulled over the front
windows, but he could feel the cold pressing against the panes. Not as cold a$ yesterday or the day
before, but cold enough. Cold enough.

Sap died out there.

S waskilled

Katie thinks we somehow dl knew it.

He was halfway through the channels when his mother wandered in, a glass of diet soda in one hand, a
cigarette inthe ather. She sat inawing-back char near the window, which, he knew, meant she wanted to tak, not
watch tdevison He tumed it off. She grinned & him for reeding her mind.

"I've been thinking about this Sap," she said, curling one leg up under her.

He waited.

"And Edde”

Her har wias hdd back by a Hiff pladic heedboand, afew strands escaping to fal over her brow. Incongroudly, he
thought she looked too young to be a mother.

"And I'm thinking," she continued, "that you're thinking there's probably some kind of connection."

He shifted uncomfortably.

"Now." She sipped, put the glass down, put her other
leg up and twisted into the chair's corner. "Joey told you in



schoal that the body was pretty much torn up." ,

"His brother, Al, isa cop. That's what he told Joey."

She nodded. "But the paper said some animals probably got to him. He'd been dead, they figured, since
Saturday night, Sunday morning."

"Yeeh, bu—"

"And the paper also said that the police are ready to conclude that the Romans were a murder-suicide.”

"What?' He sat up abruptly. "But—"

"l know, | know." She waved him silent. "It's their way d saying they haven't adueto what happened. Jugt as you
dont have adug ahint, asugaidon of how thisSgp could in any way be connected with Eddie Roman."

"Sap's dead."

"He froze to death."

"He was cut up, Mom!"

"Anmds”

"Mom—"

"Animals, Scottie. Animals."

Maybe, he thought; maybe not. What he didn't under-gand was why his mather was meking such abig ded of it.
It wasn't like he was mooning around the house dl day, or going out to play Hardy Boys or something. It
was jugt that Slap, though maybe not running on al cylinders, wasn't so nuts that he didn't know enough to
get in out of thecdd. Which made him think about Blade Murtaugh and how he was handling the death of his best
friend. Probably not good. He scratched at his good leg absently. Maybe he sudgoau, try to find him. Maybe
he could buy the gy something to eat. Maybe he should knock it off before his mother locked him up in the
funny farm.

He felt her watching him. "I'm okay," he muttered.

"I'm just concamed yaul're meking more of this then you should." She unfolded her legs. "Like that business the
other night.”

Damn, he thought.

"It was Barnaby, Mom, that's al. He was trying to scare me.

The son of a bitch.

"And I'm concerned about Katie."

"Mom," he said, patience clear, "she watches old movies, okay? That duff about the mind thing she gat from one
of them. Nobody believes her."

"Are you sure?'

"God, Mom, you think I'm nuts?'

She leaned forward, pushed her hair behind her ears. "I think, Scott, you're 4ill not over the shock of
Eddie's death. None of you are. It's only natural that you start looking for answers where, in some cases,
there are none but those you aready know." The headband came off; she dropped it beside her feet. "It
isn't aways satisfactory, hon, but then life isn't either. It's—"

The telephone rang.

Automatically, he reached for the receiver and said, "Helo?"

"Scott, it was after me."

Katie, he mouthed to his mother.

"What are you taking about? What was after you?'

"I'm not sure. But | think it was whatever killed Eddie and that bum.” A muffled panicked sob. "Oh God,
Scott, what the hell are we going to do?"

Laine knelt on the living room couch, elbows on the back, palms cupping her cheeks, breath fogging the
pane as she stared out at the street. She was miserable. She was furious. She had snapped at her father
the moment she'd walked in the house, snapped at her mother for defending him. And it was dl Joey's
fault. After they'd returned to the Starlite, complaining about the cold, Katie, and the cops, Joey kept staring
a some woman seated at the counter. He couldn't take his eyes off her. When she called him on it, only
half joking, he insisted she was somebody he thought he knew, someone who came to his father's firm once
inawhile.

She called him aliar without really knowing why.

He left, and left her aone to walk home in the cold.

The bastard.

One foot kicked lazily, braked abruptly when an auto-mobile sped past, and she could hear even through



the dosad window itsradio playing "Eddie My Love' o loud the lyrics blurred with the music.

Edde

She started kicking again.

Damn, she hadn't thought of himin days, not really, and in remembering, she wondered why. It wasn't as
if she ddnt misshim, because shedill dd Maybe hewaud for the rest of her life.

But not to think about him?

Even the newspapers hadn't mentioned him, or his father, for the past few days, except to say that the
remains hed bean trandfarred to Pennsylveniafor buid. Inlast Sunday's paper, the chief of police, who looked like a
starving turkey, said the case was gill open, though it appeared increasingly likely the determination was as
they'd origindly thought: murder-suicide. Which, her father had trandated sarcastically at the breakfast
table, meant they were putting the Romans aside while they covered other, more current things. Just over
two weeks, and Eddie Roman was no longer current.

“Lane?'

She looked heavenward and didn't answer.

"Lane?'

Not now, Dale, she prayed; please, not now.

He came into the living room from the front hdl, barefoot and no shirt, atowel draped around his neck.

She didn't move.

He waved both arms. "Laine?'

Towheaded, blond, little-boy skinny. He hopped from one foot to the other, hugging himself.

Her parents were in the kitchen; she could hear them talking, laughing quietly.

"Dde, I'm busy."

"Dangwhet?'

"Thinking, okay? I'm thinking."

It wouldn't do any good. She recognized al too well the expression on his face, the way his eyes dipped
Side to side and wouldn't focus on her. Ten years old, and now he looked five.

He would never be much older.

"Jesus, Dalg, it's only a bath, for god's sake."

When his lower lip began to quiver, and he started sniffing hard and fast, she hated herself for wanting
to smile. Smiled. Kicked off the couch and walked over to take his hand.

"Okay," she said, "but just this once, dl right? I've got things to do."

He didn't say anything.

And said nothing until, after turning on the tub faucets, she had poked his plastic baseball bat into the
linen closet, into the hamper, behind the toilet, in the cabinet under the sink. By the time she had finished,
he was undressed and in the water, laughing.

"No dragons, okay?' Laine told him.

"No dragons," he echoed.

"No witches."

"No witches."

She amost cried when she said, "No bad guys" and he nodded so hard the bathwater doshed. But there
had been bad guys. Five years ago. Her mother and Dale walking through the park, and four kids not even
from Foxriver had jumped out of the bushes and knocked them both to the ground, stole her mother's purse
and, as an after-thought, kicked Dale several times in the head and chest. Three operations saved his life,
mended his ribs, but not one had saved bis mind.

He didn't remember. At least, she thought, not like the rest of us would.

"No bad guys," he said, grinning, his canine teeth sill missing. He dapped his hands on the water. "I'm
swim-ming."

"And I'm thinking," she told him mock sternly.

He splashed her lightly and giggled.

She growled and splashed him back, made sure he had soap and a face cloth before returning downstairs
to stare out the window again.

The mad was gone, though.

Concern took its place.

Something was wrong with Joey. He was worse than Dale these days, ever since Eddie had died,
jumping at shedows, biting peoples heeds off, and meking her genar-dly crazy. She knew he hadn't really been trying
to make time with that woman; she knew he loved her and wouldnt deliberately hurt her; she knew that he knew
something about Eddie before the killing and it was driving him huts and he wouldn't say a word.



She flopped around and stared at the wall.

Maybe she should cdl him, godogize, mekeit right agan.

Maybe she should call Scott or Fern to see what they thought. Pancho and Barmaby were hopdess evary pesing
day they seemed less interested in the Pack, and never even hung out with them at schod unless Tang wias around.

Something thumped under the floor.

She sighed without a sound. Dad again, fussing around in his basement workshop. He couldn't drive a
nal, saw wood in a dtraight line, and had once made a bookcase for her bedroom—the shelves had
collapsed two days later. He damed it heped him practice argicd techniques She had come to bdieve it was a
way to torture his family.

The thump, alittle louder, and she pulled her feet onto the couch.

She hated the basement. Despite dl the improvements he had made, it was 4ill too dark, too damp, too
amelly. A perfect place for spiders and centipedes and things you never saw to breed and plan and come
after her while she dept. She shuddered, scowled when the thump seemed to come from under the couch,
and caled, "Mom, Dad's trying to tear down the house again!"

"I'm what?' he said, waking into the room, drying his hands on a towel.

She looked at the floor, looked at her father.

"Stan, what's dl the shouting about?' her mother asked, waking fram the dining room, carying a tray piled with
doughnuts.

Laine heard Dale whooping upstairs.

"Honey?' Stan said.

"There's someone in the cellar,” she said quietly, pushing against the couch's back.

"Oh, | don't think so, dear," her mother said, putting the tray down.

"l heard im."

Stan tossed the towel aside. "No problem.” He walked back to the kitchen, and Laine ignored her mother,
ligtening instead to the cellar door open, squealing on its hinges as usud, lisening to the footsteps fade to
nothing, and return.

"Nothing," he announced, sat beside her, rubbed her shoulder. "Maybe you ought to get to bed early. You
have a history test tomorrow, right?"

She nodded.

Her mother turned on the television.

Dale cried out that he was ready for seeping.

"Il do it," Laine told him, quickly uncoiling, nearly running for the stairs, shouting, "I'll get it," when the
kitchen telephone rang. It would be Joey. Gruff and embarrassed and wanting to tell her he was sorry.

"Hey, Lane?'

It was Scott.

"Laine, | think something's wrong with Katie. | mean, serioudy wrong."

No sound. Nowind.

No wind at dl, but Katie could hear things moving out there nonetheless. In the yard.

Sounds like branches scraping across glass. Sounds like huge feet crunching through the snow. Sounds

like monster horses snorting in the cold. But she wouldn't look.

She sat at her vanity, wrapped in a terry bathrobe, brushing her hair. Ignoring the sounds because they
weren't redlly there. They couldn't be. The bedroom window was dosad. A bomb could go off in the backyard and
she wouldn't be able to hear a thing.

Imeginetioniswhet it was. Hearing them talk about thet bum who'd died in the park, thinking about the nightmare
that had made her think she had heard the screams.

Both of them—the bum and Eddie Roman.

Working herself into what her grandmother called a state; it was crazy. Letting herself be chased by
phan-toms; it was nuts. Cdling Scott like that, babbling like a jerk, swearing him to secrecy when she heard
herself and redlized that if word got around, she'd never be able to show her face in school again.

She brushed her hair.

It didn't matter. Scott didn't believe her.

Downstairs, in the living room, she could hear the televison murmuring. Her grandmother would be in
her favorite chair, rocking dmost in time to the background music of whatever show she was watching,



repeating the dialogue to make sure she understood it. Reaching out every so often to pluck a cookie from
the plate beside her. Using a handkerchief to brush the crumbs from her quilted robe. Adjusting her glasses
ten times a minute.

The furnace rumbling, deep in the cdllar.

She brushed her hair.

The warmth from the air vent behind the vanity glided over her bare feet; the smdls of her room, from
the cedar hope chest to the perfumes to the talc that clung to the flat of her chest; the smells of the house,
from the old wood to the new carpeting to the lingering aroma of dough and chocolate drifting up from the
kitchen.

Familiar.

Confortable

She brushed her hair and didn't listen to the outside.

SIXTEEN

Joey stood at the end of the walk and threw up his hands. "What the hell'd | do now?"

Laine kept her back to him. She took the porch steps one a a dow time, opened the front door
ddiberately dowly, and went inside without even a wave.

"Whetd | do?"

She didn't come out.

He stood there for five minutes and she didn't come out.

Take the hint, Costello, he told himsdlf at last, and he waked doff, kicking & sones and shedow, pundhing the dr,
picking up a hunk of rock sat and heaving it a a cat crouched in the middle of the empty street. He
missed. The cat just looked at him. "Bastard." He shook his head and moved on, around the corner, where
he broke into a run that soon had him sweating, panting a little.

It was Katie Edton's fault, not his.

Last period, study hal, she comes up to him in the cafeteria with Scott and Fern, plunks herself down and
starts taking crazy again. Walking scarecrows, invishle bugs, giants in the streets. Laine is there, getting
nervous, and says something about someone hiding in her cellar. Her cdlar! Jesus H.! So what can a guy
do, right? He had laughed. He had looked down the table at Panch and Tang, and he had laughed. They
laughed. Scott tells him to shut up and without thinking, he reaches over and grabs the gimp by the
shirtfront, practically pulls him out of his seat.

That's when Katie dlapped him.

That's when he let go of Byrns and took a backhand swipe at the mouse. Hell, he didn't want to hit her,
didn't hit her, didn't even come close. But she's the one who started it, and she's the one who claimed he
knew something Eddie knew, something that would kill them al if he didn't tell them now.

Crazy. Out of her goddamn mind.

He picked up a dtick and belted a fence with it, lifting a go-to-hell hand when someone yeled a

scolding.
God Eddie hed been right—women were atad peinin the ass. They made you say things you didn't mean, and
when you sad thingsyou did meen, they todk it dl wrong. Then they made you apologize whether you were wrong
or not, and made you feel like a shit doing it-He grabbed another stick and heaved it across a yard, listening
to it cut the air like helicopter blades before clattering against a trunk.

W, this time he didn't give a damn, he wasn't going to cdl just to have someone to be with. He could
have alot of girls. Fern, for one, was always looking at him over the top of her notebook, he was sure of it;
and Tang had been dumped agein, shed probedly go out with imin a minute. He didn't need Laine and her stupid
temper, that's for damn sure.

Eddie was right.



Women were a pain.

Eddiewas . . .

He stopped in the middle of the block and looked around, uddenly aware thet he didnt know where he wes. This
wasn't his neighborhood, that's for damn sure. The houses were huge, set well back from a narrow road
hidden from the sky by trees he figured were older than God. Stone fences, brick posts, white chains
across curving driveways to keep the dobs from coming in and leaving their fingerprints on the grass.

Chrigt, where the hell was he?

He dlowed himsdf severa deep breaths, watched the steam rise and vanish, let hismind put Laine aside
for the momat it coud catch ypwithhimand gvehimadue

The block was long, and doped down away from him.

He hated things like this—wandering around your own town, waking up and thinking you've suddenly
gone into another state, maybe even another country.

He hated it.

It was spooky.

And he stared at the houses, the snow-topped walls, the leafless trees, trying to snap things back in
focus, bring him back to Foxriver.

Ashewdked, atyilliart white limousine came a him up the low hill, windowsttinted, reflecting the empty branches, the fences
adfirdly hm as he tumed to watch it dip avay. A few backward seps, and his inner compeass kicked in, and though he dill
dadnt know the spedific name of the Sret, heknew, findly, exactly where he was.

"Oh shit," he said, and turned back around.

There it was.

The river.

Not much of one, but sufficient to require a bridge at either end of town if you wanted to head west
without going out of your way, and wide enough to stop dl but the best swimmers from making it to the
other side. Not deep, but strong, and the spring and autumn rains made it stronger, higher, which was why
there were no homes on this bank. A few had been built there once, but the river had taken them a chunk
a atime. Now it was dl grass and trees, along skinny park for people who wanted to do nothing but watch
water move.

By the time he came to a full hdt, the road ending in a T-intersection, he knew that he wouldn't get
home by supper if he went back up the hill. Hed have to walk dong Bank Road and hope to catch aride.

Shit

S he svung left and begen adow trat, kegping hisgaze on the narrow verge, wishing there were sidewalks, glad
the night and the trees on the other side hid the river.

He heard it, though.

Between the crunch of his footsteps, the rasp of his breath, he could hear it.

Not everybody could.

Most people remarked on how peaceful it was here, the dty above ad treffic smothered by didance, the
woadand on the other side keegping the next town out of sight.

They couldn't hear it. The water. Sapping at the bank in the shalows. Hissing around the bridges pilings.
Grum+bling to itsdlf as it plowed southward toward the Atlantic. Whispaing. Always whipaing. But anly if you
ooud heer it.

Half amile later he had to stop. A needle in his side, sweat in his eyes, a pebble in his sneaker that took
forever to get out.

The hel with it.

Hed take a left at the next street.

He didn't know why he hadn't done it in the first place anyway, just turned around and gone back up.
This was stupid. He was going to be late no matter what he did, his mother would lecture him al through
dessert, and then hed haveto pradicdly promise an his damn kness to deen his room for the rest of hislife before she let

hmou agan. But only after he'd taken a shower. It was a thing with her—you go out at night, you take a
clean body and clean underwear.

Eddie was right.
He started running again, and did take the next left, and did climb the hill, and was late for supper.
He didn't care if his mother yelled.
At least he couldn't hear the river.
And he wasn't surprised when, the second he walked through the front door, his mother, standing in the

kitchen at the end of the hall, took one look at him and said, "Pah, you smdl like a pig! You go up and take
a shower before you come down into my house!"



She was at the stove, polka-dot apron around her waist, greying hair in a net to keep it out of the pots
steaming and smmering as she wielded spoon and spices while jutting her chin at the ceiling.

"Now, before you gtink the place up!"

"Ma"

"Go!" she commanded, and he shook his head dismaly as he trudged up the dtairs, muttering at the
unfairness of itdl theway to his room. His father was on the living room couch, suspenders down off his shoulders,
evening news-paper in front of his face. But there was no appea there; the old man ran the world outside,
but the old lady was in charge once you came through that door.

Maybe he ought to just go to bed.

And thought it again, severa times, when the house proceeded to conspire against him: there was hardly
any hot water and he could barely raise any suds, the faucet in the sink sprayed him from a legk, he tripped
over the throw rug in his bedroom and slammed his shoulder against the wall, and, on his way back down in
fresh clothes, a splinter on the banister lanced into the hedl of his right hand.

"Shit," he said, sucking on the wound.

Shit, he thought.

They were aready at the kitchen table—the tiny dining room was for Sundays and guests—and his
father glow-ered at him over the top of his glasses.

"Language, boy," he warned, voice sounding like glass poured over sand.

"Sorry, Poppa," Joey said, and took his seat.

"Youdhowve?'

"Yes, Ma"

"You don't smell likeit."

"I did, already! God."

His father picked up a knife and used it for a pointer. "You dont tak likethet in my houss you hear me, Josgph? |
0d enough of that & the compeny. Now you godogizeto your mother for your tone.™

On an ordinary evening he would have done so gladly and doquently, just to keep the peace. An
acceptance, a kiss on the head from his mother and a gentle warning not to do it again, and within minutes they'd
begin teesing im about his girlfriends, his hair, the music he played too laudy in his room. But Lane hed defied him
today, trested imlikedint, practically accused him of wanting to get into that woman's pants right there in the Starlite.
How the hdl was a man supposed to take something like that? Why the hdl wasn't she more like his
mother?

"Joseph,” his father said. Quietly.

"Right. Sorry."

A crowded plate of meat and vegetables was dropped in front of him, and gravy sopped onto his lap.

It was scalding.

"Chrid" heydled, shoving back his chair and swiping at the Soreeding ain with his ngpkin. "Jesus fuding Chrig!”

His father lunged to his feet, beefy face angrily dark. "Joseph!”

Joey loaked from him to his mather, who hedn't mede up her mind yet whether to be sorry for the accident or
furious at his language. Then he said, "Aw, the hdl with it" and, leaving the man bdlowing after him in
Italian, he stormed out of the room, grabbed his coat and stormed out of the house.

By the time he reached the street, the old man was on the porch, screaming, and Joey spinning about to
walk beckward, ydled, "Why the fudk dont you gpeek Englid™ turned again and ran.

God, he hated them.

All the time they were embarrassing him, the whole damn ndghborhood embarrassed ime It wiss like living on
some kind of old movie lot—old men on porch steps smoking cigars at night, old women in rocking chairs or
lawn chairs, flabby arms crossed over their flabby breasts, ydling at the kids playing in the street, the air
constantly filled with the aroma of spices and pasta and cheap perfume and car polish.

He hated it.

One more year, though; one year and he was eighteen and out of here before anyone remembered what
the hell he looked like.

Three blocks away there was a drugstore with a pay phone, and he stood in the booth for five minutes,
flipping a quarter in one hand, willing himsdf to cdl Laine.

He couldn't do it.

It wasn't his fault.

When his stomach began to grumble, he stopped at a luncheonette and ate a tasteless hamburger, playing
con-versations in his head—firgt, telling off his parents and having them tearfully accept him back, then



settling Laine into the woman she ought to be. It always worked in his head. It never worked when he had
todo it.

Somelitle kids were heving ashonodl wer inan emply lot not far from the river. They asked him to be umpire,
make sure no one put rocks in their missiles. It lasted ten minutes before they asked him to leave. At the
tops of their voices.

Chrigt, he thought, ready to rage, ready to cry, what the hel am | gonna do now?

The firgt thing he thought of was to go get himsalf some beer.

* * *

The evening turned warm, warmer than it had been for amost a week, and mist rose from the
snowbanks, the lawns, nudged by a light breeze to run in coils across the street. Scott thought it dl too
much like early autumn, and he was glad when he findly reached the bookstore. Fern wasn't working
tonight, Mr. Tobin and Arlette Bingham talking alone behind the counter. He nodded to them and headed for
the Idand, changed hismind and mede adow tour of the aisles, not redlly interested in anything in paticuar, not redly
caing if he left without buying. All he had wanted was to get out of the house, away from his mother, who
wouldn't let things alone.

Katie this, Fern that, shadow scarecrows and dead bums—she insisted he was making too much of
nothing and was, in the process, ruining his health. But she hadn't heard the terror in Katie's voice or seen
her ghostlike compedon in schod today. And she ddfinitdy hedn't heard Laine's story of invisble prowlers in Dr.
Fredin's cellar. He didn't tdl her that. If he had, she would have caled out the psychiatric brigade and
locked them dl up.

For their own good.

"LLacking for anything goedd?"

He jumped as he came around the head of. the aide. Miss Bingham smiled politely at him from behind
the register. Mr. Tobin was gone.

"No, thanks. Just looking around."

Miss Bingham shrugged, said something about being available if needed, and turned her back.

He wandered on, hovered around the children's section and thumbed through fairy tales, stared at the
young adult section and examined mysteries and thrillers, looked at his watch and dedded he was wading his
time What heredly wanted to do was find a quiet place to think, and perhaps tdk with the Pack. Being jumpy on his
ownwas anething, having everyone seeing monsters around every corner was something else again.

And whether it was grief, as his mother insisted, or something else he couldn't name, it dl had to do with
Eddie.

He left, paused in the recessed doorway to zip up his jacket, flip up his callar, then turned right toward
the Strip. Carols in the distance sounded tinny and too loud. The Santa Claus competed with the Salvation
Army. As he passed a string of clothing shops, he reminded himsdlf not to wait too much longer to get a
gift for his mother.

Maybe for Fern, too.

Nothing spectacular, of course. Nothing that would break him and give her the wrong idea. But she was
dl right, dl things considered, so why not? A bottle of perfume or something. Bath oil. Scented powders.
What-ever girls liked these days. But if he did, he had to be prepared for some world-class kidding. Pancho
would be unmerciful, Barnaby would be downright nasty, and his mather would prabebly worry about him and Fem
dgang and moving to California.

Maybe it wasn't worth it.

The store with the mannequins.

He stopped, looked in the window. There were custom-ers insde, a cleric leaning against a glass counter
and blowing on her nails, and the mannequins ill in their winter vacation poses.

Yaou ddnt move, dd you? he asked them. Y ou couldntt have.

You coudnt.

Murtaugh hovered at the mouth of the dley. There was money to be made down at the movies, tonight
was Date Nigh, epeddly if the customers hed hed a goad time but there was aso that damn rat he knew was
waiting for him back there.

Of course, if he went to the theaters he might be able to get himsaf something to drink at the Stag or
one of the other bars. Then he wouldn't give a damn about the rat, or the cold, maybe even forget about



Sep dl chewed up to hdl and never drawing again.

No. Damn, goddamn, no damn good.

If he did that, he wouldn't be aert enough tomorrow to hustle some work from people cleaning their
driveways. Maybe find something permanent for the spring working yards and gardens. Alleys werent safe no
more, park filled with killers, he didn't think it would come to this, but it might be time to get out.

Gonna get out, Sap, he thought tearfully; shit, | don't want to die.

There was even a guy up at the Heights, a cop, who had offered him a steady job last week, just to take
care of the grounds. The same guy who used to tak to Slap about his drawing. That would get him out.
That would keep him safe and away.

That scared him.

Because right now, tonight, there were only the alleys and himsalf.

And the goddamn rat and dl its cousins.

He looked down the street toward the Strip, wiped his mouth, puffed his cheeks and blew.

If hetook thet jab, hatshat Hat Tridk Boy, hislifewoud have to start over.

That scared him too.

The board he'd been carrying around dl day was lead in his hand, and his shoulder ached, and his feet.

If he went in, the battle would be short.

Rat brains.

He grinned.

And heard something moving, agliding, a whispering, far enough back to be part of the black.

He shifted the board to his other hand.

The rat had called his buddies.

But this here was his bedroom.

Goddamn rat.

A trash can rattled.

An eighteen-wheeler blasted past him, pushed him closer to the dark.

Money, or rat?

He stood on the sidewalk, shifting from foot to foot, crooning to himsdf, trying to make up his mind, knowing this
was no good, knowing thiswaan't the way to do something for Sap, his memoary, o good & dl Kill the rat? Get ajoo? Jesus,
he hated this, Jesus Lord, he was scared.

Then ahand touched his shaulder, and he whirled, board high, teeth bared, eyes 5o wide they indantly began to teer.

Soatt hed up his hends and bedkpedded quiddy. "Hey, Blade, Jesus, man, it's me. Scott Byrns, remember?
Relbeth's Market?' He swallowed as he watched recogni-tion scrub the fear and tension from Murtaugh's
face, but he kept his eye on the two-by-four until it dropped to the man's side. "Hey, I'm sorry, | didn't
mean anything. Really."

"It's dl right,” Blade muttered, shifting away from the aley's mouth. "Can't be too careful these days.
Can't be too careful.”

Scott glanced at the traffic, looked down the boulevard toward the diner. A police car stopped at the
traffic sgnal, motor idling, its passenger window down to release the crackle and static of its radio. "Hey,
I'm sorry about Slap, y'know?' His hands moved, circled, found their way back into his jacket pockets.
"Bad news."

Blade, his face nearly hidden by his topcoat's wide collar, shuffled a few steps north, a few more south.
"Y eah. Bitch."

Scott agreed with a nod.

"Was gonna get out, y'know. Little bastard was gonna get out." He pointed at the aley with the board.

"Rat wants to kill me."

Scott didn't know what to say. This, he thought, was a big mistake. He should have just walked on by,
said "hi" and kept on walking. The little man was obvioudy not warking on dl fronts and for the fird time he begen
tofed apprehensive. He took a step downtown.

"Rats," Blade said, 9dling in the same direction.

"l know. | read the papers.” He thought the man was taking about Sap, how he died.

Blade looked straight at him then. "You hear it, Leg?"

Scott frowned. "Excuse me?'

"You hear it, | said."

You heard it, Katie said.



"Hear ... hear what?'

Blade siffed, wiped his nose with a deeve, checked the sidewalk in both directions, looked around Scott to the
street. "What killed my Sap," he said quietly, so softly Scott had to lean closer to understand. "They said he
fdl adeep.” He shook his head. "Slgp don't deep like that. Never dd Bounosd around too much. Had him a place
up there'—pointing north with the board—"for cold times. Not in the park. That was his warm times and
day times, maybe take a nap, you know what | mean?' The board tapped the concrete. "I heard it."

You heard it, you all did.

Leave, Scott thought; the old guy's flipped, so leave, go home, listen to your mother drive you nuts, it's
safer.

"Heard what, Blade?"

"The screaming,” said Blade Murtaugh. "All the screaming that night.”

A high-pitched moan; Joey raised his fists to the stars and spun in a dow erratic circle, tried to see past
them to the Truth that lay beyond. The can in his left hand spilled cold beer on his head.

"Oops." He giggled. Lowered his arms. Spread his legs and sniffed, wiped his nose with a Sleeve.

He was in the jungle. He had to be. Who cared if it had snow? Monster trees dl around, bushes with
thorns, things that crept around behind him and in front of him, scared shitless to show themselves because
he was Joey Costello and he was going to tear their asses out and wear their hides for gloves.

He emptied the can and threw it over his shoulder.

Tear their asses.

Why did his mother hate him so much?

He lashed out at a bush and was fascinated at the way the shriveled leaves scattered, drifted, took the
color of the moon and dipped away, into black.

Black panther.

Squatting in the middle of the path just ahead. Eyes watching him, nat birking, the geem of a daw, the hint of a
fang-Joey sneered at it, curled hislip at it, dropped heavily to his knees and fdt around unil his hands dosad over a
large stick. He shook it clean of dead leaves and used it to push himsdf back to his feet.

"Come here, fucker," he said to the big cat.

When the panther didn't move, he yelled and charged and ran the beast through and watched it thrash in
agony on the point of his sword. When it died, he crushed its head with a hedl, laughed, hiccuped, and
moved on.

Damn, it was cold.

Not bad cold, but cold enough.

Laine should be here now. She should see him. She should know how he could take care of himself.
Care of her. Care of the whole goddamn world if only they'd give him the chance.

Alin

Mane of fire, roar of thunder.

A tightness in his throat, but he knew this was a challenge he couldn't pass up.

It was a fierce battle. A heroic battle. Twice he was thrown to the ground, twice he stumbled to his feet
and battled on; twice more he was thrust by a giant paw into a tree, and twice after that he pinwheeled into
bushes he couldn't even see because the lion lived in the dark, and Joey Costello fought in the dark, and he
didn't need no goddamn light to show him how to shove that sword right down that lion's throat and out its
frigging gut.

He was thirsty.

Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, but he was so goddamn thirsty.

Then he came to the river, where a aooodile lounged on the muddy  bank, its tail languidly fanning through the
water.

This one was too easy; it was over in a minute.

Exhausted, chilled through by the night breeze, he ignored the snow and fell onto his back to stare at the
sky, counted four hundred and thirty-four stars before he rolled onto his side and threw up.

The river talked to him.

Staggering to his hands and knees was the best he could do when he heard it through his sobbing.

Whispered to him.

He had never understood what it was saying, not since the day he and the others—Eddie Roman is dead,
but he was there too—had defied a summer swimming ban and had had a party under South Bridge. They
dove off the prow-shaped concrete skirts around the pilings, pushed each other off, used tires ten times



bigger than they were that his father had gotten from the trucking company warehouse. Eddie was nine
Joey was nine-and-a-half; the river was low, and as long as they stayed by the shore there was no danger
of the current taking them under. The river was shalow there, not quite as high as the top of their heads.
They shouted, they shot the hell out of each other, and they scattered with laughter when a cop came down
to chase them. That's when Joey dipped and fdl off the skirt. On the way he grazed his head, and in the
water he heard the whispers until the cop pulled him out and his father carried him home.

He grinned, and threw up again.

The river whispered.

That night, when his mother stopped her bawling, he got the worse spanking he had ever had in his life.

Water splashed.

But no one believed him when he told them about the voice, about the things that lived down there below
the ail dicks and the floating debris and the once-a-year body because someone jumped in and couldn't
swim. Or didn't want to.

Eddie dd, though Or sad he dd Jugt a few wesks ago, they were on the bridge throwing water bombs at the
boats, Pancho ahead because his arm was stronger, and Eddie said, "I heard them, Joey."

At firgt Joey hedn't known what Eddie was talking about; and when he figured it out, he aimost hit him because he
thought BEddie was yarking his chain. Then he saw Eddiés face—almost pale, dmost sweating, like he was scared
and didn't dare tell.

Pancho laughed.

Eddie didn't say anything else.

But, for a while, it made Joey feel good.

The trouble was, he thought as he findly lurched to ganding, he knew damn well it was dl in his heed. It didnt
matter that it scared the shit out of him sometimes, because sometimes what was in his head was scarier
than anything anyone else could imagine.

Water splashed.

Then Pancho called night before last and said, "Eddie was right."

That's dl: "Eddie was right."

He gagged.

Thirsty; he was thirsty.

Pancho was an asshole. He never knew what the hdl he wes taking about exogpt when it was footdl or
somehing dumb, like meth. Whet ajerk. He could add numbersin his heed Joey couldn't even imegine, but Eddie hed somehow
convinced him that Joey redly heard voices.

Christ.

A bird flew out of the trees and sailed low over the water.

The moon rode the river's center.

He sat on the bank, the water three feet below him. "I stink," he told it, rocked forward, rocked back. "I
gink, | stink, | stink, an't that right?"

His head began to throb.

His stomach rolled over in acid.

Between him and the moon the water began to bubble.

"Goddamn," he said, squinted, shaded his eyes with one hand. "Goddamn." He tgpped his shoulder, aooked a
finger. "Hey, Lane, you bitch, cometake alodk a this You ever see aything likeit? What is it, ges ar something? You gat ges
or something in this fucking river?”

Laine, the bitch, was of course too good to talk to him just because he knew the difference between a
girl and a real woman.

Well, the hel with her.

He kicked the bank with his heels.

Yesh.

The hell with her.

He amiled He laughed. He shook his heed carefully and dedded to go home and forgive his perents for tregting him like
shit. What the hell. They deserved it.

The water boiled.

Cdl Pancho in the morning, tel him what the hdll, let's get our hairs cut.

His mouth tasted sour, and he spat.

A bird screamed behind him, in the dark.

The water opened.

The moon dimmed, dimmed again, and was gone.



"Jesus, Laine," he said, "what the hdl is that?"

SEVENTEEN

Without waming, Blade doubled over with aloud grurt, his hands clasped across his stomach, his feet taking him in a
beckweard dumble until he adllided with the buildng well. His knees sagged. He nearly fell. Scott took a step toward
him, thinking the man was having a heart attack, a seizure.

Blade moaned and said, "God!" The board dropped to the sidewalk and, without thinking, Scott picked it
up.
"Blaoe?"

The little man dropped to his knees and clamped his hands over his ears. "Oh, God!"

There was no one on the street within haling distance. Scott stepped closer, and jumped back when
Murtaugh leapt to his feet and screamed, "God!" before launching into a run that took him around the
corner before Scott could react-

"Bladd"

He couldn't run. The best he could do was an awkward trot that made his thigh ache amogt ingtantly. By
the time he reached the corner, Murtaugh was already halfway down the blod, reding from sde to Sde, topooat
flapaing, faling once into a snowbank and flailing about as if he'd been wrapped in a flimsy web.

"Blade, wait up!"

The police car at the traffic sgna suddenly burst into light and siren and squealed around the corner and
down the hill toward the river, followed seconds later by another, and an ambulance that came from the
other direction.

Sirens then from other parts of town, and he couldn't help scanning the sky for signs of fire.

Murtaugh scrambled and crawled and pushed to his feet, dapped at his coat, and ran.

Scott knew it then, and his throat dried instantly—the man had heard something.

Someone else was dying.

He punched his thigh angrily, demanding it work, demanding he not be slowed, and hurried on, gulping for
air, fedling sweat gather and dide down the middle of his back. Watching Blade dip into the hazy twilight between
streetlamps and appear again under the light's fall. Virtu-ally walking now. Sporadic spurts of running more
like tripping. But not close enough or dow enough for Scott to catch him.

"Blade, hey, wait up!"

Murtaugh turned like a lost drunk.

Scott waved the two-by-four.

Down by the river there was gunfire.

"Lane?'

Sheloaked up from the book Dae hed asked her to reed to him—goofy, chubby, cartoon monsters living in a little
boy's attic, lots of teeth but they were his friends. She frowned. For some reason, he was scared, but she
knew it wasn't because of the story, this was his favorite, she hedto read it tohim predticaly every night. He hed left
hisplace beside her and had twisted around until he was knedling, peering out the window.

"What isit, Dae?"

"Somebody hurt."

Her frowned deepened. "What do you mean?"

He looked over his shoulder, puzzled. "I hear him crying. Real loud."

She closed the book and half closed her eyes as she strained, trying to filter out the norma sounds of the
house. "I don't hear anything."

Dale looked back into the night. "Real loud, Laine. Real hurt."



Pancho sat up abruptly.

"What isit?"

He stared through the car's rear window and down the dope to the river. Despite the moon it was black,
and North Bridge blacker ill.

Tang eased away from him as she pulled down her T-shirt, adjusted her skirt. "Panch, is something the
matter?'

Lips dry, he said, "Didn't you hear it?'

"Hear what?"'

Oh shit, he thought; oh shit.

The Queen of Foxriver screamed in her bed, and upstairs, in the living room, Cavin Nobbs banged on the
floor with his cane. Trying to get her to shut up. It was bad enough, the other noise, but this was too much.

He hit the floor again.

The cane broke.

Erma didn't turn around at his cursing, at the screaming down in the basement apartment. She stood at
the window with Mazie and watched a police car streak down toward the river.

She hugged herself despite the heavy sweater she wore.

"Again," Mazie said, voice small.

Erma nodded.

Cavintook hdd of aladder-back cheir and thumped it on the carpet.

The Queen kept on screaming.

"We're moving," Mazie said.

Erma nodded.

Cavin kicked the chair aside and stomped to the door under the staircase. "I'm going to kill her!" he
yelled. "I'm going to tear her heart out!"

"Shut up, Cavin," Mazie said, just loud enough for him to hear. "Go upstairs and pack."

"We can't, Mazie, you know that,” Erma said, turning away from the window, gill hugging herself.

A siren made her jump.

Mazie took one of her hands.

The Queen stopped her screaming, and Cavin marched into the living room. "I'm tired," he announced.
"I'm going to sleep.”

Ermaddnt ssy aword. Shealy watched imdimbthe stairs, painfully dowly.

"Old besterd," Mazie muttered fletly, dmost with affec-tion.

Y es, Erma thought; yes.

And hunched her shoulders when she felt the night move.

"Pen," the woman gasped.

Tobin looked down at her, at the beads of sweat shimmering down between her breasts, at the
perspiration masking her face, at the hair plastered to her skin. He wanted to say something, but he was
afraid. Not of the words, but of a passerby hearing.

They were on the platform behind the counter, not quite out of reach of the dim lights in each ceiling
corner, and dl someone had to do was look through the window at just the right angle, around the reindeer
and the deigh, and the rest of Slap's pictures, and they'd learn damn quick what a booksdller did once his
shop had been closed.

Y et he hadn't resisted when she'd made the suggestion. Demand. He had been too far gone aready. He
hadn't seen Bonitain sverd days he coldnt even gt the high schod girl to smile anymore, and Arlette was
available. Nothing more. She had kissed him passionately the moment he had depped out of his dffice ad
announced they were dasing, touched him in a hundred places at once before he could react, a fevered frenzy
that stopped his lungs and damn near scared him; and when she undressed by shrugs and kicks and a
guiding of his unsure hand, she could have asked him to do it in the middle of the duck pond at high noon
and he would have said yes.

She gasped again, eyes open but nearly rolled into her head.

A hedl kicked his buttocks, spurring him, commanding.



He gulped for air and tried to move faster, but it was beyond him. He could only do so much, and
somehow, despite her protests, it never seemed enough.

He stretched his neck then and amost logt it—a large beetle had crawled onto the raised platform, just
like the one he thought he had squashed the other night for Fern. Its antennae scooped the air. A hooked
front leg touched the flooring.

"Jesus, Pen!"

A hand gripped his shoulder and pushed, yanked, pushed again, and dug in.

Iladll

He looked down and nearly exploded when he saw her head twisting side to side, flushed, sweat running,
tongue dipping over her dry lips, swalowing air and gasping again.

He looked up quickly, knowing he had to think of something else—lyrics of a dull song, counting by fives,
the capitals of the fifty states, anything, for god's sake, anything at all.

The beetle moved closer.

Its single eye caught the dim light and made it seem blind, its legs now seemed much larger than they
should have been. Lifting, curling, fdling again. Hairy. Clawed.

"Hey," he whispered breathlesdly.

"A minute," she begged. "Please, Pen, just a minute."

He couldn't help it—his stomach jumped with the birth of a laugh he tried to keep down.

She bucked.

The beetle stopped, waved at the air, turned its back, and walked away. For dl the world, he thought,
like some bored voyeur who hadn't found the excitement it de-manded.

Then he saw the second one, on the counter above his head.

"Christ!" he yelled, and rocked back onto his heels.

Arlette swung at him, saw the beetle, and shrieked.

He threw a book at it.

It vanished.

But he couldnt hdp wondering how meny more of them there were.

Laine exploded out of the house, batling into her leather jacket, one hand trying to swipe at her eyes
though the tears hadn't yet started. Katie had just called, hyster-ical, babbling and sobbing even though
Laine had tried to calm her down. But she did hear "Joey" and "the river" enough times to send her flying
from the house before her parents could stop her. She paused on the porch to catch her breath, to tel
herself that panic now would do her no good, would send her into a tree before she reached the river.

Somathing thumped laudy undafoat. She lodked down. It thumped again, hard enough now to send vibrations
through her legs. Insde, she heard Dale begin to cry, heard her mother comfort him.

It thumped again, and this time the boards rose a little.

She leapt off the porch, clearing the steps, veering across the snow toward the car parked in the drive.
Into it, blessing the engine when it started right away, cursng when she backed out so swiftly she hit the
curb across the street.

Sow, she ordered; dow, damnit, Sow.

But she dill heard Joey's name, an echo with tears, while she wrenched the car into a right turn that
skidded her onto French Street and forced her to cry out and swerve to avoid running down someone
jogaing in the road.

He wouldn't, she told herself; please, God, don't let him.

The road dipped, the incline not as steep or as long as it was farther north. She owed. Tears suddenly
drenched her cheeks. She stopped and pulled over, climbed shakily out.

No, God, please.

There were lights at the bottom as she hugged herself, saw people cowding anto the sdewak, bresth snoking in
the streetlight, voices sharp in the night air. She used the street instead. Two cruisers down there at least,
and an ambulance van with its blunt nose pointing toward the water. Cops were dl over the place,
flashlights streaking across the snow and through the bare black branches, walkie-talkies hising, two of
them setting up sawhorse barriers on Bank Road; one white-jacketed attendant was opening the van's rear
doors.

From well off to her left a crackling of gunfire that stopped as quickly as it had begun.

One of the spectators cried out.

She didn't dare think. She didn't dare want to know why Dale had heard something and she hadn't heard



athing.

She kept to the center, praying, sniffing hard, and didn't know when Katie came up besde her and grabbed her
am and hung on. Crying. Unable to talk.

Twenty feet up from the intersection another barrier was set in place just as the girls reached it. People
moved in from the sidewalks. The police refused to answer their questions. One of them, however, kept his
hand on the butt of his holstered revolver.

Lane gnaved on her lower lip. "How do you know?' she findly managed to ask.

Katie sniffed and looked up at the sky, down at the blacktop, blinking rapidly. "I was waking, y'’know? |
couldn't stay in the house, Gram was being a pain, and suddenly dl this sarts coming doan. Someguy wes there, the
little guy Scott knows? The black guy? Anyway, the cops chased him away, | heard them taking after he
left.”

Laine grabbed her shoulders. "You sure . . . Joey?'

"God, | think s0."

Laine gripped the sawhorse as hard as she could, staring at the activity below, stoking the courage to dip
under and run down there. She couldn't just stay here. She couldn't stand around and not know.

People came up behind them, beside them, some with cameras, most asking questions no one could
answer.

And then it was quiet.

Katie sobbed once and grabbed Laine's hand-Attendants hurried a stretcher out of the trees, a cop walking
behind, a walkie-talkie to his lips and a shotgun braced againgt his hip. Someone lay on the stretcher, but
she couldn't see who it was because the face had been covered; al she could see was the blood.

"I'm going to throw up,” she whispered. "Please, God, don't let me throw up."

Katie gripped her hand harder. Her tears had stopped, a packet of tissuesin her other hand.

The ambulance doors closed.

"Lodk!" Kaie sad, leening dose, tugging her am. "Hey there's Scott. He's coming this way."

The police made no move to leave.

Katie tugged again, and Laine didn't resist as her friend led her toward the sidewalk. Her legs had
become rubber, her throat sandpaper, her eyes nearly blinds—all she could see was Scott Byrns moving
through the crowd, ignoring those who spoke to him, one hand jammed into a hip pocket, the other hand at
his side, gripping a long piece of wood.

Katie waved.

"No," Laine pleaded.

Katie stood her by a tree and told her not to move. That was al right. She couldn't move if she wanted
to. She knew. By the look on Scottie's face, she knew. He'd been crying. Or was about to.

When Katie stopped him, spoke urgently to him, and he swung his face in her direction, Laine didn't care
that the strength Ieft her legs, didnt care when they rushed over and propped her up under the arms. She
said something about her mother's car, and didn't care when they brought her to it and put her in the back
seat. Katie did in beside her.

"The keys, Laing" he said tonelesdy after diding in behind the whedl.

"Can you drive?' Katie asked

"No," he said, "I'm going to pushit dl the way home."

Ddle heard, she thought in the midst of a black fog; oh my god, did Dale redly hear and | let Joey die?

"Laine, the keys?'

Katie found them in her pocket and handed them over, and he backed dl the way to the end of the street
, as she told him how she'd come to be out tonight.

She couldn't look at bis face.

Katie said, "Wasit ... | heard it was Joey."

No, Laine thought, and closed her eyes tightly; don't answer, please don't answer.

He didn't, but a long year later, Katie grunted as if someone had punched her in the stomach and her
lungs wouldnt work and her vaice wouldnt work and she berdy heard him say they'd have to talk later, probably
tomor-row, something about the street people, something about . . . but no . . . Jesus, no, it wasn't suicide.

After that, he said nothing.

After that, Laine heard nothing but the sound of her own razor-edge sobbing, the ambulance crying
away into the night, the sudden memory of gunfire that made her eyes snap open.

"Scott, | heard guns—"

"He wasn't shot."

"Oh god."



Then who was? she thought; who were they shooting at?
She wanted to scream; dl she could do was whimper.

Scott let the two girls weep, feed on each other's grief, while he drove to the Fredin house as fast as he
dared, as fast as he was able. He checked the streets in case he spotted Blade, but Murtaugh was gone.
Had been since Scott had stumbled onto Bank Road and there had been dl the activity. There was no one
now. Not even another car.

Once at Laine's house, he explained to her folks what hed hgppened and waked away, dedining the offer of allift
home. When Dr. Fredlin came after him, coatless, shiv-ering, indgting he couldn't walk dl the way to South
End tonight, not after what happened, Scott told him it was al right. Really. He needed time. Time alone.

Dr. Fredin, pae even in the dark, glanced back at the house. "She's going to be hysterical dl night.”

"Maybe you should take her to the hospital."

"No." He took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. "No, | can take care of her." A squint at Scott. "
don' like this, youknow. Waking homedane. Maybe | shaud cdl your mother.™

Scott turned away and did his best not to limp. "You'd better get back to Laine" he said over his shoulder

He wanted to walk.

He had to walk.

He hadn't seen the body, but after searching futilely for Blade, he had seen Detective Jorgen stumbling
out of the trees, shaking his head and coughing into a soiled hand-kerchief pressed against his mouth. He
didn't move, only waited, urtil the pdicamen spotted him and walked over as yet another cruiser shrieked to a halt
and its occupants piled out with revolvers and shotguns drawn.

A weary frown: "What the hdl are you doing here?"

"l heard a scream."

"Yeah." Jorgen rubbed his face with both hands, dusted clots of snow flecked with grass from his coat.
"Yeah." Someone caled from the riverbank. "Go home, son. There's nothing you can do here."

Scott reached for his arm. "Who was it?"

Jorgen stared at him for so long, Scott amost logt his temper.

Until: "Your buddy. Joey. Joey Cogtello."

The scream was there, the denid, the rage, but the detective defused it by waking away.

Just walking away.

Scott felt the burning in his leg, the throbbing at his temples, but he didn't turn around, didn't go back. The
right hed tumed cdder, and the cdd fdt good, it kept im moving, kept him from thinking too much about the body on
the stretcher and dl that blood staining the sheet, kept hm from thinking too much about the ambulance ligts
staining the snow, the faces, the houses that faced the river, kept im from ndidng the car peding him at the curb
until it honked, and he started to run. Couldn't run. Knowing he was going to die. Knowing that the monster
who had killed two of his best friends was here . . . now . . . and he was aonein the dark.

He began to cry.

Not for Joey, not for Eddie, not Sap.

He cried because he couldn't run, not redly; he cried because he wasn't like the rest of the world and it
just wasn't goddamn fair; he cried because his mother practi-cally in the middle of the street findly snagged
himin her arms and held him to her breast, caressing his hair, rodking him, cooing to him, and firdlly lesding imto the
car. He cried because she didn't say she was sorry, that it was a terrible tragedy, that if there was anything
she could do, dl he had to do was ask.

He cried because she said, "Scott, what's going on?"

EIGHTEEN



Indl his dreams he had both legs, and both legs were strong, and since they were strong he could run.

But not fast enough.

NINETEEN

It was the sedative, he supposed, that had dragged him into unwilling sleep. His mother had called a doctor,
and the doctor had cdlled the dl-night drugstore, and she had picked up the presription—with im in the car
because he wasn't about to be left done—and he had taken the two pills, dtting at the kitchen table, his
mother leaning againgt the sink and watching him.

Wadinghm

Watching him when he woke up, swesating, drying his face with a sweet-smelling towel.

Watching him as she massaged his leg down to the stump, shaking her head whenever he winced at the
pain that had burrowed deep into his muscles and wouldn't go away, not even after he'd taken a long hot
bath. . Watching him when he came downstairs, using only one crutch, and dropped into his chair at the
kitchen table. Groggy, feding not quite lined up with the rest of the world.

"I'm not going to start fdling apart, Mom," he said at last, lips twitching in a sort of a grin.

"I'm concerned."

"l know. But I'm okay. Really."

Her expression told him she thought he was lying through his teeth, that he couldn't possibly be okay, not
after last night. She didn't argue, however. She made brunch—it was almost noon—and left the room on a
feigned and sudden errand when he stared at her—jeez, mom, i'm not going to cut my throat on the
butter knife, either—until she couldn't watch him anymore.

He ate toast and cereal, drank milk and wished for coffee, looked down in astonishment when his spoon
scraped across the bottom of the bowl and he realized he was done. He hadn't tasted a thing. He yawned,
stretched, shook his head in avain attempt to clear it of the cobwebs Ieft benind by the medication. Yawned agan.
When the telephone rang, he started, sat back, tried to make sense of his mother's conversation in the living
room, but she gooketoo sofly and he scomed, thumped the dhar around and looked through the window in the back
door.

Gayligt

Sowligt

There must be clouds, maybe another storm on the way.

Swell. Great.

Joey's dead.

He felt as if he'd been clubbed across the back of the head, the cobwebs abruptly gone, clear memory
restored. He grunted, quickly covered his mouth with a hand and closed his eyes, leaning over, gripping the
table, forcing himself to breathe dowly and deeply until his stomach decided it wouldn't empty itself. He
coughed, choked, coughed, and leaned back heavily, head back, gaze on the celling and not seeing a thing.



"Oh god."

Tracing alinein the plaster until it reminded him of the river.

Sitting up, pushing bowl and glass aside and settling his elbows on the table, clasped hands across his
brow.

"Man”

The questions refused to line up in any rational order. They just came as he stared at the tabletop and
shook his head: What did Murtaugh hear? Who were the cops shooting at? Why was Joey down by the
river? Why did Katie lie about being out last night? What were the cops shooting at? Why did Joey die?
How did Laine—

She heard.

No.

Katie heard.

No.

He looked around the kitchen, seeing it dl, seeing nothing.

Blade heard.

No.

Itsthe medidne he thought; the medidneismekingmenuts. You can't hear somebody dying when you're blocks
away. You can't hear it. You can't.

They had.

A sudden need to do something made him grab the crutch from the floor beside him. Once up, he started
for the living room, stopped, and went to the back door. The snow in the tiny back yard was broken here
and there by bird tracks, cat tracks, a scuffed line of footprints where his mother had gone to the back
fence to shake the heavy snow off the branches of a sapling before they snapped. A haze distorted the air
just enough to be discomforting. Preview of a storm. If he were outside, he knew he'd be able to fed it,
amog taste it.

He turned when his mother came back, raised an eyebrow with a question he didn't answer.

"It's been ringing dl morning," she said, tossing the dish towel onto the counter. "That detective wants to
tak to you, Katie has cdled three times, and some damn report-ers.” She shook her head in disgust, then
lifted her hands. "They're taking about drugs, Scott. They're tdking about the Pack's enemies, gang
wars—"

Helaughed.

It wasn't the least bit funny, but he couldn't help the laughing, and couldnt stop it, not even when she
hurried over and brought him back to his chair. Tears. Hiccups. Drinking a glass of water so fast he began
to choke, and waved off her atempt to pound im on the back. And when he had calmed down, he assured her,
amogt resentfully, that no, there were no drugs, and no, there were no riva gangs and no, he didht thirk some
meniec heditinfor the Pack because Slap Zubronsky was dead too and dl he did was draw pictures.

"There's no connection,” she said, dismissing Siap by turning her back.

Yes, there is, he thought.

"Thereis" he said. "l don't know how, Mom, but there is."

And then: "Mom, how did Joey die?"

She grabbed up the towel and twisted it in her hands.

"Mom? Wasi it like Eddie?"

She nodded. "Maybe worse."

Swalowing didn't rid his mouth of the acid.

"Detective Jorgen didn't give me the details." She turned around. "But he did tell me you were there last
night. Why?"'

Because, he wanted to tell her, Blade Murtaugh heard the screaming.

Because, he did tdl her, hed been at the bookstore, heard the sirens, and followed them. He told her
about Katie and Laine, and she told him that Dr. Fredlin had caled, which is why she had been there with
the car.

The telephone rang.

"I'm going to take that damn thing off the hook," she said, striding out of the room, the towel once more
thrown aside. Less than a minute later, he heard the receiver dam into its cradle, heard a string of curses
that amazed him, and heard something that sounded remarkably like his mother kicking a chair.

"Mom?' He hurried into the hdl, stood at the living room entrance and saw her in the middle of the floor,
fists at her sides, cheeks flushed. "Mom?’



"That," she said, barely moving her lips, "was Mr. Thomas Relbeth. He wanted to know ... he had the
nerve to ask if you were okay and if you were going to come to work today.” A deep breath. It didn't seem
to help. "He said it was important. Fridays are aways important.”

Scott amogt laughed again. "He's just hyper, Mom, don't worry about it. He's got some chain guys trying
to buy the store, that's dl. Don't sweat it." His smile didn't crack her glare. "So what did you tell him?"

"I tdd him where he could put his goddann overpriced store, that's what | told him!™

Oh, nice, he thought; get me fired, why not, Mom.

He saw her distress then, and realized that she was frightened. For him. Maybe even for the other kids,
but especially for him. It made him soften his expression, shrug an apology for the unspoken scolding.
When she suggested he lie down again, he took it without dissent. He needed to think, and that would be
impossible as long as she kept hovering over him, mother bird, and asking him how he felt.

The telephone rang, and he said, "My turn," with a grin.

"Scott?' It was Fern. "Jesus, Scott, what are we going to do?"

They talked for nearly an hour, dissecting the previous night step by step, crying openly, crying insde,
talking about the murder as though there was, truly, a homicidal lunatic running around Foxriver. The police
seemed to think so. Fern said that Tang had told her there were more cops on the road than it seemed the
town had. Tang herself was holed up in her room, vowing not to come out until the century was over.
Neither of them had heard from Laine, though, and repeated attempts to cal Katie had met with her
grandmother, who didn't, Fern said bitterly, want to admit Katie even lived there. Barnaby had hung up on
her, and Pancho wasn't answering.

"It's not a psycho," he said at the end.

"Then who isit, Scott?' She sounded weary, not hysterical.

"l don't know."

"Great Then who does?'

"l don't know that either."

A pause, and he could hear his mother in the kitchen.

"Okay." She didn't sound convinced. "So, do me a favor?"

"Sure."

"Don't go out today?"

He shrugged. An easy promise to keep; he wasn't feding good enough to face the world anyway. "No
problem.” He sensed a relieved smile then when she hung up, and after he put the receiver back he pushed
himsdf to the center of the couch and stared out the window. The street was quiet. A few cars now and
then. A passing cruiser that made him shiver. A gang of little kids sweep-ing down the sidewak on the
other side, pelting each other with snowballs, shrieking, disappearing, their voices hang-ing, and quickly
gone. The cruiser again.

He dozed.

He answered the telephone despite his mother's objec-tions. talking briefly to reporters who wanted to
know how he felt, telling them dl it was a pretty stupid question, how did they think he fdt, and grinning at
the street for his boldness; taking to Detective Jorgen, who wanted to know why he'd been in the area,
ligening to his answer with an occasiona grunt, and not responding when Scott found the nerve to ask if
the man thought Slap was part of dl this; taking to Mr. Relbeth, who begged him to come in tdking to Femn
agan, to Bamaby, who wanted to know, angrily, who the hell Fern Bellard thought she was, trying to get
everybody scared shitless like that.

Tdking until his ear ached, and his mother took over, less tolerant, snapping, finaly unplugging the phone
and shaking afist at it before she went to the store to get something for supper.

They ate in front of the television.

They saw the story of Joey's murder.

Scott couldn't bring himself to cry again.

He was, at the lagt, trapped in the toy department, the mannequins gathering in front of the elevators,
whispering among themselves, pointing awkwardly in the directions each of them would take in order to
search him out, drag him out, make sure he understood that their legs came off too. Both of them. One of them
hed brought alavn mower up from the gardening department, it didn't matter that it was winter, and he saw himsdf
auddenly intheyad, litle, very little, napping lightly in the sun, listening to the mower buzz, ligening to his father



ydling at his mother about something or ather, it wias prolaghly money, ligening to the grass, not feding anything but a
hard thump againgt his side, the screaming pain delayed because he didn't know what hed happened. Watching
the menneouins pre-pare to take his other leg off. Faces in shadow. Gesticu-lating. Separating. The mower
buzzing across the polished floor. Caling his name softly. While he hid in the tent pegged on artificia grass
and prayed that he wouldn't be caught, that it wouldn't happen again. Huddling. Eyes closed. A hand
tapping his shoulder and a wooden voice saying, very softly, "Boo."

Saturday he went to work. He had to. Staying in the house was driving him up the wall, his mother's
hovering wasn't helping, and he knew that if he didnt tak to someone face-to-face soon, he would
probably tear off his clothes and run naked down the street. For a change, his mother didn't argue. But the
only people who came to the grocery store were the usua customers, not his friends. They gossiped with
Relbeth, clucked over the way the town was going to hell, turning into another New York Gty, and gving hm
suchlodks of ity thet by thetimethe sun began to set, he wished he had stayed home.

Besides, his boss was in a mood.

"They" were out to get him. The big supermarket chens agan. His refusa to s, he hed become convinoed, had
turned their tactics to sabotage more insidious than they'd ever used before.

"Oh come on, that's crazy,” Scott said, counting the register money for the fifth time in an hour.

"l shit you nat, boy, they're going to fire my house or something, you watch." The stench of the Turkish
cigarette close to his face. "Bricks through the window, garbage turned over, you watch, they'll do it.
Force me." The cleaver dropped onto the counter. "Sons of bitches are greedy, you know. Too damn
greedy. Don't care about thelitie guy. Dont give aflying, if you know what | meen.

Scott's smiled was strained. "So what have they done?'

Relbeth laughed. "Done? Nothing. Not yet." A finger shook over the register. "But you watch, boy, you
watch. | know them. | see them at work. Any day now they're going to trash this place, just to let me know
| ain't getting away."

Scott looked to the ceiling for help.

"You going to the funera ?"

He blinked. "What?"

"The Cogtello kid. Tomorrow afternoon. Y ou going?'

He nodded.

"Sad it was an animal.”

Scott knew. Though descriptions were sparse, the official word was that some animal had caught Joey
on the riverbank. The autopsy showed that the boy had been drunk, and had been found facedown in the
water, bat-tered, cut, death from loss of blood. The police had spotted something that night, had fired at it,
but it had escaped. Prints, long gone now since most of the snow had melted, proved that at least it hadn't
been human.

No guess.

Just an animal.

"Dog," Relbeth said, picking the cleaver up, turning toward the meat locker. "You get 'em in winter.
Hungry as shit, they'll go for anything they figure is helpless. This damn cold weather isn't helping, of
course.” Relbeth stopped at the door. "And turn on the lights, will you, for Christ's sake? Peoplell think
we're closed.”

Scott did, and squinted at the unnatural brightness, shuddered at the way the neon buzzed in the window.
Then he looked toward the locker, looked toward the street, grabbed his broom and swept the floor.
Straight-ened the shelves. Counted the money a sixth time and scribbled the amount and time on a sheet of
paper he dipped under the tray.

He hadn't thought about the funeral much, or the way Joey had died; he tried not to think about it now.
Tomor-row would be soon enough. Tonight al he wanted to do was sit in the tub and let the hot water put
him to sleep. With luck there'd be no more dreams. With luck held be able to convince himsdf he was
wrong, dead wrong, that the police were right, that Relbeth was right, that it really had been some kind of
hunger-crazed anima who had caught Joey at the wrong place at the wrong time, had chased him until he'd
dipped on the frozen bank and stunned himself on the rocks; had savaged him while he'd been helpless. If
he could do that, sleep would be a cinch.

If he could do that, he thought, putting on his jacket, he'd be able to teach elephants to fly.



He pounded on the locker door and ydled a goodhight to his boss, heard a cursing response, and left with a
hef-aile thet ramained even when the rigt wind cracked againgt his cheeks, dropped his hair into his eyes,
dithered down the back on his neck to stiffen his spine.

"Jesus," he muttered.

Trafic was heavy. People leaving toawn for the mdlls and mdl theaters, for shows in New York, for parties in
other towns. The street was dry, the tires hard and high-pitched, and it took him a while to find a break
large enough to adlow him to cross in the middle of the block. Once on the other side, he debated walking up
to the diner, gave it up, and started home.

And once off the Boulevard he saw the man across the street.

Dark coat, dark hat, keeping pace with him without a sound.

"Screw you, Barnaby!" he yelled.

He jammed his hands into his pockets and hurried on, the wind nudging him from behind now, bringing with it the
sounds of the cars behind him.

The man kept walking. Stiffly. Asif he had not one, but two false legs.

Barnaby, dammit, he thought, I'm going to kick your ass, you keep this up.

The man kept walking.

At his corner, temper surging, heat tightening his jaw and his stomach, Scott stopped.

The dark man stopped, under a streetlamp.

The dark man raised his head and took off his hat.

The dark man had no face.

Scott backed away, knowing it was trick, a stocking pulled down to Barnaby's chin, a mask, something
like that.

But the dark man had no face.

Eyes, yes, nose, yes; brow, cheeks, mouth, chin—yes.

Y et the face was dill blank.

And the dark man had no shadow.

The wind rose, fell, rose again and danced with the bare branches of trees and shrubs.

A car horn blared.

Scott turned and hobble-ran when the dark man put his hat on and stepped down off the curb. There was
no ice to be cautious of, only cracks in the pavement, sections that had been lifted and 4ill had weeds
poking out from undemesth, arock that could have tripped himif he hedn't seenitintime, hisown shedow punging aheed and
fdling beck, panting the way and, likehim, refusing to laok beack.

The dark man made no sound.

Soatt fdt thewind dhgoping hislips singing hischesks, pulling at his hair and turning it to fine whips.

The dark man made no sound.

Scott couldn't believe this was happening again. The same figure, the same flight, the same stumbling up
the stairs and into the house, his mother coming out of the kitchen ill wiping her hands on a towel, asking
if he was dl right.

He didn't answer.

He hunied into the living room and stood a the window.

This time the dark man was il there. Across the street now, by a telephone pole.

"My god, who isit?' his mother asked over his shoul-der.

He shook his head. He didn't know.

"Wdl, I'm cdling the police."

He felt her turn. "Don't."

"Don't be foolish, Scott. That could be—"

"He's gone.”

He was.

There. And gone Blended into shedow, leaving arly the pole behind.

TWENTY



Indl his dreams, hislegs were as they were, and he could not run, and so Blade Murtaugh scooped him up
and raced together down a year-long dley, the Queen of Foxriver running at their side, giving her blessing
to the rats and the worms and the beetles and the dime, the hat that looked likeaturben wobdbling Sde to Sde unil
itfirelly fdl off and he saw that she was bad; and when she saw that he saw, she told him not to worry, that
none of her knights had any hair either; and when his hand touched his head, he knew that it was so, and it
was s0 with Blade as well, and with the rats that fell from the walls onto his stomach, with the dogs that
began to chew on his leg despite the speed Blade managed to hold, and with the cats that ran past them,
bits of Sap in their mouths, and when the Queen of Foxriver firdly begen to fdl behind, he lodked over Blades
shouder and saw something huge looming there, the dark man ten times as tdl and addy sheped and oddy ruming;
and when the Queen saw it, she began to laugh; and when Blade saw it, he began to laugh too.

And Scott sat up in the middle of the night, eyes wide, the screams that he heard clinging to the dark.

His mother.

In his haste to get to her, he fel from the bed, used the mattress to get back up, and hopped to the door,
threw it open, and hurried down the hdl, past the bathroom on his l&ft, the stairs on his right, to his mother's
door where he knocked as hard he could without pounding.

"Mami”

He leaned against the wall.

"Mam”

A light under the door, a grumbling, and she opened it, peering at him as he squinted back.

"Are you okay?'

"Scott, for god's sake."

"I heard you screaming.”

She pushed her hair back with the flat of her hand and gave him a look that told him, flaky, she didn't
appreciate the interruption of her deep. "Scott, you were dreaming.”

He looked past her into the bedroom. There was nothing wrong that he could see, and he felt suddenly
awfully stupid.

"You were dreaming,” she repeated.

"Yeah," he answered, not arguing when she took his shoulder and turned him around. "Yeah, | guess |
was."

It wasn't until he reached his own bed again that he realized he'd been wrong.

The Queen had been laughing.

What he'd heard was a scream.

TWENTY-ONE

Large patches of grass pockmarked the hillade cemetery, making what was left of the snow look whiter
than it was, making the bare trees look amost attractively grim. The headstones seemed more clean,
sharp-edged. Angels prayed and wept, copper and brass gleamed, cherubs directed their pious gazes



toward heaven.

| ce deggers henging from branches hidden from theligt dripped rapidly from their points.

Sparrows pecked at the bare ground, crows strutted, a cardina balanced on a twig, vivid and noisy.

The sky was clear.

The sun was bright.

It was not, Scott thought, wishing he'd brought a pair of dark glasses, the right day for a funera. There
should be rain, or deet, or at least a few clouds. And it should be cold, bitter, the way it had been the week
before, not just about warm enough for him to take off his suit jacket.

It was wrong; al wrong.

Joey, he believed, deserved more of a proper mood. He deserved that at least, since Eddie had gotten
nothing.

But he was pleased at the number of people who had shown up, both here, and earlier, at the church.
The Costellos stood and were seated under a giff canopy beside the gravesite; it seemed as if there were
hundreds of them, black suits, black hats, black dresses, black coats with dark buttons. Laine sat with Mrs.
Costello. Al was white-gloved in his policeman's dress uniform, as were a number of his off-shift friends.
Detective Jorgen was there as well, off to one side, sanding alone, his hat on but his hands held reverently
in front of him.

Snow glittering in the sunlight, white and silver gems trapped beneath the surface, winking at the dead.

Scott stood with the Pack on the fringe of the assembly. They had arrived one by one. Solemn. Saying
nothing. Dark suits and coats. Katie kept herself between Fern and Tang; Pancho stood next to Scott,
fidgeting, Barnaby just behind and muttering under his breath. They listened to the overweight priest, to the
responses, to the sniffling, the muted sobbing, to Mr. Cogtello swear at God once and agily until Al put ahend
an his shoulder without lodding down. They watched the flowers placed on the coffin— roses, carnations, a
spray of baby's breath; watched Mrs. Costello so odd without her apron stand at the edge of the grave for
50 long, so rigidly, they feared she might throw hersdlf in; watched two figures standing beneath a distant
tree, smal people, one with an arm around the other, the other wearing a turban; watched the line of
automobiles and limousines whose windows fired back the reach of the sun.

Black.

Everything was black except the sky.

The snow.

And when it was over, prayers and silent weeping, when the priest and his acolytes stood aside, when
friends and strangers began to drift away after paying their respects to the family, when the relatives
huddled around Joey's parents, Scott made his way to the coffin and looked at the flowers, the brass
fixtures, the polished dark wood.

Damnit, Joey, dammit.

A touch of a breeze; the petals fluttered.

Damnit, it's not fair.

He wondered if he should try to say something to Mrs. Costdllo, and decided againgt it. She had aready
noticed him at the church, had given him a brave smile, a grateful nod. It was enough. Aslong as she knew
Joey's friends hadn't forgotten him, it was enough.

He returned to the Pack and they moved as a pack up the rolling dope, avoiding the paths now clogged
with escaping traffic, making their way toward the main road that would bring them out onto the street
behind Town Hall. They didn't walk over the graves; they found the spaces in between. Fern groped for
and found his hand. Tang shifted to Pancho and Barnaby. Katie walked on his other side.

None of them said a word.

Until Barnaby muttered, "Shit, what the hell are those stupid farts doing here?"

Scott looked to his right over Katie's head wrapped in a dark kerchief, and saw Blade and the



fur-coat-wrapped Queen ill huddled beneath the tree where he'd seen them before. On impulse he headed
over, Fern not protesting, the others reluctantly fdling in behind. It startled him for a moment, their silence,
their following, but he was moreintrigued by Blades nat moving away, nat trying to leave when he realized he'd been
spotted.

Scott nodded a greeting as he approached.

Blade nodded back, collar up, head bare, wool cap crumpled in one hand. "Sorry to hear," he said, wiped
his nose on a Sleeve.

"Thanks for coming."

"My knights," the Queen said with a tremulous smile.

"Jesus Chrigt," Barnaby said in disgust.

Scott turned on him, glared at him, chest abruptly tight with rage. "Shut up, Garing, okay? Just shut the
hdll up."

"HdI?' Pancho said.

Scott grinned.

Blade cleared his throat as he smoothed on his cap, tucked the tips of his ears under. "You gotta know
something, Leg, you gotta know." The Queen tugged at the black man's arm, but Blade brushed at her hand
impetiently. "He gotta know."

"Know what?' he said.

A car backfired, and the Queen jumped.

"l ran away."

"Yeah, so | noticed."

Blade wiped his face hard with a pdm, glanced up a the branches overhead. "l ran because . . ."He cleared his
throat, looked sheepish. "It wasn't you. It was ..."

"You heard," Scott said quietly.

Startled, Blade nodded.

The Queen took a step back.

"You're shitting me," Pancho whispered.

Scott shook his head. "He's right. | was there. | saw."

Feet in the snow then, shifting nervoudy, the Pack bresking up in several directions a once, but not
running away, not leaving. Barnaby was the only one who didnt move; he glared at the others as if
forbidden access to a secret.

Tang, her hair loosdy bunned, making her face look too thin, said, "Last night, I—"

"Last night," Katie echoed. "God, yes. Me, too."

Scott remembered his nightmare.

Blade nodded jerkily. "Somebody, | don't know who."

"Oh, man," Barnaby moaned, flapping bis hands. "Thisis nuts. Y ou guys are frigging nuts."

Scott checked at his watch, waited a few seconds for his vison to steady. "The diner, okay? Tonight.
Eight or s0."

"Hey, lodk," Gaing complaned, "“who the hdl made you king, huh? Y ou can't even wait for them to put Joey in the
ground, you son of a hitch?"

Tang gasped.

Fern sad, "Screw off, huh?'

"Oh, dry up."

"Knights and ladies shouldn't use coarse language," the Queen scolded without raising her voice.

Kaiegoged

"Chig, bitch," Bamaby sad, "mind your own goddanmn business, okay? Y ou ain't nothing but a—"

Scott took a single long step to stand in front of him, auting hm dff, meking im sare and firdly lodk away.
"Bameby, Zpit Jud ... Zpit, okay? Y ou dont haveto come if you don't want to, that's okay, but in case you hadn't
noticed, we've got a problem here. Unless we're dl going nuts, we're al hearing things. And when we hear
things, people die. Three of them."

"Fve"

He spun around.

They dl did.

Laine stood above them, stark as a desert shadow in her black dress black vl, black shoes bdonging on a women
forty years older. So pale her minimd lipstick was a vivid smear of blood, her eyes too deep, her hands
clasped white-knuckled at her waist.



The breeze tirred again.

The vell pushed against her face.

"What . . . what are you taking about, five?'* Pancho asked.

"Al told me this morning." Her voice was flat, but she had to swallow several times. "Last night.”

Scott immediately looked back toward the grave, searching for Jorgen. The detective was gone.

Laine's voice quivered. "Dde heard."

"Jesus, Dale?' Katie yelped, then quickly covered her mouith.

"I'm scared, guys," Tang said, reaching for Barnaby, who sent her to Pancho with an exasperated shove
that didn't touch her.

Blade hudled around them, sopped when Laine hdd up a hand. It was clear she wasn't sure about him. He
ducked hisheed, lifted a shoulder. "Who?' he said gently. Smiling Flipping his collar down as if to prove he was
harmless.

Laine looked at Fern. "Mr. Tobin."

"Jesus," Fern said, and grabbed Scott's arm.

"He was with Arlette Bingham, Al said. In the Idand. Both of them in one chair." She took off her hat, a
shake of her head that freed her hair.

"How?' Katie asked.

"I dont know. He didht say." She ganced & Blade then faced him squarely. "They think, now, your friend was a
victim too."

Blade shrugged. "Know that. Hat Trick Boys don't fall asleep in the park. Not in the cold.”

"Please?' the Queen said, not quite caling to Murtaugh.

They dl talked at once then, demanding answers, asking questions, loudly and quietly. Scott felt it, the
fear, ad le it roam for a while confusad because he redizad he had somehow taken over the Pack, confused
because taking over had been the furthest thing from his mind, confused because the Pack, and Blade, and
the Queen, and a little kid had heard people dying.

"Please, Blade?' the Queen said.

When he saw the tearsin Tang's eyes, Scott said, "All right," and they shut up.

Just like that.

Even Barnaby.

It scared him.

But not as much as the faceless dark man had.

He had no idea what to say, and didn't like the looks he received, the expectation he felt. Hope for a
solution, and doubt that he had it. This wasn't what he wanted. This wasn't the way it was supposed to be.
But: "Let's go home, change, do what we have to do."

"So why don't we just go now?' Pancho asked.

Scott gestured down the dope toward Joey's grave. Men in heavy coats were taking the flowers from
the coffin, taking the canopy down. A few yards away a backhoe waited tofill the grave as soon as dl the moumers
were out of sight, "Thisisn't the time. It sure isn't the place." He lodked & Blade and the Queen. "Wl you come? To
the Starlite tonight?' Amazingly, there was no protest from the Pack.

Blade nodded, then shook his head quickly, fearfully.

"Hey, it'sdl right." Scott nudged his shoulder, thinking as he did that it was the first time he'd touched him
. "lt's on me. But you've got to be there, man. We need your help.”

"Rats," Blade whispered fearfully. "They got—"

"We shdll cleanse ourselves at the Mission," the Queen interrupted. Her eyes were puffed, dow-moving
tears on her cheeks. "We shal prepare for our trip to the warm place.”

"Bonita," Blade said from the corner of his mouth, "this ain't no—"

The Queen hushed him angrily. Raised a hand in imperious farewell to the Pack. Turned and walked
dowly away toward a stand of evergreen floating on its own shadow above the snow. Blade watched her,
looked to Scott, and wiped his face again.

"No kidding, itll be fine," Fern reassured him. "We practically own the place.”

Without answering, the little man ran off, cumsy in patches of deeper snow, haling the Queen, who
didn't turn around.

Weird, Scott thought; thisis really getting weird.

When he looked away at last, the girls had surrounded Laneand were lesding her away. Barmneby was on his way
as wdl, stamping up the hill, shaking his head like a bull who needed to charge and had no target.

"He doesn't hear," Pancho said then.

Scott stared. "Say what?'



Pancho took a deep breath. "Eddie knew it. Eddie told Joey, and Joey ..."

Scott waited, barely patient. He knew Joey had said something to Panch about Eddie's death; he'd just
never believed it had been important. After dl, how could Eddie know, and how could he tell Joey?

"You okay?' Pancho asked as Scott pushed himsdf up the hill, nearly dipped and threw out a hand for
balance.

e

At the road, asingle wide-lane blacktop, they walked faster, black creeks of melted snow meeting them
on the way. The girls were aready gone. Barnaby paused at the open iron gates, kicking at the air before
vanishing around the brick wall that marked the cemetery's boundary. He didn't look back.

"Saw Jorgen,” Pancho said, chin tucked into his chest.

"Maybe we should tell him."

"Tdl hmwhat? We hear paople screaming? He dreedy thinks we're on dope and stuff, for god's sake.”

Scott laughed. "Shit, okay?"

"Okay." He poked Scott's arm. "Okay. But don't say it again, man, it sounds dumb coming from you."

Scott wasn't sure if that was a compliment or not, but he was sure about talking to Jorgen. His mother
hadn't believed him about the dark man chasing him, hadn't believed him about the screaming either when
he told her. The cops sure as hdl wouldn't. Why should they?

"Poor Mr. Tobin," Pancho said when they reached the gates, stepped out to the sidewak. Fern waited a
few yards away, Laine with her. Tang and Katie had aready reached the distant corner.

"Yeah," Scott said.

"Bugs” Laine sdd asthey janad the grlsand heeded up the street.

"What?' Fern exaggerated a shudder, but nobody laughed.

Laine ignored the others, looked at Scott. "When the cops found them, they were covered with bugs."

Fern stopped.

Scott passed her before he realized she wasn't with him.

"What bugs?' she demanded.

"Hey, Fern, take it easy," Pancho said.

Laine twised her het in her hends "I dont know. Al sad the heat was turned way up, they came out from the
walls. Cockroaches, | guess. They were dl over the place."

"Oh, gross." Pancho grimaced. "Jesus."

"Beetles," Fern whispered. "They were beetles."

Laine shrugged, moved on, Pancho hurrying after.

Scott waited, but Fern didn't move. And he didn't like the way she kept looking at the cemetery wall, the
gutter, the street—as if waiting for something to jump out and scare her. He tried a smile. It didn't work.
He held out his hand. She didn't take it.

"Hey," he said gently.

"Beetles," she repeated. "Oh, god, Scott, they're real."

He shook his head, took her arm, forced her to move with him. "With heat like that, on a day like this,
sure there's going to be bugs. You think they want to stay outside?"

"No," he said. "Fern, look, your beetles, the guy | think keeps following me . . ."He laughed softly.
"Katie's giants, for god's sake. They're monsters, man, and they don't exist. Not redly. Not that way,
anyway." He pulled her close; she didn't resist. "Like you said, remember? Kid quff." He looked up &t the back of
Town Hal, feding the dapepull at hisleg. "Y ou grow up, you leam different, right?”

She didn't answer.

He tugged. "Right?'

She didn't answer.

TWENTY-TWO



Oh man, Blade thought as he walked Bonita Logan to her home; oh man, this ain't right, this ain't right.
We're gonna die, dl them rats, Jesus God, we're gonna die.

He knew why Bonita wept as they walked. There wasn't much he didnt know about his friends It peined him to
e her that way, head up, gaze straight ahead, tears dripping from her chin. She wouldn't let him touch her,
wipe them away. That was dl right. The almost-smile she gave him was enough for the time being. She
knew. It was dI right. She knew.

His stomach growled.

"You must promise me you'l go to the Misson," she said as they headed down the Boulevard.

"I will, I will."

"There will be a banquet this evening. We must not appear ill-prepared for our guests.”

Oh Bonita, cmon, just once, knock it off.

The tears stopped.

They kept to the east side of the street so he wouldn't have to cross the mouth of is aley. There was a
uniformed cop in the doorway of Sunset Books, the sidewalk blocked off by sawhorses.

Bugs, Blade thought; Jesus goddamn.

His head itched fiercely under his cap, and he scratched it just as fiercely until, when they reached the
park's wadll, the place where Slap had sold his pictures, trying to get out, she grabbed his wrist to make him
stop. Then he took her hand and wouldn't release it, forced her to look at him, forcad her todirk, forced her back
uniil she leened againd the stone and, findly, sagged.

"Bonita, thisain't a game no more." He tugged her arm once. "We're not playing no games now. This is
redl life here, y'know?'

A dow and defeated nod, the trap of a sob in her throat.

"Your ticket out is gone, you know that, right? Y ou know that, he's gone? Ain't gonna get you away, ain't
gonna get me away. Slap, he says he's gonna get out, and he didn't. And we ain't, Bonita. We ain't going
nowhere."

"Those children—"

"—are okay, don't you worry about that. Okay, for kids" He could feel her trembling, could see the
desper-ation begin to cloud her big beautiful eyes, eyes that sometimes put him to sleep in the spring
because they kept the damn rats away because they were magic. Something like that, anyway. Something
like that.

"Y ou gonna be there? Tonight?"

"Blade, | don't know." She looked helplessy up the street toward the bookstore. "I didn't count windows
today, you know. It could have been the day."

God damn. God . . . damn.

Big house on Long Idand, fancy car dl filled with leather, and now dl he's got is this—an dley that talks
to him, and a crazy goddamn woman who's crazy one way this minute and another way that minute. Best
buddy's fesdingworms Hdl of athing. He darted walking, puling her along gently. Hell of a thing, and the hdl of it
was, it didnt seem any different than any other day, these days. Except the Hat Trick Boys had been
reduced by one, the Pack by two, and goddarn frigging Tabin firelly gat hi and that bitch too. Justice sometimes,
but it was some-times too scary.

She whispered, "Blade," as they waked. Every fifth step. "Blade."

Now ant thet athing, hethought, hifing hisgripto her elbow. Hundred years, the only time she calls me "Blade"
iswhen Slap's dead and can't hear it, goddamnit. Jesus. Hell of athing.

When they reached the old Cape Cod, dollhouse tiny, a door on the side that led to the basement
apartment, he stopped her.

Her eyes were ill wide. Too wide.

He took her hand, and he kissed it, and the eyes closed a little, and the trembling stopped, and her



shoulders rose as she took a dow breath.

"Gotta polish my armor," he said, holding his breath.

"You do that, Lord Murtaugh."

He amost laughed his relief.

"Until the banquet hall."

He grinned and watched her go, the grin snapping off the second the door closed behind her. Then he
turned to the front window where he'd seen Cavin Nobbs standing, and watching, and he flipped the old
fart the finger, and cackled when Cavin diffenedin rage and raisad his canein return.

Sometimes, he thought, even bad days got good times.

'‘Course, now he had to go and keep his promise, clean himedf up, have, dugt off his coat, and praboedly have the
ladies praying over him the whole goddamn time.

He started off when the front door opened, was a good ten yards past the house when a woman's voice
caled to im Nat by name Thevacesad, "Sr? Sr? Blade would you wait, please?’

When he looked around, he saw Erma Vdlit hurying as best she could down the stairs, wearing a too-large
cardigan and hugging herself. This one he liked. She'd given him odd jobs during the summers, mostly
tending the lawn and her shrubs which she never could figure out how to water without rotting the roots.
Very patient, she was. She had to be, living with the old fart and the shrew.

"Blade," she said breathlesdy, swiping hair from her eyes, visbly suppressing a shiver though it wasn't dl
that cold.

"Mdam," he said, touching a finger to his cap.

"I'm worried about Miss Logan."

He didn't know what to say.

Erma checked the house, waved to Calvin, who re-mained stationed in the window. "She's been having
nightmares."

"Yesh, wel—"

"You seem to know her pretty well." A gathering of the sweater across her neck. "Is she . . . that is, is
there anything | can do?'

He saw it in her eyes dmmed but nat bind, and he hdlf tumed to run away. He didnt want to know who dse heard the
screaming. Bad enough for the kids. Bad enough for him But it was too late S<inny fingers reached for hisam and
pulled away, not quite begging, not quite tdling. She didn't have to. So he looked at the house and shook his
head.

"Go away," hetald her.

She looked ready to cry.

"Go away," he said again. "Get away. Can't stay here, can't stay there, can't stay anywhere you stay
around here."

"Blade, surely—"

"You leave her aone, you nigger freak!" Calvin yelled from the doorway. "I'll call the police!”

Murtaugh grabbed her arm, yanked her close, ignored her fear. "Take him, take the fat one, and you get
away, lady. Hat Trick Boy ain't got blades anymore, can't stop the puck, can't use the stick. Take him away
before the rats come."

And he ran.

Thirking thet he could gpend the night inthe dley by the police Station, it would be safer; thinking that staying near
the cops didn't do the kid with the greasy hair any good, the kids brother was a cop; thirking that in broed daylig,
sun out but going down, shadows not yet ready to take over the streets, he could hear the rats massing
behind the houses, the stores, down in the sewers; thinking his heart would explode before he got to the
Mission and the cleaning and the ladies doing dl that praying, and it might not be so bad, hel of a thing,
goddamn, if his heart did decide to give it up, stop the race, because then he wouldn't hear the screaming
anymore or the rats or see the shadows that moved against the wind.

Kids hear.

Old peaple hear.

He ain't so old yet, he hears, and Bonita.

Sowing down &fter adliding with atresh can thet neaty trips him.

Holding his side as he cut through the park to the Mission.

Hoping hell be around to see his ducklings again, come spring.

Wondering what Leg can do about stopping the noise at night.

Nahing.

Hell of athing.



Hell of athing, but he knew, he knew, there weren't nothing anyone could do.

What the hell.

Free medl, warm place to dt, what the hdl, he'd seen worse, how bad could it be?

Standing in front of the First Methodist Church, fists in his pockets, humming to himsdlf, swaying side to
sde, shaking his head because if he went in there, hed have to come out, fetch Bonita from the house,
bring her to the diner. They would tak, and he would hear things, and none of it would matter.

They were going to die.

As sure as he stood here, feding his bladder begin to loosen, they were dl going to die.

Part Four

WHAT WE FORGOT
TWENTY-THREE

But in the dark, child, Something stirs.

TWENTY-FOUR

Winter rain.

A light fog that rose over the surface of the snow, knee-high, unmoving.

The snow itsalf bleeding into gutters, dipping off roofs, retreating to ragged idands beneath shrubbery
and steps. Snowmen toppling soundlessly. Sush on the Boulevard pushed by sparse traffic into the storm
drains or down the western sope into the river.

Winter rain that lasted hard for an hour, a shower for another, a drizzle that threatened to last dl night.

"Lane?'

"Dde, not now, okay? | have to go out." "I like your horse hair." "It's a ponytail, honey. They cdl it a

ponytail.” "Who?"
"Me, that's who. Now beat it, little creep, before 1 pluck out your freckles." "How come you're wearing
that coat? You said you weren't ever going to wear that coat again. It's black. | don't like black, Laine. It's
a spooky coat. How come you're wearing that spooky coat?"

"You know, for a kid who's supposed to be thinking about going to bed, you sure ask an awful lot of
questions.

"How come your shoes have two colors? Mine don't have two colors.”

"Dde. Please."

"You gonna see Joey?'

"No, dear. Remember what | told you? Joey ... oh God . . . Joey's in heaven now."



"Oh. Yes. I'm sorry, | forgot. He gets to play with angels now."

"That's right."

"And | gotta play with you."

"Hey, watch that mouth, kid. I'm bigger than you."

"Where you going?'

"Out. | told you. Out."

"l wanna go."

"D

"Don't care."

"Dale, ¢'mon, now, you can't go with me, you know that. It's late. Too late.”

"l can tell time. It's only eight o'clock.”

"So take me with you, Laine, please?"

"Dde, honey—"

"It's bad out there, Laine."

"What? What did you say?"

"It's bad out there, Laine. | gotta protect you."

"Dde—"

"Take me, Laine, please take me. I'll be good. Y ou can buy me a sundae and I'll be good and | can take
care of you."

"Momll kill me. Us."

"Bad, Laine. If Joey's with an angel, dl you got now is me.

* * *

Barnaby decided he wasn't going to go. It was dumb. It was stupid. The goddamn gimp was trying to
take over. It was bad, this shit. Something, maybe Eddie and Joey dying like that, it was making them dl
crazy. Besides, didn't anybody even listen to the weather? They were supposed to have another damn
snowstorm tonight. The report said flurries; the way things were going, it would probably be a blizzard. All
this rain was going to turn to snow. And he'd be damned if he was going to get himsdf lost in a damn
blizzard.

He marched through the house, much too large, touch-ing things, turning lights off and on, listening to his
heels on the bare hardwood floors, looking for someplace com-fortable to sit. He couldn't find it. He walked
on.

Those geeks will probably show up, he decided, turning into a living room he knew was amog as big as
the gimp's whole damn house, and what the hel did Byrns think he was doing, asking them to the
clubhouse? Eddie would dhit. No. Eddie would thirk it was funny. But nat im. He thought it was stupid. Scott was
an asshole. He was meking big deds aut of nathing, talking to scum, taking to him like he didn't care about keeping
his head on his damn shoulders. Asshole.

In his bedroom he couldn't decide what tape to play, what show to watch, didn't want to practice his
electric guitar, the keyboard, and left. Rubbing his hands and arms though the house was perfectly warm.

What he'd do is, hed cal Pancho, have him sleep over, they could go to school together tomorrow.
Panch loved coming to the Heights. They could sneak over to Tang's, rap on her window, shit like that,
scare the shit out of her. The trouble was, the way the dumb shit had been acting today, he'd probably want
to go to the diner. Hell, he was praedly dreedy there But shit, what good would it be on the other hand, hanging
around here dl damn night, the whole place empty, the old man down in Florida for the weekend; the place
was too big.

Sht

Maybe he would go.

He looked at his black jacket, hanging in the closet. Touched it.

Maybe he would.

One more time.

It wasn't like nothing was weird, that's for sure. Maybe Byrns . . . what the hell. There was nothing
better to do. He could walk. Keep himself in shape. He'd been eating too much crap since Thanksgiving,
this would help keep the lard off. But if the frigging gimp thought he was going to take over, make the Pack
into something stupid, a bunch of scaredy-cat wimps, he was wrong.



Dead wrong.
The little shit.
The goddamn little shit.

"Katie dear?'

"Yes, Gram."

"Kaétie, you can't go out tonight. It's raining, Slly, can't you see that? And that terrible jacket isn't nearly
warm enough. My goodness, child, you'l catch your death.”

"Gram..."

"My back hurts.”

"Gram ..."

"It's cold, Katie. For goodness sake, please close the door, youll let out dl the heat. We can't afford to
let out Al the heat.”

"Gram, | have to go."

"My back hurts."

"It's. . . it's likeit's going to be a wake, Gram. Joey wouldn't want us to just St around like we were
going to jump off the bridge."

"He was a good boy. | remember him. He shoveled our snow last year."

"I know, Gram."

"Wdl, maybeit is a good thing."

"Thanks, Gram. | love you."

"I love you too, dear. And be careful. Stay in the light. There are people sneaking around out there
tonight. Stay in the light."

"My back hurts.”

"Gram, what do you mean, people sneaking around?'

Pancho crunched down in the front seat, folding his arms over his chest, tucking his chin into the black
leather jacket, not wanting to see the way Tang drove. She was crazy. Nuts. Traffic rules were made, she
believed, for the rest of the poor dobs of the world, not her, but he hadn't remembered that little fact once
she had cdled, gabbed for a while, findly asked if he'd like a ride to the diner. He didn't remember until she
took the first turn,, at probably a hundred miles an hour, and bumped over the curb, nearly clipped a
telephone pole. The trouble was, if he said somathing, shed lodk & hm He didnit wart her lodking & him; he wanted
her looking at the road.

"Panch, are we out of our minds?'

"Nope," he said, wincing at the way the car did on the road, seeing from the corner of his eye the way
her hands flew over the beveled steering whesl.

"Only crazy people hear things, you know."

"We're not crazy. Jeez."

Streetlight flared in and out of the front seat, a strobe effect that made him close his eyes for a moment,
open them again when she muttered, "Damn," and they thumped over something he hadn't seen in the road.

"A branch," she s tightly. " Jugt abranch. Gad, Panch, lighten up, okay?1'mnat going to kill us, you know. | know how to
drive"

On a racetrack, maybe, he thought glumly.

"Y ou think those people will come?"

"HUH?

"You know. Scottie's friends. Those street people.”

He shrugged. "I don't know." And he didn't much care.

"She's pretty." They sped onto the Boulevard, narrowly missing the back of a steaming bus.

"Yeah, | guess s0."

"She's not old, either. What's her name?"

"How the hdl should | know?"

"Wel, excuse me for living, Mr. Touchy Duncan." Through a stop sign. "I only asked. God."

A cruiser pulled in ahead of them. She dowed down, cursing softly to herself, thumping the wheel



impatiently with the hed of one hand. Pancho sat up and smiled prayerful thanks to the police, took a few
deep breaths, rubbed one eye with a thumb.

"Whokilled Joey?'

He stared at her, mouth open. "What?'

"It wasn't some dog." She glanced at him, face distorted inthe deshboerdsdow. "You know it. | know it. It wasnit
some stupid dog.”

He was too amazed to say anything. But she aways amazed him, something new every day. Haf the
time, she looked as if she were visting from another planet. Spaced. Tuningin anly when the girls taked about
dathes or boys The rest of the time floating through town on automatic. Even the other night, in the car,
when Joey died, it was as if she hadn't been there, as if the body he'd been exploring belonged to someone
else. Like she was watching an experiment. Interested, but not very.

"Wel?'

"l don't know what you're talking about," he answered sullenly.

"Bullshit." Her voice was old. Older. Not pleasant at dl. "Bullshit, Duncan, that's bullshit."

Fern waited on the stoop, huddied beneath the dight overhang above the front door. Scott, she figured,
would have to come by soon, if he was coining at dl. And he would. It was his idea. He wasn't going to
chicken out. He'd be there. And to be there, he'd have to pass here, and she wasn't leaving until he did. No
way was she going to walk to the diner alone. No way in hell.

A car sped pagt, tallights flaring as it approached the intersection.

Water dripped from the eaves, landed inwhet was |eft of the snow.

Sounding like something aaning.

Somahing big

A giant beetle.

She shuddered, hunched her shoulders, drove her hands deeper into her jacket pockets, stamped her feet
lightly though it wasn't dl that cold

Mr. Tobin had been covered with bugs. Maybe they'd been eating him and Miss Bingham. Maybe . . .
she shuddered again, sorry he was dead and just as sorry Laine had told them how he'd looked. She had
aready dreamt about it several times, waking up cold and drenched, dapping at the covers to keep dl the . .
. Okay, enough, Bellard. That's enough.

A glance up at the sky invisble beyond the streetlight's glow.

Snow tonight. Right. Hood, maybe, but no snow.

A man across the street, waking atiny dog, carrying an umbrdla. Shecoud hear him taking to his pet, uging it to
hurry up before they both drowned. She amiled, checked the length of the block, and prayed that Scott
wouldn't try to talk his mother into driving him, because of the weather. Another smile. No, it wouldn't work
that way. Shewaud dodl thetaking, theingsting, and hewouid be the stubborn one. As long as she had known him,
he'd been incredibly stubborn. Scots stubborn, he'd say with a grin whenever someone cdled him on it.
Pigheaded is what it was, damn pigheaded. If it were snowing dl to hdl tonight, he'd want to wak just to
prove he could do it. Be like everyone else.

A movement down on the cement walk, a furtive skittering from one side to the other.

She looked, swallowing, and saw nothing.

Imegingtion.

No bugs, Fern. Take it easy. No bugs.

C'mon, Scott, c'mon.

And when he rounded the corner, she fairly legpt from the stoop to the sidewak, the hell with being
casual, hey, what a coincidence, now we can walk together, okay? ad grabbed his aam amost before he
redlized she was there.

"Y ou took long enough," she scolded, leaning into his side.

"My mother," he answered. "l had to tell her this was something Joey would have wanted. No tears or
anything like that. Ice cream dl around. Just like Eddie."

She giggled. "I told my father the same thing."

"He buy it?'

"Sure" She showed him the Fern-smile, the daughter-smile her father had never been able to resist,
except when it came to buying her a car. "See? No problem. It's the freckles. | think they're magic or
something.”

He grunted and they walked on; when they reached Summit Boulevard, she could aimost fed the



temperature begin to drop as the drizzle began to fade. It gill wasn't cold, not for this time of year, but it
made the mist on her cheeks feel too much like ice.

"Scott."

"Do you know what's going on? | mean, are we being paranoid or something?'

Haf a block toward the Strip before he cleared his throat and answered: "We hear things, we see things,
people gat killed" Hislook mede her sare & the Sdewdk. "It's Eddie, you know."

HUH?

"Eddie. It's him. | don't know exactly what it is yet, I'm going nuts trying to figure it out, but it dl goes
back to Eddie.

She wished he hadn't said that.

She wished he had said sure, Fern, well dl going nuts, it's the season, and it's just a string of shitty luck,
that's dl.

It happens.

Shit happens.

No, she thought; not with us, it doesn't. Maybe some-time, but not now.

Edde

He was right.

It dl came down to Eddie Roman.

It dl came down to the screaming.

TWENTY-FIVE

In the Starlite dining room, bright lamps on the paneled wdls and no shedows five long windows overlooking the
parking lot; a corner table, round and the only one in use, where Scott sat restlesdly, left hed tapping, hand
absently grabbing at his thigh. In the center, a ceramic napkin holder in the shape of a Christmas star, salt
and pepper shakers the same, and the squat stub of a striped candle floating on water in a clear-glass bowl .
Opposite him sat Tang, flanked by Barnaby and Pancho; Fern slouched on hisright, Dde Fredin and Lane on his
left. He didnt know what to make of the boy, who grinned at everyone, laughed when Barnaby stuck out his
tongue, applauded when Pancho lit the candle, kept asking his sister where dl the ice cream was. It was
strange. This was supposed to be one of those battle plan sessions, where the generals and the colondls dl
get together to figure out who the enamy redly was and how to fight im, defeat im, sothey could get on with things
. He glanced around again—they were even in their uniforms. But there were no children. There were
never any children. Just dl the generals. But Laine hadn't apologized when she walked in with her brother,
or made explanations.

"Wharethehdl isKatie?' Bamnaby complained. "Jess”

Where were Blade and the Queen, Scott wanted to know. He twisted around, checked the front, the few
booths he could see and the curve of the counter, sighed and sat back, shook his head dowly. Customers
out there were staring at the Pack, at their black jackets, collars raised, their hairstyles gleaming, ponytails
and ribbons, probably wondering what the hdll things were coming to when Karacos let hoods take over the
place. Bad enough they were in front half the time. Now they were in the back, where dl the gentlefolk
dined.

The waitress had aready come and gone, scarcely bothering to listen to the orders since they were
always the same—hamburgers and chocolate malts, and a banana split for Dale.

"I'm starving," Pancho complained.

Tang sneered at him.

He shrugged. "I'm a growing boy. Jesus."

"Supid," Barnaby muttered, pushed well back from the table, his chair tilted and resting against the wall.



"Thisis stupid. | just want you guys to know that. Stupid, okay?' He glared at Scott. "So?"

Scott felt like a complete jerk. Earlier, a the cemetery, dl this had seemed like a pretty good idea, the
best idea, and he'd opened his big mouth without thinking the idea through. Now, for some reason, they
were actually here, waiting for him to say something, and he hadn't the vaguest notion what to do next.
Jerk. Idiot. He might as well tell them what Fern said, that it was monsters, creatures from outer space,
things that went bump and snarl in the night.

"For Christ's sake, Byrns, get your head out of your ass, huh?'

"Barnaby . . ."Tang waved a disgusted hand; it wasn't worth the effort.

The hamburgers arrived, and the banana split.

Dale laughed in ddlight. "Y ou want the cherry?' he asked Laine. "You can have the cherry if you want."

"Jesus," Garing muttered, and glared out the window.

Laine smiled at her brother, took the cherry and bit it off its stem, flipped the stem into an ashtray.

Dale laughed and began to eat.

Scott looked at his plate, at the fries, the pale tomato dice on its bed of curled lettuce, and suddenly didn't
fed very hungry anymore. The others, however, weren't as reticent, and for the moment he was off the
hook as they started to eat. A dlent prayer of gratitude, and another check of the front. Then he pushed
away from the table.

"Be right back."

"Don't hurry," Barnaby said.

"Be nice" Dale scolded.

They laughed.

And Scott felt a little better as he made his way past the other customers, not many, leaning into an
empty booth by the cash register and checking the street north and south. The rain had stopped. From the
looks of the pedestrians, it was getting colder, fast. But no Blade or Queen, and for that matter, no Katie,
either. His leg hurt. His stomach lurched with acid as he hurried to the pay phone near the restrooms,
fumbled for a quarter, and dided Katie's number.

No one answered.

Ten rings.

No one answered.

He hung up and checked the street again, returned to the table and took his seat. Fern amiled tentatively
a him, Dde asked hmfor acouple o hisfries Tang argued with Barnaby, their voices low and hissing. Pancho just
sat there, chewing automatically, staring at the table, at the salt and pepper shakers.

Scott decided this was as good atime as any.

"What did he say to you, Panch?"

All but Dale quieted abruptly; the boy asked for more fries, and Scott, without shifting his gaze from
Duncan, shoved his plate over.

"We ... we were on South Bridge," Pancho said, stting iffly, il staring at the shakers.

The diner went away .

No conversation, no music, no scraping of silverware on plates, no traffic, no chime when the register
opened, no muffled carols from the outside.

It was gone.

The lights bright, faces washed now and without depth; like mannequins, Scott thought until he shook the
thought away .

"Hanging out, you know?"'

Dale busly creating a raft of french fries atop a mound of catsup.

"Joey ..." Pancho cleared his throat with a harsh cough, glanced at Laine, looked down at the candle. "He
wastdking about ... We were jus kidding around, you know? Throwing rocks, shit like that."

"The boy," Tang whispered

Dale began to hum, no tune, the notes high and sweet.

"He was talking about . . . stuff." Pancho sniffed, rubbed a hand around his neck. "Y ou know, kid stuff."

Soait looked quiddy a Fem, looked away. Her lower lip was pulled between her teeth; the cheek he could see
was sucked inward, pulsing.

"So what the hel did he say?' Barnaby demanded.

"Vaos"

"Hey!" Dale said, dipping out of his chair before Laine could stop him.

"Voices," Pancho indgsted. "In the river." He looked around to see who already knew: Most of them did,



about the fear Joey had, but Scott could see that only Laine knew what Pancho was redly taking about.

"Hey, wow," Dale said, pressing his nose against the window.

"He was little or something, nearly drowned, and he told Eddie . . ." He looked uncomfortable. Scott
gmiled, nodded at him to go on. "He kind of believed something lived down there. Scared him half to death.”
Pancho laughed quickly, forced, grabbed a spoon and began polishing its bowl mindlesdy with his thumb.

"So big dedl," Barnaby said, ralling his eyes. "What the hell does that have to do with the price of apples."”

"Sow, Lane" Dde sad geffly, tapping thewindow with one finger. "Look. Snow."

"A little while ago," Pancho said, ignoring Barnaby, laddng sraight at Soatt, "Eddie cdled im and tdd him he was
right.”

"Oh crap," Barnaby declared in disgust.

"Snow, Laine" Dale repeated.

And thunder. Faint, but enough to distract Scott's attention to the wall of windows. His eyes widened
when he saw the flakes flat and wet fdling heavily, in no single direction as a wind began to rise. Despite
the damp ground, he knew it wouldn't be long before things started to cover over.

Thunder again, Hill distant.

Dale backed away.

"Hey, it's okay," Laine reassured him, taking his arm gently and guiding him back to his chair. "It's dl
right, Dale, it happens sometimes.”

Thunder athird time, and the lights went out.

"Swdl," Fern said, amost angrily. "Swell."

Nervous laughter from the front, and cals for Karacos to bring out the lanterns. Scott leaned forward to
look around Laine, and saw that the streetlights were gone as well. There was nothing beyond the windows
but black and dashing white, nathingin the room but afew flickaing candles.

"Lane?'

"It'sdl right, Dae."

"Sure" Scott agreed. "No sweat. Somebody probably skidded and hit a pole, that's dl.”

Dde gripped the edge of the table and said nothing.

Scott didn't touch him, but he knew the boy was trembling.

"Maybe we'd better go," Laine suggested, hugging her brother lightly.

"Eddie)" Pancho continued, as if nothing had happened, "told Joey, and Joey told me, that Eddie was
trying to find ... | don't know . . . something in his closet."

"Chredly?' Baneby sad. "Likewhat? A log jodk? A chick? A new tube of grease for his hair?"

Pancho shook his head. "I don't ... a monster.”

Gaing gaped, then laughed hygtaicaly, dgpped Pancho across the back. "Oh Jesus, get a life, man." He thumped
the chair down, stood up, leaned across the table. "Look, gimp, thisis dl shit, okay? Eddie was bouncing off
the wadlsbefore hekilled hisdd mean. Wedl know thet, right’? Fucking bounding off thewals™ He dgpped a pdm on the table,
and Tang jumped, uttered a cry. "I don't know what the hel he was on, but ¢mon . . . something in his
goddamn closet? Christ, he was doped to the gills, you could seeit."

"Scared," Pancho contradicted. "He was scared to death. And so was Joey."

Barnaby snorted, looked around the table, threw up his hands and walked away. "You guys are nuts," he
cdled, turning to walk backward. "You're out of your mushhead minds! Jesus, next thing you know, youll
be saying Eddie believed in the goddamn boogyman.”

Hanging a caudic laugh behind him, he left, bumpad into the counter, and snarled at a man who told him to watch
it.

Fern picked up a bread stick from a straw basket by the candle, held it up, snapped it in half. Everyone
jumped, and she grinned. "See?' She pointed with one half while she nibbled on the other. "Look what's
going on here. You got a dark room, a candle, snow, and you're scaring each other half to death." A poke at
Scott's arm. "He's right, you know." She looked to Pancho. "He is, redly. Eddie couldn't have meant that.
Not monsters, stuff like that. Nobody believes in that anymore. My god, we're practi-cally in college, for
god's sake. We know better." No one answered. "We do!"

Of course they did, Scott thought. Like you outgrow your toys, you outgrow whatever monster plagued
you when you were young. Some kids sooner, some kids later, but it dways hgppened. One night, for no resson &
dl, you got the nerve to look in the closet, or under the bed, or behind the hedge, or in the cdllar, or wherever,
and you learned that there wasn't anything there at al. Just imaginaion, and shadow, and sometimes a
quiet noise that ddnt bdong to the house Which meart Eddie hed to have been talking about something else,
something he was trying to tell Joey and failed, something Joey had misun-derstood. So Mr. Roman died,
and Eddie dead, and . . .



He frowned.

Sgpdeal

Joey died.

The wind changed again, and snow scratched at the window.

Mr. Tobin and his lover died.

He pinched the back of his hend, squeszing until the pein made him stop, woke him up.

"Laine?' Dale said.

Tang had pulled her ponytail over her shoulder, twisted it aimlessy with her fingers. "Then what about
the screaming?"

"l don't know," Fern said. "Some kind of psychic thing, maybe, like Katie clams." She scowled. "How
the hell should I know? And why isn't she here yet, anyway?"

"Lane?'

"Hush, honey, we're going soon, don't worry, we're going." She gathered her brother's hands into hers,
pulled them into her lap. "Joey," she said, "was scared too, like Panch said. He wouldn't tel me why. He
wasjud .. . scared." A quick glare toward the front. "And it wasn't dope. Not with Eddie, either. | don't
know what's with Barnaby, but it wasn't dope, no way."

Silence then.

A moigt scratching at the window.

Low voices in the booths.

A diren that passed the diner.

The lights flickered, died, flickered and died.

"S what are you saying, Lane?' Tang smiled, but anly briefly. "That Eddie made his monster come back or
something? He did a Tinker Bell thing? You know, clap your handsif you bdieve in faries?' Her laugh was dmogt
genuine.

Scott's left hed tapping.

Fern biting into the bread stick.

Tang spread her hands. "So . .. 7

Scott saw them 4, faces danced with shadow, expres-sions changing each time the candl€'s flame
moved, wait-ing for someone to tell them it was al stupid, ridiculous, they were only a bunch of kids sitting
around a campfire scaring the hel out of each other with ghost stories they claimed redly, honestly,
happened to someone they knew. Ail except Tang Porter. He knew the look on her face; he had seen it a
million times in math class when she'd lock onto a complex problem that had stumped everyone else,
knowing she had the solution and was just waiting for the words to come.

Thewind punched a thewindow, fimmaing theglass

And then he saw it imsdlf, and giinned dmos amugly, and Tang blew him a kiss.

"Okay," he said, "listen up. Thisis the way it is."

Which was smple when he findly got around the candldight and the storm and Pancho's story about
Joey and Eddie. There was, he said, no denying that something weird was going on. The screaming, for
instance. They dl heard it but Barnaby, and he thought that might be because Barnaby didn't have much of
an imagination. Whichiswhat it dl bailed doan to—having an imegingtion. Eddie maybe really had been trying to
resurrect a child-hood monster, and, knowing Eddie, it wasn't such a farfetched thing for him to try. He
hung on to an idea like a dog on a fresh bone. It excited him. It made him jumpy. Energized, something like
that. The Pack, since it was tied so closaly to him, fed on that energy, felt it, followed it, grew its own. Like
when they joined the Pack in the firgt place. BEddie might even have dore it, found the mondter in the doset, but the modt likdy
eqandgion, the prabeble explanation, was that he thought he had done it.

And in thinking it, believing it, had gone over the edge.

And in going over the edge, nearly dragged the rest of them with him without them redizing what was
wrong.

Fern's weird beetles.

Katie's giants.

Laine's cellar.

"Monster bees," Pancho admitted with a lopsided smile, when Scott stalled, trying to remember what the
halfback shied away from. "They could even tak, shit like that. | used to think they lived in the walls and
were trying to get into my bedroom. My dad says it's because | was stung when | was little. | mean, red
little. I'd have fits every time a bee came near me." He thumped himsalf on the forehead in mock admisson of
somahing slly. "Bven now Barn can get me, put a dead bee on my tray, something like that. The bastard."

Dale pointed at the window, nearly fully coated with snow. "Laine?"



Embarrassment lifted one of Tang's shoulders. "They live behind trees and bushes. | don't know what
they are, but they were after me dl the time. Couldn't stand to go into the yard at night.” A plea, then, not
to laugh. "They wanted me. | don't why, but they wanted me."

"Exactly," Scott said with an | told you grin. "We got dl this stuff coming down, that cop bugs us, we get
nervous, we see things, we get more nervous . . ."He leaned back. "Simple."

"Sy" sad Famn, "the guy who fdloved you hometwice isn't real ?

Under the streetlamp.

Faceless.

Without a shedow.

"o

Pancho dropped the spoon on his plate. The clatter medethem gart. "So what killed Eddie, then? Him? You redly
bdieve hekilled himsdf, you redly beieve Joey cut imsdlf up?' Helooked & Scatt. "Yau redly think thet guy, Sap, he froze
to death and some cats ate him?"'

"Lang"

"Damnit, Dale, what do you want?"

Ddedipped out of hischair, good behind Soatt, shifing from foot to foot. "Bad, Laine."

Scott watched as Laine's face paled. "It's dl right," he said to the boy. "Hey, it's okay, pa."

Dde shook hisheed quiddy and painted & the window. At the snow. Lower lip quivering. "Bad out there." A tear
dipped from one eye. "Real bad, Laine. I'm scared.”

He's retarded, Scott thought as something cold touched the back of his neck; he doesn't know what he's
saying. The lights, dl this talk about monsters . . . we've scared him. That's dl it is. He's akid. A little kid.

Thewind punched the diner again, and dl he could think of was Katie's giants.

Stupid; this was stupid.

He good up domMy, eeding his dhar back to move Dde aside, moving to the window to watch the snow pull its
blanket over the cars down in the lat, top the fence that hid the houses across the way. The blacktop was
dill mostly uncovered, though it wouldn't be long before the cold changed dl that. Dale stood beside him,
and he put a hand on the boy's shoulder.

The lights danced on, dim but steady . "Pretty, isn't it," he said.

"Bad," Dale answered. Then he touched a finger to the pane and said, "Hey. * "Jesus," Scott sad, "it's
Katie!"

Sheran.

don't be late, dear.

i wont, gram itsjud to the diner for a couple of minutes

She ran.

be careful, it's starting to snow.

i will, gram, i will.

She hed been ablack from Midhill Avenue when she fdt the dark begin to grow behind her. Refusing to look
lasted only a few paces. Just long enough for the flakes to take the cold and sting her cheeks, make her
squint, make her wish sourly that she'd thought to bring her mittens.

Then she looked.

Then she ran.

Sidding around the cormer anto Miichill jugt asthelights went out.

Confusion turned her in the wrong direction, heading downhill instead of up, redizing her mistake when
the footing became precarious and she felt hersalf dipping, diding, landing on one knee, crying out at the
hammer-blow when she struck the concrete, dill diding as she kicked and thrashed her way back to her
feet and turned the next corner.

It was back there.

Groning.

Formless despite the snow, filling the gaps between the flakes with a dark that had never belonged to the
night.

Her firgt thought had been to get back to the house, hide in her room where she knew the giant couldn't
get her, it never had; but Gram was there, and this was different, and the wind had grown strong enough to
dow her to a fast trot. Quickly, then, she cut through two yards, back to her own street, crouching beside a
fence until she was sure the way was clear.

Ruming



To the Pack.

She had to get to the Pack, because they would know what to do.

Up the avenue this time, knee throbbing, her jeans soaked, snow clinging to her hair and eyelashes like
spiders that tried to claw their way into her eyes.

It was back there.

It had turned.

The wind began to howl.

A window shattered somewhere.

A streetlamp screamed as it twisted to the ground.

She ran, veered off the sidewak and ricocheted off a telephone pole. She sobbed as her left arm dangled
uselesdy, the tingling racing across her shoulders, re-placed by pain, replaced by numbness. The collison
had spun her around, and she faced the giant for a second, watching it fill the gap between the curbs, ill
without features but there nonetheless. In that second before she turned again, before she tried to scream
and couldn', she told herself there was no such thing as the thing swatting aside a parked car, its windows
exploding, its hubcaps spinning off, passenger door crushed when it came up agang atres no such thing Snce
ghe hed been alitiegrl.

Another car was kicked aside.

She ran.

No such thing.

Please, God, no such thing.

Feding returned to her arm, and the sudden needled agony nearly brought her to her knees.

A sren.

Here and there the lights returned, none of them fully bright, but the glow caught and spread by the snow
alowed her to swerve into the parking lot behind the Starlite. There were places to hide here, alleys
between stores, people who could help her, and she ran headlong past the diner while the wind tried to pull
her apart and the shadowgiant behind her tore apart the fence and a hand grabbed her arm and yanked her
off her feet.

As Scott ran for the exit, the others, standing or haf out of their chairs, saw Katie race past, limping,
clutching her left arm to her side, saw the fence down at the end lift and shatter into splinters, saw an
automobile's front end crumple as if it had crashed against a boulder. Then the lag window in the dining room
imploded, glass and snow and wind shrieking over the tables that lifted and toppled dong with their chairs, while
napkins and placemats flapped into the air.

Scott grabbed the back of a counter stool, spun around as the ool spun on its post. Someone yelled,
"Katie," and he ran for the door.

The next window blew in.

The others were right behind him, soon passed him, and they battled through the customers in the front
who were trying to see what had happened back there. A woman cried out, the cry shredded by the wind;
the third window shattered and snow tunneled furioudy toward the booths and counter. Scott took an elbow
inthe ribs, a foot lashed against his good leg as the crowd turned from curious to frightened and reversed
its rush. He lashed out when someone tried to grab his arm, saw an open-mouthed Barnaby step in just in
time to have Pancho grab his jacket in a fist and yank him outside again.

Once on the street no one stopped.

The wind had already knocked over adl the newspaper dispensers, had begun to rend the newsstand
awning next door.

Another siren, and the hoot of a fire engine.

Scott did his best to follow the Pack south, cursing his leg, cursing the dick layer of wet snow that had
settled on the sidewak and made running, even for the others, precarious at best. He didn't see Laine or
Dale, but Fern dropped back to grab his hand, look at him long enough to tel him she didn't think either that
the wind had done dl this.

Between a record shop and a card shop was a narrow adley, a pedestrian walkway to the parking lot in
back. They spun into it one by one, Scott the last and bresthing hard through his mouth, tasting snow,
ameling wet stone and blacktop, suddenly yanking on Fern's hand when a black cloud passed the aley's
mouth at the far end, killing the light for just a moment.

The others had stopped as well.

When the cloud had gone, the light returned, there was nothing left but the sghing wind, the drip of snow



from a fire escape somewhere overhead.
And a sobhbing in a shadow that pulled away from the wall.
Katie, huddled in the arms of Blade Murtaugh.

Dale, in the arms of his sister.

Crouched under the table where she had dragged them when the first window exploded, as if someone
had taken a bat to it from the outside.

Sobhing now, her face streaked with running blood, glass around them, in her hair, stuck in her sweater,
her jacket.

Sobhing as she pulled a blade of glass from her ankle.

"Dde"

His face freckled with blood, his hair matted darkly, his eyes closed.

"Dde"

Yéeling for help when the wind died.

Karacos knedling beside her, gasping and swearing when he saw them, trying to pull the boy from her
arms, but she wouldn't let him go, couldn't let him go, he wasn't even supposed to be here and it was her
fault, dl her fault, just like Joey's dying had been her fault because they had hed afigt and he hed gotten drurk
andif he hednit gatten drunk he never would have gone down to the river.

Her fault.

"C'mon, kid, let the boy go."

She rocked, and wept, and tasted blood.

And when Karacos findly pried her arms loose, she lodked & hm, peeding, and he anly amiled when she sdd,

"Bad.”
TWENTY-SIX

Abruptly the wind settled, the snow retreated to flurries, the street- and floodlights regained their purpose
and kept the dley and parking lot free of most of the dark.

"We gotta get out of here," Pancho said uneasily, snapping his fingers, dancing toward the street, dancing
back. "C'mon, guys, we can't stick around.”

Out on the Boulevard Scott could hear a fire truck's blare, cruisers, caught a glimpse of an ambulance
van flaring away, with a patrol car right behind.

"Right," Tang agreed. "We can't stay here. We gotta get moving."

Katie broke away from Murtaugh then with a hasty, grateful "thanks," and Blade nodded as he wiped his
face with a sleeve, opened his mouth but said nothing. He tried a amile, tried a frown, threw up his hands
and, before anyone could stop him, sprinted away. Scott reached out to grab him, hold him back, but the
little man dodged nimbly, whimpering, and vanished into the parking lot.

"Outta here!" Pancho inssted.

"Ga" Tang Ad.

They turned toward the street, sumbling at first, then running dowly, herding Katie into the center. Not
looking back. Not asking questions. Scott considered trying to get Murtaugh back, redized it was futile
before he even started, and took a dozen steps after the rest of the Pack before a bonfire suddenly erupted
in the mest of his left leg He gagped loudy and fdl againg the dley wall, pushed off with his right arm, and fell again
, this time to the ground.

The burning cramp brought instant tears to his eyes, familiar and hateful ones, as he tried to st up and
grab for thethigh, knowing why it hed heppened, knowing thistime he would have to ride it out because there was
no way he could get the prosthetic off. Not here. Not now.

He fdl back, clenched hisfigts, and tried again.



A dark figure blocked the boulevard light.

He stiffened, panting, shaking the tears away.

Oh god, he thought; not now, please not now.

"You hut?'

It was Barnaby.

"My leg," he gasped. "Cr-cramp.” The fire spurted. He groaned. "Jesus!"

"You ran, you dumb shit," Garing said flatly, kneding besde hm, grathing had of the thigh to kneed it roughly.
"You're not supposed to run, you know that." His hands worked. "You know that, asshole."

A siren screamed to silence.

Scott squirmed around to prop himsdf againsgt the wall. "That won't work," he said when Garing rocked
back to flex his fingers. His mouth dried, his throat tightened. "Gotta get it off."

"You're shitting me."

The cramp eased, and returned.

"Ch god!™”

"All right, so take off your damn jeans, idiot."

Scott glanced to his right, as a crowd of the curious began hurrying down the aley to examine the
parking lot, voices echoing off the stone walls, freak storms, freak tornado, some kind of gang on the
rampage.

"Jesus, man, cmon!" Barnaby snapped. "We ain't got dl night, y'know."

A scrambling at his buckle, the zipper down, and he eased the pants off his hips, just far enough to be
able to get at the straps that wound toward his groin. The moment the upper leg was clear, Garing cursed
and stripped off his jacket, dropped it over Scott's lap, grinning without humor.

A woman paused and watched with concern.

Bamaby saled & her, tdd her to mind her oan fucking business, get lost, and her eyes widened, her mouth
opened, as she moved on, looking around for someone to help her.

"Grab the shoe," Scott said.

Bamaby dd

The straps fdll away, the cup around the stump eased off much easier than he thought, though not
without a stab of protest, and he sighed, sagged, when Garing pulled the plagtic limb away, through the
jeans leg. The Cramp eased dmogt immediately, and he clenched his teeth in anticipation as he leaned
forward to pull the jeans back up.

Barnaby held the leg away from his body, straps dangling. "C'mon, Byrns, for god's sake."

"A minute," he asked. "Please. Just a second, okay?"

"No time" Barnaby reached down, grabbed his arm, hauled him upright without apology. "So now
what?'

Scott grinned. "You'l have to be my crutch.”

"Chrig!"

An arm around the fullback's waist was good enough to get him to the street. Awkwardly. Twice he
stumbled, nearly fel, until they found a reasonable rhythm. And as they moved, Scott wished he could kick
a something, throw something, ydl at someone for making him this way—almost but not quite good enough
to pass for normal.

"Dumb shit, running like that," Garing muttered as they turned down the street. "You know better,
asshole. Chrigt, you're heavy."

"Swhat was | aupposed to do?' he demanded heatedly, gulping air, forcing the residual pain to go back where it
came from. "Hy?'

Barnaby grunted, pushed them to one side as a gang of young kids in footbal jackets raced up the Strip,
ydling to each other, dodging and laughing into the street where the traffic had been gtaled by a fire engine
and the cruisers.

Scott's right heel began to ache, his side grew a stitch. "Wat up," he said before they'd gone helf ablock. "Nat o
fast. Gotta rest."

Gaing sopped, the fase leg rgpping impetiently egaing his side. Then he sniffed, looked around. "Byrns, what the
fuck was that?"

Soatt just looked & him until he tumed away, moved on, practically dragging him along until he recovered the
rhythm. "Where'd they go?"

"l don't know. Tang's car's in the next lot, she found a place behind the Apollo. Maybe there. Panch
went to find Laine and the kid."

People stared.



Barnaby glowered at them, daring them to comment, forcing them to veer around them as if they had the
plague.

Scott noticed and, for the moment, didn't mind. He was too busy trying not to fal. He couldn't fal. If he
fdl, hed be a cripple. Helpless. And helpless fed a dow growing anger that tightened the muscles of his
neck, his jaw, pramisng anather aramp if he didnt calm down. Hepless and feeling as though he weighed no more
than a gnat in Barnaby's grip.

A siren whooped and died.

What had he seen?

A iff fluny of flakes dgpped hischedks madehimduck his face into Barnaby's arm. The smell of fear there and
damp cloth.

What the hdl had he seen?

A man tried to stop them, ask what had happened, but Barnaby waved the leg in his face, straps
whipping the air between them, and snapped something about getting the hell out the way of an emergency,
was the jackass blind or what?

Scott amost giggled.

If he hadn't been so scared, he might Have even laughed.

The wind kicked once, scrambling a torn tabloid cover into Garing's legs. He growled at it, kicked it away,
and had to sidestep to avoid losing his balance. Scott yelped, postivehe was gang to fdl, throwing out hisright hend
tograb at something that wasn't there. When the threat passed and he could breathe easier, he looked up to
ask a question and saw Barnaby checking over his shoulder every few feet. It wasn't the crowds, or the
converging police cars; he was looking up.

"It isn't there," Scott told him.

"Hdl it ain't.”

A voice caled their names.

"It's gone."

"Hdl it is, gimp."

Scott jammed his hedl into the pavement, startling Barnaby into stopping. "Damnit, will you stop caling
me that?"

Garing's eyes narrowed.

"God, if you don't like me so much, why did you come back?"

He felt the grip loosen, and grabbed Garing's coat more tightly.

"It doesn't have anything to do with who likes who, Byrns."

The call a second time.

Scott nodded, and concentrated on keeping up. It had been a stupid question, at least from Barnaby's
point of view. They were part of the Pack; no other explanation needed.

They managed to reach the corner without having to stop again, without speaking, and were forced to
wait whilea patrdmen funnded what vehides he could off the Boulevard, away from the adtivity behind im. Beyond the cars,
the grumbling trucks, Scott spotted Katie standing under the Apollo's marquee, waving her arms wildly,
bedkoning, tuming to walk away and tuming again to wave again. White light faling around her. More a shadow than
agirl.

"There," he said, pointing.

Barnaby looked, and nodded, and stepped off the curb.

"Hey, you want to get us killed?'

Garing grinned. "No sweat." He swung Scott in front of him and waved the leg over his head. "Coming
through,” he bellowed. "Move your ass, jerks, we're coming through.”

I'm going to die, Scott thought in dismay as a car braked less than inch from Barnaby's left knee; my god,
I'm going to die.

"Hurry up!" Katie ydled.

She was midway doan the dlodk, but Bameby yeled anyway: "Jesus Christ, hold your water! He can't fly, you

know!"

Scott laughed.

Bamaby sopped without waminginthemidde of the street.

"Hey." Scott tried to pull him on. "Hey, C'mon, man, we—"

Barnaby pointed with the leg.

He pointed up.

Scott looked.

As traffic complained loudly on the street and the patrolman puffed his cheeks and used his whistle,



whitegloved hands pointing and directing as he stepped side to side in increasing frustration.

As customers leaving the theater watched and stood in uncertain groups, some wandering immediately
off to see what dl the commotion was about, others not so sure and hanging back, keeping their distance
from Katie, risng up on their toes as if that would provide them proper height.

Scott saw it dl, and saw Katie.

As the wind returned, grabbing hats, toppling trash bins, sngpping awnings and their fringes, he saw
some-thing monstrous press down out of the night sky, piercing the dome of the light the shops and theaters
and street- lampshed throan up. He didnt know whet it was—ahand, a claw, afoot, an insect's leg—but he saw it.

And he ydlled.

Katie grinned and nodded vigaraudy, yanked on her cgp and started toward them.

Barnaby began to run, was pulled up by Scott's weight, and yanked hm off his fet, carying hm one-armed, tiling
sideways, until they reached the curb, where he dropped Scott against the hood of a parked car.

"Katie!" he bellowed.

Scott couldn't see properly, there was too much move-ment, too many panicked people in the way.

But he could hear the sudden groan and crack of masonry, could hear a man's voice cry out a sudden
panicked warning.

Seconds later, sparks exploded from the corners of the marquee as wires and cables were exposed and
snapped in two, bulbs popped before blacking out, mortar dust and shards of brick flew from the theater's
upper facade. Streamers of white fire reaching into the sky. Veils of white fdling to the 9dewak, a firevorks
dgday, aakling and steaming.

Scott threw his arms up to protect his face just as the marquee ripped away from the building.

The last thing he saw was Katie waving to him even as she looked up at the white, coming down.

Scott sagged against the car, didn't care when he felt himsdf diding.

There was a great silence on Summit Boulevard, an ingtant of stunned immohbility.

Even the wind had temporarily logt its voice.

But not its vigor.

Fire convulsed in it; sparks became dervishes; branches on the far side of the park wall clawed their way
over; the snow increased and marked its currents.

Barnaby turned to him, lips working, hands fluttering.

When sound returned, it came with screams.

Gaing picked him up, he didnt compan, and ren down the side street and flung them into the parking lot. They
could see the others racing toward them from the other end. Barnaby howled a warning, Scott punched at
them to turn around, get away, for god's sake, run. Pancho, back from the diner, was the first to
understand and grabbed the girls to stop them.

Tang indantly retreated.

Fern stood there, fighting Pancho's hands, dapping at them, twiging awvay from them, cdling Scott's name above
the wind that filled the air with smoke now and the stench of burning wire.

It's gone, Scott redlized then, feding as if he'd been slammed in the stomach with a log; Katie's gone, and
now it's gone too.

Itis, he answered himself.

Katie's nightmare is gone, but it isn't over.

TWENTY-SEVEN



Blade Murtaugh ran.

He didn't stop at his bedroom dley.

He didn't stop when a cruiser's spotlight tried to pin him to the ground.

He was crazy.

He didn't want to be crazy. Not like Slap. Not like Bonita. But he was crazy. He was sure of it now. If
he wasn't crazy, then he was going to die and the Hat Trick Boys wouldn't even be a memory.

The Queen of Foxriver sat primly on her bench at the station, hands carefully folded, turban placed just
0, just right, knees together, coat properly buttoned. A rega muffler around her throat. Regal boots on her
feet.

Two lights benegth the platform roof, ahendful from the houses across the way, beyond the trees that dodged the
wind kicking at the railbed gravel.

She didn't mind not having the sun, and the occasional snowflake that brushed against her face was a
comfort, a soft caress, a kiss from the season that seemed to have arrived too soon.

But she didn't mind.

The train would be here shortly.

She was sure of it

Despite the din that rose above the park from far, far away, and the pandemonium it signded, despite the
occasiona puzzling flares of brightness that made the shadows duck like guilty children behind their posts,
she knew her train would arrive before she knew it. She checked her watch; it was only just after nine.
Any minute now. Any minute.

And when it came, when it Sowed, when the engineer greeted her with a salute of the train's horn, she
would rise and count the windows, the train would stop, and she would be on her way to the warm place.

Blade would understand.

Though he had expected her at the banquet hdl, and she had as much as given her roya promise to be
there, she had afeding hewould underdtand thet things hed changed. With Lord Tain no longer around to pratect her, tofill
her coffers, she was forced to protect herself.

As she had just after sunset, when that disgusting, fat serving woman had forced her fat way into her
private quarters, ydling al sorts of things, foul things, obscene things, and the Queen had no recourse but to
punish her.

Execute her.

Then make her way through the rest of the cold castle, the knife close to her side, searching for the rest
of those who conspired against her benevolent rule, against the faithful Blade, against the dear Lord Taobin.

She felt a tear.

Sheswvalowed.

The tear never fell.

They had been surprised, those unfaithful others, but were too weak from living softly under the Queen's
command, too bereft of purpose. They made no rationa attempt to deny their complicity, their fear of her,
and only the dld, foul-mouthed retainer tried to defend himsalf with his sword. A pitifu wegpon. The Queen took a
dngeblow to her shoulder, and delivered a blow herself.

The castle was hers.

And now it was hers no longer.

Blade would understand.

He would miss her, no doubt, but he would understand, and forgive and perhgps once in awhile thirk kindy of her
in his dreams.



And her knights, of course; her dear sweet knights dl dressed in black armor, would have to find
someone else to serve.

The rails began to hum.

The Queen began to smile.

Blade ran.

Cold air dicing hislungs, threatening a headache, cleared his mind, cleared his eyes, relieved him of the
notion that he was going, had gone crazy.

He knew it was so because the rats were coming.

They had disguised themselves this time, the little bastards, dressing like some kind of weird shit creature
from the movies he remembered from when he was a kid. He had seen it dmost sguash that little girl, the
one who ran with the Pack. She'd been lucky tonight. Lucky he'd been in the dley, trying to make up his
mind if Leg had really asked him inside. It was so different, so unexpected, he hadn't been able to think two
straight thoughts since the funera, walk two straight blocks without turning around and walking back, just
to be sure he had doneit, just to be sure he wasn't lost.

Then the wind came.

And the darker piece of the night.

She had been lucky, the little girl.

Tomorrow would be different.

But for now there were the rats.

And they were going to kill him.

He ran across the plazain front of Town Hall.

His shadows scrambling up the pots that held the flowers long dead, up the stairs as he swerved by them,
filled the narrow gap between the Rotunda and an office building with no windows on this side, fled into the
street when he left Town Hall and amost left him behind.

It was the long way around to the train station.

It was one of his secret ways.

But he had to get there without the rats ambushing him because he knew the station was where she was.
Waiting for her dumb train. Sitting in the cold. Going to freeze to death like the Hat Trick Boy. Trying to get
out.

Always trying to get out.

Ain't nobody gonna get out this time.

Nabodly.

The town was going to die.

He didn't want to die with it.

A dog chased him.

He kicked at it until it ran in the opposite direction.

A cat paced him.

He spat at it until it spat back and disappeared.

Staying out of the light. Always in the dark. Using the shadows the way the shadows used him, teased
him, taunted him in his dreams. Crawling at one point under the low branches of an evergreen tree,
shuddering at the nesdes pridkling across his neck and cheek, freezing when he heard footsteps, closing his eyes and
waiting until the footsteps receded. Moving. Fast when he could, and when he could barely move anymore,
using lampposts and drubosand mal boxes and hydrantsto prapd himdang, to keep him on his feet.

Sweat in his eyes.

His legs haf-filled with lead.

Findly reaching the tracks where they indented the street and hurrying south along them, slower by
neces-sity, head down to make sure the ties didn't trip him.

Despite the cold wind, more sweat dribbled into his eyes, stinging, not warm at all.

Thenight filled with his penting, and with sirens, bath sounding o digant he wondered if maybe he wias redlly dreaming after dl
, thet he hadnit yarked thellitle gil away from the cregture he coudnit redlly have seen, that he hedn't un awvay whendl Leg had
wanted to do was tak to him, thank him, that the Queen was Hill back at the Misson, sandng on the Sdewak as he
walked out, deaner then ababy's wiashed ass and giming jugt as dumb.

Getting out.

Goddamn.

Sumbling over one of a partialy splintered ties and fdling forward, aying out and landing on his hends, one on eech



ral, feding like ajerk because he was ill onhisfeat. Straddling the bed. Staring at his shadow.

Cold iron; too cold.

Carefully he pulled his right hand away and paused to catch his breath, easing down a little, not quite
knedling, mouth wide open to catch snatches of the wind.

Feding, then, the rail began to vibrate, softly.

He ran.

He had no choice.

There were no trainsthishour, and the rals begen to sing.

Hat Trick Boy on the move, down the ice, faster than spit, faster than the wind, catching up to his
shadow and leaving it in his dust.

Faster than the snow that fell heavily again.

"Ah" said the Queen of Foxriver. She smoothed her coat, touched at her muffler, made sure her turban
crown was firm against the wind. "Ah," she said.

* * *

Blade saw the flickering headlamp of the train that shouldn't have been.

He saw the Queen rise from her bench and move to the edge of the platform.
He couldn't run any faster.

Not even when he saw the firgt rat.

TWENTY-EIGHT

On the way out of the lat, tires skidding as they tried to find traction in the wet new snow, Tang sideswiped
another car, but no one made her stop, no one ydled when she spun the sports wheel right and racked
another vehicle's fender.

Pancho in the front seat, hugging himself, muttering that sounded more like incantation; Barnaby behind
her, staring blankly out the window, his left hand level with his cheek, pam against the glass, Fern in the
middle, an arm around Scott's shoulder and wishing she'd never left the house tonight. She could be home
now. Safe. Dad watch-ing TV, Mother complaining that dl the shows were about nathing but sex and killing, ad
shewoud be arled in her char, wondaing how long it would be before Soatt gat the hint and decided to call.

Katie. Dead.

The car shot down the dope toward the river.

Laine and Dale, Pancho had said, taken to Foxriver Memorid on the north side of town, where her
father did his out-of-clinic surgery; most of the other victims on their way to St. Francis, closer in the South
End.

Dark and light swept through the inside as it passed under the streetlamps. Light and dark.

The windshield wipers scraped and thumped the snow away, bunching it on either side, turning it to ice,
smearing it until Pancho leaned over and turned on the blower. The rear window was already covered.

A great shudder made Scott st upright, and Fern held him mare dosdy, andling the fear in him, mixing with wet
wool and damp leather. She didn't want to read his mind. She didn't look at the prosthetic lying across his
lap.

The car's engine hummed steadily, not changing pitch, barely stuttering when Tang reached Bank Road
and turned right, shifting gears.

No one told her to dow down.

Light and dark.

Scott fumbled for Fern's free hand, and she let him take it, squeeze it, watching his profile, the hair that



bounced digly over hisforeheed whenever the automabile sverved, hair that looked white now, ghodtly, even in the
dark. Watching imthink though his geze never shifted from the back of Pancho's head. She didn't want to read his
mind, but she knew what he was thinking; and she didn't doubt for a second that Katie's monster had redly
killed her. No accident. No freak of nature. No wrong-place-at-the-wrong-time. Katie Edton was dead,
and something huge had done it.

It was true.

No bedtime story this time.

She didn't know why it was, why she believed it, why there were no angry questions, no denials. It just
seemed . . . right. Horribly right. To think anything dse now, woud meen evarything snce Eddies dying hed been
nothing more than insanity taking seductive hold of her, cradling her, whispering to her. Touching her.

Which meant that the guys had been right about Eddie somehow wanting to conjure a childhood monster;
and wrong. Because if dl that energy Scott had talked about was red, if the Pack redly dd absorb dl that Eddie
Roman had created, it should have been gone by now. Eddie was dead. The energy should have died too.
There should be nothing left to hold the Pack together.

There should be nothing left to call their nightmares back.

The increasingly dick roadway forced Tang to reduce her speed as she approached South Bridge, the
lights planted here and there aong its skeletal superstructure blurred and rung by haze. There were no cars
here. The headlamps drove the snow ahead of them, swirling it across the blacktop, and what didn't stick
gathered on the shoulders. She couldn't see the river, but she knew it was black.

"Stop," Scott said.

"Jesus, man," Pancho said, wriggling lower in his seat, "we gotta get away, Scottie. We can't stay here.
We—"

"Stop.”

"Shit on that! We gotta keep moving, man, this ain't a game, Kati€e's dead."

"Tang"

Without argument she pulled over, thumped over the curb, and came to a hat in the middle of the block,
in the unlighted fan between two distant lampposts. Only then did Fern hear her choked sobbing.

The engine grumbled; the blower melted the snow.

The wipers, thumping back and forth.

Fern eased her arm from his shoulders. "What, Scott?"

He used the back of Pancho's seat to pull himsaf forward, leaned down and across her to stare out the
opposite window. His hair was darkly wet. She wanted to touch it, instead tried to see what he saw and
saw only bare trees. A quick inhdation then—this was where Joey hed ded. Had bem killed "Soot—" A
gdevays gance cut her off. She looked outside again, haf expecting to see those goddamn beetles swarm
over the snowbank.

"Eddie," he said quietly. "That sonofabitching Eddie.”

Pancho groaned.

Tang lowered her forehead to the steering whedl .

Scott held up a hand, not pointing, though she couldn't stop hersdf from fdlowing his finger up, au, Yo again ad
gone into a loose fidt.

"He, .. his monster. It vanished, or something, as soon as he died. That's why the cops couldn't find the
killer."

Warm in the car.

Fern felt the sweat gathering between her breasts.

Barnaby's head turned dowly, his face barely seen.

"Joey," Scott said, painting now toward the river. "The cops shot a something." He looked at Garing. "It
disap-peared before they could find it, or see it. Because Joey was dead." His hand dropped from the seat,
he eased back and did down, staring at the roof. "Probably the same for Slap."

"Longer each time" Barnaby said.

Scott nodded.

Fern looked from one to the other. "Why?" She couldn't think of anything else to say.

"l don't know."

Without thinking, nerves and temper taut and close to snapping, she grabbed the front of his coat, and
when he took her wrist gently, she glared. What the hell do you mean, you dont know why? What the hdl
kind of an ansnver is that, you creep? He shook her wrist just a little. She stared at it, opened her fingers.
Then she told him what she'd thought, how the energy should be dissipated by now, that none of
this—especialy Katie—was right, if Scott was.



"l know," he said. "Don't you think | know that?"'

"For Christ's sake, drivel" Pancho yelled, a fig dammed to the dashboard. Tang's head snapped up.
"Jesus, guys, who the hdl cares, huh? | mean, this shit ain't real, and it's killing us off, you know?' He
grabbed Tang's arm. "Goddamnit. Will you drive?"

"Where?' she said flatly, not looking at him. "Where do we go?"'

"How the hdl should | know?" Pitch rising. "Just keep going north, shit, | don't know."

"Canada?' she said.

"Tang-"

"The North Pole?' She whirled on him, punching his hand away. "Where the hdl are we going to go," she
yedled, "that those . . . things aren't going with us?"

Pancho wiped his face with the crook of his elbow. "Tang, | don't know." He sounded ready to cry, and
Fern didn't blame him. "Can't we just—"

Scott's head rolled to the side, and Fern felt him stiffen suddenly, hold his breath. "Tang, he's right. You'd
better get moving."

"At last!" Pancho said, applauding.

The car moved.

Fern looked over Scott's head and saw the dark man on the sidewak. Standing just beyond the reach of
the nearest light.

They're ours, Fern thought as Tang drove dowly into the dark; Tang's more right than she
knows—they're dl our monsters, there isn't just one, and they won't go away until we're dl dead.

A prolonged gust buffeted the car.

Just like Katie.

She didn't give a damn when the tears began to fall.

Scott didn't look to see if the dark man had been left behind. It didn't matter. He would be there,
anywhere, not long after the car stopped again.

Bad Dale had said.

He grunted a bitter laugh. Poor kid didn't know what he was taking ebout, and he was rigt ayway. Of dl of
them, somehow he knew when thingswould be bed; somehow he knew befor e it happened.

"Yauknow," Barnaby sid duly, dill looking out hiswindow, "I know what | saw, | was at the funeral, but 1 can't
get agrip on this. | fedl like. . . like I'm deepwalk-ing or something."

No one answered.

"I mean," he went on, "l don't fedl like I'm gonna die."

No one answered.

And suddenly Tang wailed, "All those people! God damn, dl those people dead because of usl"

Scott sat up so hard he had to grab the back of his neck to ease a sudden sharp pain.

"What?' Fern asked.

He ignored her. "Tang, go to the hospital. Memorid."

The car didn't turn.

"Tang, damnit!"

Pancho threw an arm over the seat, his hand catching him on the cheek. "Shut the fuck up, Scottie!
We're getting out of here. Just shut the fuck up!"

Tang made the next corner, started up the hill, and Pancho dapped her. Raised a hand to dap her again,
and Barnaby lunged forward and grabbed his arm.

"Barn, don't, man. Don't do this."

When Fern tried to pry them apart, Scott elbowed her and nodded at the plagtic leg as he fumbled with
his belt buckle. "Hold it."

Sheblinked supdy.

"l can't walk without it, Fern."

Pushing deep into the corner, he wriggled his jeans down for the second time that night, glad for the dark
that hid what he knew would gill be an angry flush of skin where the stump protested. He was glad too she
didn't seem to react, though he didn't look at her face. Instead, he wiped the insde of the prosthetic's cup
as best he could, then dipped it on, made sure it gripped properly, and began winding the straps around.

At the next intersection they crossed, the dark man took off his hat.

Barnaby sat back again; Pancho rubbed the feeling back in his arm,

"Tdl me where I'm wrong," Scott said, gill working on the straps around, setting them in place. "Eddie



got his monster, right? | mean, he brought him out. Joey got his, probably from listening to Eddie."

"Clap your hands," Tang said. She was crying.

"Something like that. Maybe. | don't know yet. But it's real. We know it is."

Pancho groaned his despair.

"But we're not the only ones they've hurt. If it was dl phony, dl in our minds, Mr. Tobin, the others,
they'd Hill be okay."

The car skidded. Tang's hands darted across the steer-ing wheel to bring it straight again.

So it didn't necessarily follow that each of them would have to de far ther repective dhildhood nightmares to die
with them. The things were real. And if they were red, they could be hurt. Maybe driven away. Maybe
destroyed.

"Right," Pancho said sarcastically. "Well just cal up the army, let the tanks take care of them."

"No," he said. "We tdk to Dale."

Fern dapped his arm. "Are you out of your mind?'

"Wdl, who better than a kid?'

Dark and light.

They crossed the boulevard.

He checked south and saw the lights spinning, the lights flashing, the lights reaching into the storm but not
high enough to catch the clouds.

"Clap your hands." Tang giggled.

Scott put a fist to his chin and pressed, hard. There was something missing, and he couldn't figure it out.
He didn't even know if it was important. Hell, he didn't even know if anything he'd said was even right. But
he was glad for one thing—he was dad no one hed asked him about screaming, why they heard it, why them, and
Blade, and no one else.

"Clgp your hands."

"Tang," Pancho said. "God, I'm sorry."

"G your hands Herewe ae”

TWENTY-NINE

Like Toan Hdl, Foxriver Memarid was st back from the street behind a concrete plaza, though this one was more
narrow, more stark, less shrubs, no trees at dl. A snow-covered, free-form steel sculpture on a raised
con-crete idand. An overhang to protect the ambulances and visitors. It was a six-story building, square
and modern, strips of dark-masked windows aong its face that made it resemble a square layer cake. Tang
had to park a block away, and by the time they reached the entrance, they were too cold to talk. The snow
fdl in smaller flakes, harder flakes, but the wind hadn't abated, jabbing at them, covering their hair, their
shoulders before they'd left the car's shadow.

The lobby was blesk—all plastic chairs and plagtic flowers, waming 9gns and wecome dgns, hidden lighting,
indoor-outdoor carpeting and a reception desk in the center.

"Vigting hours are over," the woman sitting there said. Pink smock, white hair, expression sympathetic
but ada-mant when Fern explained about Laine and her brother. "It's dmost ten. I'm afraid you'll have to
come back tomorrow."

On the wdl behind the desk a bank of elevators.

"Can we stick around for a minute?' Barnaby asked. "It's awfully cold out there, maam."

"Of course." A finger to her lips. "Just keep it down, dl right?'

He amiled and nodded, returned to the others standing in the midde of an open vistars areq, and sad, "No swedt.
She likes me. Who's gonna go up?'

Scott pointed at himself.

"Who d=?"



"Me" Fern said.

"No," Scott told her. "Just one. It's easier to cover that way."

A soft chime announced an arriving elevator. The doors opened without a sound, and Dr. Fredin stepped
out, buttoring ahunting jacket with one hand, the other hdding his glasses.

"Magic," Scott said, and they hurried over, ignoring the receptionist’s rise to protest.

The doctor was surprised to see them, but Scott was glad to note he wasn't annoyed.

"Lanesdkay," the man sdd before they could ask. "Jugt a few cuts, a couple of bruises." He looked at them one
by one. "Da€'s logt alot of blood, but hell be al right too. Thank God. He's adready had a transfusion.
Nothing to do now but build up his strength." He blinked, replaced his glasses. "Thanks for coming, kids. | .
.. Thanks."

"Can we see them?' Fern asked.

Scott saw her flash "the amile,” tried not to laugh aloud.

Fredlin shook his head regretfully. "Sorry, but they're about bedded down for the night."

A low mumbled chorus of regret, a steady, respectful barrage of promises just shy of pleading to only
peek in, grin, wave, let her know they're dl right too. Except for Scottie, whose leg was killing him but he
came anyway because he was so worried. And Laine must be worried about them too, right? She hasn't
seen any of them since ... the windstorm. Shell seep better, no kid-ding, Dr. Fredin, and he knew them
wel enough by now to know they wouldn't disobey him. Just a quick look and a wave and they'll go home
and get a good night's deep, come back tomorrow, swear to God.

No one said a word about Katie.

No one asked about the casualties at the theater.

Fern gave him "the amile" a second time.

Fredin fussed with his jacket. "Look, | know you mean well, and it's true that Laine's been worried
sick—" He glanced over their heads at the receptionist. "Oh hdl, why the hell not." He turned, but Barnaby
had already pressed the "up" button. "Confident, aren't you."

Barnaby shrugged. "Laine's our friend."

"Wed sneak up anyway,” Pancho admitted. "Then we'd just get into alot of trouble.”

"They'd probably arrest us"" Tang assured him. "No kidding."

"And it would be dl my fault, right?" Fredin said.

Scott saw the lips twitch before the doctor pulled the smile back. It was clear he was moved; and for a
moment, Scott felt like hell.

The doors opened and they hustled in, stood in the back and didn't look at each other.

Scott watched the digitd numbers glow and fade, tried not to smell the antiseptic, prayed that Dr. Fredin
wouldn't ask any more questions. He had enough of his own.

On the fourth floor the doors reopened, and they followed Laine's father out. He went directly to the
nurse's station, whispered something, then beckoned them over.

Whispers in the halls stretching away from the station.

A creaking cart.

"One at atime," Fredin ordered gently. "Third door on the left." He pointed. "Dal€'s in Pediatrics down
the hal, but you can't see him, okay?"

They agreed.

Scott took off before a vidting order could be estab-lished, looked back and watched the Pack carefully
herd the doctor into the tiny waiting room next to the station. Pancho, behind his back, gave him the
thumbs-up sign.

Sure, he thought; now al you have to do is send me a stupid army.

He pushed the swinging door open without knocking, said, "Hi," when Laine sat up with a start in her
bed. She was by the window; the other bed was empty, its mattress folded up at the foot. The only light on
was over her headboard, and he could see that her hair was 4ill in its ponytail, her cheeks plastered with
bandages, her fore-amsligtly bandaged as well. A brusein the center of her throat. Another one, larger, on the
back of one hand.

"Got a minute?"

When she started to cry, he sat beside her and held her, patting her back self-conscioudly, flinching when
he felt bare skin through the opening of her short-deeved hospi-tal gown. When she was done not long
after, sniffing and grinning, cheeks ablaze and chin trembling, he told her they didnt have much time, hdd
his breath a moment before telling her what had happened since Katie's giant had blown in the Starlite's
windows. He gave her no time to react, only begged her to believe him when he said that he needed to tak



to Dale. It was important. He couldn't exactly explain why, but her brother held some sort of answer, and
the dumb part of it was, he wouldn't know it until he heard it.

Laine didn't laugh, nor did she protest. "I knew it," was dl she said. "Damn, | knew it."

Then she did out of the bed, winced and grabbed her arm—"Bandage pulls, God, it's a bitch"—and led
him to the door. Poked her head out, pulled it in. "Panchao's trying to turn him around. He's not fdling for it."

"Smart guy."

She ducked her head, shrugged. "l guess s0."

A second check of the hdl, and she hissed at him, dipped out, and he followed, not looking toward the
waiting room, hurrying down the corridor into the pediat-rics wing and dudding ino Daées room 0 rgaidy he nearly
trod on her hed.

Dale was by the window.

His face and neck were wrapped in bandages, leaving only a band that exposed his eyes and eyebrows,
his mouth and part of hisright cheek; an IV tube fed solution inohisam, and the ane hand lying on his somach with
amesh of pale scratches.

Laine touched his arm. "He's okay, Scottie. It looks worse than it is."

"God, | hope so0."

Dale tirred, opened his eyes. "Lane!"

"Hush," she said, finger to her lips. "It's a secret.”

"Daddy's gonna be mad. Thisis the kids place. Y ou're not supposed to bein the kids place.”

She tiptoed to the bedside, bringing Scott with her. "Got a surprise for you, kid. Look whao's here."

Ddle stared at him. "Hi." Uncertain.

"Hi

Laine kissed the boy's cheek, whispered something that made him giggle. "Quick," she said then. "Be
quick, Scottie, he's tired."

Scott hesitated. Now that he was here, now that he had the chance, he didn't have a clue as to what to
ask. But Dale had known, somehow, that it had been "bad" outside the diner long before Katie had run by.
And that thought made him lean over, amile, and ask how he'd known.

Dale frowned. "Because."

"How because, pd?'

"My arm itches, Laine."

"Dde, how because, honey?'

"Because there's monsters out there."

"How do you know that?'

"Because there are.”

"He believesit?' he asked Laine.

"My arm itches, Laine. Will you read me a story?'

"Not now, honey."

"l want the one about the teeth in the attic."

"Dde, please."
Scott felt helpless, and in feding helpless, angry. He'd disturbed the kid for nothing, and now Dale was

wide awake, demanding stories when he should be deeping, heding. He looked heavarward in f-soolding and
tumad to the door.

"Tdl me, Laine" Dale said groggily.

"Oh, Dae."

"Please?’

Scott paused, looked back.

"Okay." Shetudked himin, amoothed hishair, kissed hisforehead. "No dragons,” she whispered.

"No dragons," he whispered back.

"No witches."

"No witches." Dale yawned in the middle of a grin that showed his teeth, and those gaps where they
were missing.
No bad guys."
And Scott had it.

"Will | see you guys tomorrow?"



Lane was back inher oan bed, Soatt paisad et the doar. "Count on it."

She stared out the window.

He blew her a kiss she didn't see and returned to the waiting room. He wanted to get the rest of them out
of there, forget talking to Laine, but he couldn't. Pern had aready left to see her, and Pancho, standing by
the entrance, was next. Tang dropped onto the plastic couch beside him. Her look asked him Well?

He nodded.

She paled.

Barnaby snapped his fingers while Dr. Fredin taked to him about the football season past, the
Thanksgiving dabbaing of Port Ridhmond, the foatiell seeson to come. He seamed to think Garing was dreedy reedy for the
pros

Scott bit softly on his tongue to keep from screaming.

"Who's driving?' Dr. Fredlin asked, down in the labby.

Tang raised her hand.

"You be careful," he said sternly. "The roads are getting bad."

She promised.

He smiled, thanked them again for seeing Laine, and with a wave to the receptionist, hurried down a
corridor, out of sight around a corner. A janitor worked by the elevators, mopping the floor. Scott jerked his
head toward the exit, led them outside though he could see a desperate command in Tang's expression, a
pleain Fern's.

The wind swatted him.

A ldl inthe snowdorm dlowed himto see as he hurried toward Tang's car. Ignoring their protests. Their de-mands.
Thirking fuiowdy, sheking hisheed, gandng up & the hosaitd facade and wondering what would happen if he was wrong.

Stupid question.

He would die.

Barnaby snared his arm just as they reached the car. "Goddamnit, gimp, you tdl us the fuck what's going
on'"

Soatt shook him off. "Clgp your hends," he sad, giming & Tang.

"Oh fuck!" Garing said, groaning. Yelled it. Spun in a tigt drde and would have thrown a punch hed nat Pancho
stepped between them.

"Scott," Fern said.

"You were sort of right, Tang," he said, "and | was sort of wrong."

Thewind flung snow into his face from a berk bedde the car. He sputtered, wiped his face on a seeve, reached
for the door handle, but Fern stopped him.

"Look," she said.

Down the block, near the corner, the dark man waited.

"Il kill him," Barnaby declared loudly. "I'll kill the sonofabitch.”

Scott started walking.

Fern ran after him, but he wouldn't look at her.

"Stay close" he said, loud enough for the others to hear. "But stay away." He did look then. "Stay away,
Fern, | mean it."

"Hel kill your™

He said nothing.

"Pigheaded bastard!"

"Scots stubborn.” And he grinned.

Waked.

Whilethe snow tried to trip im up, faling agein but nat heavily, just enough to slash the dark with gray, with white,
once in awhile aglint of silver; while the wind talked to him, taunted him, twisted his hair into his eyes, his
ears, hismouth when he redlized he was bregthing with it open; while his legs began to ache.

Walked with his hands fisted in his pockets.

no dragons

Wrong and right: they hadn't learned that monsters weren't redly real. They hadn't learned that at al. No
one had. What they had been taught was that the monsters couldn't hurt them if they weren't afraid.

no witches

How many times had his mother crooned as she rocked him out of a nightmare's clasp, "It's okay, hon,
it's okay, they can't hurt you, don't be afraid."



Shegrew up. And so dd Bamahy, and Tang, and Katie dear god Katie, and they weren't afraid anymore.

Because they no longer believed the monsters were there.

no bad guys

He squinted into the snow and saw the dark man. Waiting. Standing this side of the nearest streetlamp.
Standing rigidly. Waiting.

Growing taller as Scott approached.

I can kill you, he thought, did on ice, and waved the others back without looking to see if anyone had tried
to help him; | can kill you, and you know it.

The dark man moved.

Scott stopped as the shadowfigure stepped off the sidewalk and into the deserted street. And waited.

Bright light behind it, spreading its form, hiding its features. Blurring it here, making its edges sharp there.

Scott hesitated, stomach leaden with fear, before diding between two parked cars himself. He had no
choice. He could have run, but he was tired, and he ached, and he didn't want the dark man walking into his
house.

Clos.

no dragons

Dale believed in monsters.

Dae hadn't learned, but he was learning. Not that they weren't real, but that he didn't have to be afraid
that they were, that they would hurt him. He was learning to doubt their existence.

The dark man took off its hat

Faceless.

Petiently waiting.

Scott heard the wind, heard his footsteps in the snow, heard the Pack ranged behind him, at a distance
but coming on to watch his back.

So this, he thought, is what terror islike.

All because of Eddie's own terror, deliberately em-braced. Scott knew it, remembered it, dl of them
did—the wondafully dhlling ssnstion of scaring himsdif to deeth when gruesome monsters and unrepentant evil bad
guys, snarling dragons and cackling witches, spooks and shad-ows, crawled across the pages of a book, the
face of a screen large and small.

And the megic wards to fend them dff: don't be afraid, they won't hurt you, they aren't redlly there.

He stopped suddenly, heard the others stop behind him, yards away, he didn't turn.

No.

Jesus, no, he was wrong.

The dark man took a step forward, and he heard someone muffle a cry.

A branch snapped off a tree to his left, rattling to the ground. A gunshot crack that made him think of
glass hresking, mannequins excgping aboulevard dgday. Coming for him. Get him to join them.

The dark man lurched toward him another step. Stiff-legged. The hat Hill in one hand, untouched by the
wind that lashed the snow and lashed his face.

Scott licked his lips, bit them.

A second cry behind, this one of startled pain, quickly fdlowed by ane dof rage Hewhined and saw Fem down on
one knee, something large and shining worrying at her foot. Barnaby was stomping on it, Pancho trying to
get doss Tang vadllaing between ruing awvay and runing toward him.

Red; he could smdl her blood.

Redl; he could see the marquee as it came down on Katie's head.

Fern caled his name.

The dark man husked his name.

He spun back and logt his breath; the dark man was less than ten feet away, and though there was no
face, he knew it was amiling.

"Kill it!" Fern screamed. "Kill it! Kill it! God, it hurts, kill it!"

no dragons

yes there are

It had been so smple, maybe ssimple-minded. All he had to do was face the dark man and tell it he didn't
believe it existed, not anymore. It was nothing more than the dregs of hisimagination, carried to the surface
by the energy of fear Eddie had set loose. The energy the Pack had sustained smply by being together.

The dark man reached out, and Scott stumbled back, heard Fern scream again, heard Tang join her, and
with a cry of his own lunged at the black mannequin, cried out again when his hands closed on the dark



man's throat, cold, freezing, burning, giving like supple flesh, holding like stone, while the dark man's arm
wrapped around his shoulders and they fell to the street. Rolling over, Scott's head damming against the
blacktop, stunning him, loos-ening his grip, and the dark man rolled away, staggered to its knees and
grabbed hold of Scott's foot.

"No"

Ard puled

"Jesus, no!"

He lashed out, struck something, struck nothing, and bellowed when his leg pulled away from its mooring.

The dark men laughed, the laugh mutiplied by thewind.

Eyes flooding tears, Scott rolled to his side and kicked out with his other foot, screaming pain, kicking out,
screaming rage, kicking out, pushing himsdlf to his knee and throwing himsdlf at the dark man's throat
again.

Seaing cdld.

Flesh bligtering across his fingers as his rush brought the dark man to its back and he straddled it, used its
head to pound its head againgt the street. Again. Again. Its arms trying to envelop him and dipping off, legs
thrashing clumsily, Scott sobbing because nothing had happened, it woudht go avay and it wouldht de and it was
laghing & him and cursing him and dapping the hat across his face. Stinging. Burning. Throwing his leg
away, Scott unable to stop himsdf from watching the mangled prosthetic skid and dide across the snow.

The dark man bucked and Scott fell backward, grabbing a leg as he reached the ground.

The wind, biting.

Scott pulled.

The dark man screamed.

Scott bared his teeth, braced himsdf, and pulled again.

The leg came off.

A mamnequinsleg.

He scrambled to his belly and grabbed the other one before the dark man could right itself and flee.

Ruled it off.

The dark man floundered.

Beat away the arms and pulled them off, one by one.

The dark man sighed.

Gripped the head in both hands and pulled it from the torso.

The dark man vanished.

Scott lowered his head and sobbed, raised a fist above his shoulder to claim his triumph, and changed his
mind.

Clap your hands, he thought bitterly, you stupid son of a bitch.

He gasped for air and sat down, hard, facing up the street. Fern limped toward him, the others standing
where they were, saring at the ground.

"Areyou dl right?' She dropped beside him, cheeks glinting with frozen tears. "Are you ... Oh god." She
saw the empty trouser leg. "Oh god." A check of the street. "I'll get it," she said. "Hang on, I'll get it."

"No." He grabbed her arm, pulled her close. "Don't bother, it's wrecked, | couldn't useiit if | wanted to."

She cupped his cheeks with her hands, then brushed the snow from his hair. "It tried to kill me."

"Tel me about it."

"Barnaby sguashed it. It was huge. It was . . . awful.”

She wept without closing her eyes, without shifting her gaze from his face. And he wondered what she
saw there when shefirdly looked away, sniping a her eyeswith the backs of her hands, refusing to turn back when
he touched her chin with a finger.

He didn't ask.

He thought he knew.

Learning to doubt, then deny, their monsters existence didn't make them less real. They just hid, that's
dl. Impotent until doubt returned. And fed them.

Bumps in the night.

Shadows in the corner.

Pancho crunched past them to fetch the prosthetic. Cursed when he hdd it up to the light.

Until the energy of fear was strong enough to give them form.

That's what Dale would eventually forget: that his dragons and witches never realy went away.



Barnaby and Tang followed soon after, Tang helping Fern to her feet, Barnaby dipping his hands under
Scott's arms. "Wdl, Byrns," he said gruffly, "at least we got the goddamn hospital right here.”

No one laughed.

The snow thickened as the wind died.

" Scott?"

He was exhausted, had nothing left, and didn't care.

"Scottie?

He couldn't even blink the flakes from his eyes when he dipped from Barnaby's grasp and fdl to his
back, stared at the sky.

He didn't care.

The dark man was gone.

Now it was his time to hide, and he didn't care at al.

THIRTY

Blade sat forlornly on the edge of the platform, legs danding, a hend beside eech leg as if reedy to lift im. His head
was cold, something had happened to his cap, but it didn't make any difference because he could be insde a
furnace and he'd 4ill feel made of ice.

He was aone.

The rest of them, dl them uniforms and smartass guys and the goddamn guy with the notepad who asked
him a hundred questions and didn't write anything down, they were al gone. So was the police car; so was
the ambu-lance. Nobody asked if he had anywhere to go. They left imstiing there, dengiing his legs thinking about
S and the Queen and thinking about waiting for another train to come aong.

Gonna get out.

No way in hell.

Even the rats knew that, goddamn goddamn, they had run away when he'd run past them, squedling like
baby pigs, back into the sewer mouths that opened aong the tracks, back to get ready for when he came
back to the dley.

They knew he wasn't gonna get out.

They knew it dl along, goddamn little shits.

Bonita had tried. She had reached out to touch the express, and it had sucked her onto the tracks. No
time for screaming. Not even his. After staring a while, scratching his head, he'd just trudged across the
park and talked to one of the cops by the ruined Apollo. An hour later, they came. Less than an hour after
that, they were gone.

Getting out.

Murtaugh cried, blew his nose, cried again and prayed he wouldn't hear the screaming anymore.

If he didn't, he'd get out.

Likehdl.

That's the way it was.

He siffed and tumed away when the snow dawed a hisface, reached out beside him and pulled the Queen's
turban into his lap. Thumbed the silver diamond as if it were a magic lamp. No more screaming, he'd get
out. Take a bath. Take a job.

Hat Trick Boy.

Goddamn.

THIRTY-ONE



The acoustical tilesin the celling looked like they hadn't been changed in a thousand years, and those damn
tiny holes were probably filled with a secret nerve gas that kept the patients quiet whenever the nurses
weren't around to torture them, give them shots, feed them the garbage that pretended to be food, wake
them up to give them a deeping pill, tell them to get some rest in the middle of the afternoon.

He had figured that out yesterday.

He had been ready to go home the day before that, when hefirg woke up and found imsdf dane, the second bed
empty.

Sofar, however, no ludk with figuring out how to get out of here before he went bananas.

"Scott," his mother scolded with a laugh in her voice, "if you don't stop twitching, I'm going to strap you
down, you hear?"

"Widl, what's taking them so long, Mom? God, it isn't like they have to make one from scratch. It's only a
temporary one, until the new one gets done."

She rose from the chair by the window and walked over to the bed, fussed with the sheet, sighed, and
walked to the open door and looked ouit.

"See?' he said, glegfully vindicated. "See?"

"Oh hush up."

He chudkled.

He swung his leg over the side of the bed, rubbed the side of his neck, and stared out the tinted window.
As far as he could tel, the sky was clear, the air was cold, and it would probably be a white Christmas.

Big. . . ded.

"You know," she said, leaning againgt the frame, "I'm surprised the kids haven't visited you more often."

He shrugged.

"It's not like them. Especially Fern. She's only one floor down."

He refused the bait.

The radiator snapped at him.

"W, if yourre dkay, I'm gaing down there to see what's taking so long. They were supposed to be here an hour
ago."

"Okay, Mom"

"Yadll bedl right?'

"Sure. What am | going to do, fly?"

She left.

He didn't see or hear her go; he felt her absence.

As he felt someone walk into the room a minute later, felt someone stand at his back until he turned
around and grinned.

"Hey, Dale."

Dale, his face uncovered, unsghtly tracks where most of the stitches ill lay, grinned back. ™Y ou looking
for Santa?'

"Something like that."

Dale leaned over the radiator, his nose close to the window. It reminded Scott of another time, too long
ago, and he touched the boy's shoulder to move him back.

"I'm okay, redlly. I'm not gonna fall." He pointed at Scott's hip. " ou gonna get your leg today?"

Scott grunted.

"Can| seeit?'

"Sure, why not?"

A nurse wheeled in a cart to take his temperature, blood pressure, suggest that perhaps Mr. Byrns would
like to lie back for awhile, until the doctor and therapist arrived. Scott said he'd rather sit up, he'd been on
his back too long already, he was about ready to scream. Dale agreed. The nurse shrugged and left with



her equipment.

A bird flew by the window.

He waited for it to come back.

Dale left to take his nap.

His mother returned with the day's newspaper, scowled at the headlines, scowled at the weather report,
probably would have scowled at the obituaries if he hadn't begged her to stop. Besides, he didn't give a
damn about the news. He'd already read about the Queen jumping in front d atrain—the sory suck way the hll
in back like nobody cared—had aready made himsalf a promise to find Blade as soon as he got out, no matter
what his mother said.

He only hoped the little guy wouldn't die on him before he did.

When, despite his best intentions to cover it, he yawned and she caught him, he was ordered into bed.

"Reg," she commanded, closing the door behind her.

Right, he thought.

The door opened again.

"God Mom—"

It was Fern. On crutches.

He sat up hadtily, not sure what to say. When Barnaby had led the Pack back to the hospitd that night, it
had been Fern who had come up with the story that fooling around on the street had caused the injuries
they'd taken. That she had been bleeding herself, her shoe nearly chewed off, gave credence to Pancho's
addition that they'd attracted some dogs who'd gone after them, and run away when Tang scattered them
with her car.

If there were doubts among the staff, they hadn't been mentioned.

"Hi," she said, ill on the threshold. "Can | come in?'

"Sure." He didn't know what else to say. "Sure. I'm going nuts in here."

She sat on the empty bed and lifted her foot to rest on the mattress. "I'm getting out in an hour."

"Hey, that's great."

"Your leg?'

He nodded. "This afternoon. A temporary. Dr. Fredlin's got some connections or something, he's going
to fit me with one of those motorized jobs when the sump heals."

"Matorized?'

He grinned.

"Creep."

She looked great. A little pale. But her eyes were bright, her voice strong and steady.

It tore him apart.

o

He waved her silent.

"No," she said. "l can't. Thisisn't right."

But it was, and they both knew it.

During the only time the Pack had come to see them, the only time Scott would see them, he had told
them what they wanted to know, what they hadn't wanted to hear. Pancho hadnt degat because he was drad his
waellswould open up one night and let out the bees. Scott told him it wouldn't happen, not if the Pack broke
up. For good.

It was the only way, he told them while they turned their heads, tried not to weep; it was the only way to
break the energy chain Eddie Roman had created.

Soon enough, he had reasoned, dl that fear would weaken, dl that terror would subside. Soon enough, it
wouldn't be any worse than anyone else's vague fedlings of unease. Soon enough, they'd be strong enough
to let in some doubt. And the other people, the ones who'd never known what was gaing on—Blade and 9ap ad
who knew who dl else—soon enough they would barely remember a thing.

They would never be totdly free, but neither would they be endangered.

The monsters were redl, but if they didn't scare you—

Soonenough.

"What if you're wrong?' Fern asked tearfully, almost stuttering in her anger. "You were wrong once,
suppose you're wrong again? Suppose some frightened little kid, or some guy who's about to lose his life
savings, suppose they tap in before it's dl gone? Suppose—" Angrily she grabbed the crutches and hauled
hersalf up. "The hdl with it. | don't care."

He yelped and shoved back against the headboard, pointing at the floor. "Jesus, a bug!"

She didn't move. "Big deal." She looked around, only mildly perturbed. "So where isit, I'll squash it."



He grinned smugly. "See? You're learning already."

She didn't return the grin. Instead she came to his bed and leaned over it, frowning. "I don't want to never
have to see you again, Scott. 1 mean it."

"Me neither," he answered truthfully. "But for a while—"

"Yeah, yeah." She turned away. "Right." At the door she stopped, and he saw her back straighten as she
took a dow breath. "We killed them, Scott. Katie's dead and Joey's dead, but we both killed our monsters. It
's sup-posed to be a happy ending."

"It will be," he promised, closed his eyes, made a wish. "Swear to God, Fern, it will be."

She left without responding.

He lay back and stared at the celling, counted the holes, said nothing when his mother and the doctors
findly returned and fussed and fitted with his new prosthesis; said nothing as he test-waked the hals and
ignored the twingesand fireinhisleg, sad nathing but a mumbled "goodbye”’ when visiting hours were over and his
mother finaly left him alone.

He watched television.

He walked a little more.

He stopped at Dale's door, remembering his promise. « The boy was on his knees on his bed, testing its
bounce and laughing. When he saw Scott in the doorway, he dapped hishends and sad, "Will you say the megic for
me? Laine's not here. She probably forgot.”

"Oh, | don't think so, pal. It's kind of late, you know."

"Bedtime."

"Just about.”

"No dragons.”

Scott grinned. "That's right, no dragons.”

"l know that sometimes. Redly | do." He scrambled under the covers, pointed at the televison on its
stand bolted to the wall. "Watch cartoons with me?"

"Hey, you think I'm stupid? It's too late for that."

"Pretend cartoons, Scottie. Boy, you're Slly."

Scott watched him settle in, and wanted to cry again, and wanted to laugh. Thanks, buddy, he thought as
he walked across the room, holding the hospita gown up so Dale could see how the leg worked; thanks, |
needed that.

"Nest," Dale decided deepily.

"l think s0." He perched on the edge of the bed. "So, what's on?"

"Bugs Buy.”

"Good. Cool guy."

Dde nodded.

Scott watched the blank screen and saw Fern, saw Tang, saw Bamaby and Pancho. Far a brief moment he fdt
like a murderer, amost ran from the room to find the nearest telephone.

Ddedgded.

Scott relaxed.

"No witches," Dale whispered.

"No witches," he agreed. And: "Always," he added.

"Dragons, sometimes, though," the boy mumbled, shift-ing to lie on his side.

Scott tickled him, rearranged his covers. "What do you mean by that, you little punk?'

Dale looked at him like he was stupid.

Scott crossed his eyes.

The boy giggled again.

"Okay," Scott conceded, "s0 I'm stupid, okay? So what do you mean, dragons sometimes.”

"Wdl . . . sometimes.”

" Sometimes what?'

Dale sat up then and looked out the window. "Some-times they get waked up, Scottie. And they get mad
when they get waked up, you know, really mad."

"Widl, so would |, somebody wakes me up when I'm deeping.”

"But | bet you don't ydl."

Scott saw their reflection, and Foxriver through it. "No. No, | guess | don't."

"W, they do. And they sound just like people.”

Scott eased off the bed, turned off the light. Through the open doar, he heard amoening diift down the hdlway.

"Can't you hear them, Scottie?"



He stood in the dark and looked out the window.
"Can't you hear them?"



