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A Boy and His Mother. Boby's Birthday.
The New Roomer. Of Time and Strangers

Bobby Gafidds faher had been one of those fdlows who dat losng ther har in ther
twenties and are completely bad by the age of forty-five or so. Randdl Garfidd was spared
this extremity by dying of a heart attack & thirty-six. He was aredl-estate agent, and bresthed
his las on the kitchen floor of someone dsgs house The potentid buyer was in the living
room, trying to cal an ambulance on a disconnected phone, when Bobby's dad passed away.
At this time Bobby was three. He had vague memories of a man tickling him and then kissing
his cheeks and his forehead. He was pretty sure that man had been his dad. SADLY MISSED, it
sad on Randdl Gafidds gravestone, but his mom never ssemed dl tha sad, and as for
Bobby himsdf . . . wdl, how could you miss aguy you could hardly remember?

Eight years after his father's desth, Bobby fel violently in love with the twenty-9x-inch
Schwinn in the window of the Hawich Western Auto. He hinted to his mother about the
Schwinn in every way he knew, and findly pointed it out to her one night when they were
waking home from the movies (the show had been The Dark at the Top of the Sairs, which
Bobby didnt underdand but liked anyway, especidly the pat where Dorothy McGuire flopped
beck in a char and showed off her long legs). As they passed the hardware sore, Bobby
mentioned casudly that the bike in the window would sure meke a grest deventhrbirthday
present for some lucky kid.

‘Dont even think about it; she sad. '| cant afford a bike for your birthday. Your father
didnt exactly leave us well off, you know.'

Although Randdl had been dead ever since Truman was Presdent and now Eisenhower
was dmog done with his eight-year cruise, Your father didn't exactly leave us well off was dill
his mother's mogt common response to anything Bobby suggested which might entall an
expenditure of more than a dollar. Usudly the comment was accompanied by a reproachful
look, asif the man had run off rather than died.

No bike for his hirthday. Bobby pondered this glumly on ther wak home, his plessure a
the strange, muddled movie they had seen mogtly gone. He didnt argue with his mother, or try
to coax her — that would bring on a counterattack, and when Liz Gafidd counterattacked she
took no prisoners — but he brooded on the logt bike . . . and the logt father. Sometimes he
admog hated his father. Sometimes dl that kept him from doing so was the sense, unanchored
but very srong, that his mother wanted him to. As they reached Commorwedth Park and
waked dong the dde of it — two blocks up they would turn left onto Broad Street, where
they lived — he went againg his usud misgivings and asked a quedion about Randdl
Gafidd.

‘Didnt he leave anything, Mom? Anything a dl? A week or two before, held read a Nancy
Drew mystery where some poor kid's inheritance had been hidden behind an old dock in an
abandoned mangon. Bobby didnt redly think his father had left gold coins or rare stamps
stashed someplace, but if there was something, maybe they could sdl it in Bridgeport. Possbly at
one of the hockshops Bobby didnt know exactly how hocking things worked, but he knew
what the shops looked like — they had three gold bals hanging out front. And he was sure
the hockshop guys would be hgppy to hdp them. Of course it was just a kid's dream, but
Carol Gerber up the dreet had a whole set of dolls her father, who was in the Navy, had sent



from overseas. If fathers gave things — which they did — it sood to reason that fathers
sometimes|eft things.

When Bobby asked the question, they were passing one of the dreetlamps which ran dong
this 9de of Commonwedth Park, and Bobby saw his mother's mouth change as it dways did
when he ventured a question about his late father. The change made him think of a purse she
hed: when you pulled on the drawstrings, the hole & the top got smdller.

Tl tel you what he left) she sad as they dated up Broad Street Hill. Bobby dready
wished he hadnt asked, but of course it was too late now. Once you got her Started, you
couldn't get her topped, that was the thing. 'He left a life insurance policy which lapsed the
year before he died. Little did | know that until he was gone and everyone — induding the
undertaker — wanted ther little piece of what | didnt have. He ds0 left a large dack of
unpaid bills which | have now pretty much teken cae of — people have been very
undersanding of my gtudion, Mr Biderman in paticular, and Il never say they havent
been.’

All this was old suff, as boring as it was bitter, but then she told Bobby something new.
Your father, she sdd as they gpproached the gpartment house which stood hdfway up Broad
Street Hill, 'never met aningde draight he didn't like!'

'What's an indde straight, Mom?

‘Never mind. But I'll tdl you one thing, Bobby-O: you dont ever want to let me caich you
playing cards for money. I've had enough of that to last me alifetime’

Bobby wanted to enquire further, but knew better; more quesions were apt to set off a
tirade. 1t occurred to him thet perhgps the movie, which had been aout unhgppy husbands
and wives, had upset her in some way he could not, as a mere kid, understand. He would ask
his friend John Sullivan about indde draights a sctodl on Monday. Bobby thought it was
poker, but wasn't completely sure.

There are places in Bridgeport thet take men's money, she sad as they neared the
goatment house where they lived. 'Foolish men go to them. Foolish men make messes, and
it's usudly the women of the world that have to clean them up later on. Well . . .

Bobby knew what was coming next; it was his mother's dl-time favorite,

‘Life it fair,’ sdd Liz Gafidd as she took out her housekey and prepared to unlock the
door of 149 Broad Stret in the town of Harwich, Connecticut. It was April of 1960, the night
bresthed soring perfume, and standing besde her was a skinny boy with his dead faher's
risky red har. She hadly ever touched his har; on the infrequent occasons when she
caressed him, it was usudly hisarm or his cheek which she touched.

‘Lifeisn't fair, she repeated. She opened the door and they went in.

sie |

It was true that his mother had not been trested like a princess, and it was certainly too bad
that her husband had expired on a linoleum floor in an empty house a the age of thirty-six,
but Bobby sometimes thought that things could have been worse. There might have been two
kidsinstead of just one, for ingance. Or three. Hdll, even four.

Or suppose she had to work some redly hard job to support the two of them? Sully's mom
worked a the Tip-Top Bakery downtown, and during the weeks when she had to light the
ovens, SUlly-John and his two older brothers hardly even saw her. Also Bobby had observed
the women who came filing out of the Peerless Shoe Company when the three o'dock whistle
blew (he himsdf got out of school a two-thirty), women who dl seemed way too skinny or
way too fa, women with pae faces and fingers dained a dreadful old-blood color, women
with downcast eyes who caried their work-shoes and -pants in Totd Grocery shopping begs
Lagt fdl hed seen men and women picking gpples outsde of town when he went to a church



far with Mrs Gerber and Carol and little lan (who Carol dways cdled lanthe-Snot). When
he asked about them Mrs Gerber sad they were migrants, just like some kinds of birds —
dways on the move, picking whaever crops had jus come ripe. Bobby's mother could have
been one of those, but she wasn't.

What she was was Mr Dondd Bideman's secretary & Home Town Red Edae, the
company Bobby's dad had been working for when he had his heart atack. Bobby guessed she
might firs have gotten the job because Dondd Biderman liked Randdl and felt sorry for her
— widowed with a son bardy out of digpers — but she was good at it and worked hard. Quite
often she worked lae Bobby had been with his mother and Mr Biderman together on a
couple of occasons — the company picnic was the one he remembered most dearly, but
there had dso been the time Mr Biderman had driven them to the dentig's in Bridgeport when
Bobby had gotten a tooth knocked out during a recess game — and the two grownups had a
way of looking & each other. Sometimes Mr Biderman caled her on the phone a night, and
during those conversttions she cdled him Don. But 'Don’ was old and Bobby didnt think
about him much.

Bobby wasnt exactly sure what his mom did during her days (and her evenings) a the
office, but he bet it best making shoes or picking goples or lighting the Tip-Top Bakery ovens
a four-thirty in the morning. Bobby bet it beat those jobs dl to heck and gone Also, when it
came to his mom, if you asked about certain stuff you were asking for trouble. If you asked,
for instance, how come &e could afford three new dresses from Sears, one of them gk, but
not three monthly payments of $11.50 on the Schwinn in the Western Auto window (it was
red and dlver, and just looking a it made Bobby's gut cramp with longing). Ask about stuff
like that and you were asking for real trouble.

Bobby didnt. He smply st out to earn the price of the bike himsdf. It would take him
until the fdl, perhgps even until the winter, and thet particular modd might be gone from the
Western Auto's window by then, but he would keep & it. You hed to keegp your nose to the
grindstone and your shoulder to the whed. Life wasn't easy, and life wasn't fair.

oo |

When Bobby's deventh birthday rolled around on the last Tuesday of April, his mom gave him
a sndl flaa package wrapped in sSlver paper. Indde was an orange library card. An adult
library card. Goodbye Nancy Drew, Hardy Boys, and Don Window of the Navy. Hello to dl
the rest of it, stories as full of myserious muddled passon as The Dark at the Top of the
Sairs. Not to mention bloody daggers in tower rooms. (There were myderies and tower
rooms in the dories aout Nancy Drew and the Hardy Boys but precious litle blood and
never any passion.)

‘Just remember that Mrs Kelton on the desk is a friend of nine’ Mom sad. She spoke in her
accustomed dry tone of warning, but she was pleased by his pleasure — she could see it. ‘If
you try to borrow anything recy like Peyton Place or Kings Row, I'll find out.’

Bobby smiled. He knew she would.

If it's bat other one, Miss Busybody, and she asks what youre doing with an orange card,
you tdl her toturn it over. I've put written permission over my sgnature.’

Thanks, Mom. Thisisswel.'

She amiled, bent, and put a quick dry swipe of the lips on his cheek, gone dmost before it
was there. 'I'm glad you're happy. If | get home early enough, well go to the Colony for fried
clams and ice cream. Youll have to wait for the weekend for your cake; | dont have time to
bake until then. Now put on your coat and get moving, sonnyboy. Y oull be late for schoal.!

They went down the gars and out onto the porch together. There was a Town Taxi a the
cub. A man in a poplin jacket wes leaning in the passenger window, paying the driver.



Behind him was alittle cluster of luggage and paper bags, the kind with handles.

That mugt be the man who jus rented the room on the third floor,” Liz sad. Her mouth hed
done its shrinking trick again. She stood on the top step of the porch, gpprasing the man's
narow fanny, which poked toward them as he finished his busness with the taxi driver. 'l
dont trus people who move their things in paper bags To me a person's things in a paper
sack just looksdlutty?

'He has suitcases, too, Bobby sad, but he didnt need his mother to point out that the new
tenant's three little cases werent such of a much. None matched; dl looked as if they had
been kicked here from Cdlifornia by someonein a bad mood.

Bobby and his mom waked down the cement path. The Town Taxi pulled away. The man
in the poplin jacket turned around. To Bobby, people fdl into three broad caegories kids,
growvnups, and old folks. Old folks were grownups with white harr. The new tenant was of
this third sort. His face was thin and tired-looking, not wrinkled (except around his faded blue
eyes) but deeply lined. His white har was baby-fine and receding from a liverspotted brow.
He was tdl and stoopedover in a way tha made Bobby think of Boris Karloff in the Shock
Thester movies they showed Friday nights a 11:30 on WPIX. Beneath the poplin jacket were
chegp workingman's dothes that looked too big for him. On his fegt were scuffed cordovan
shoes.

‘Helo, folks' he sad, and smiled with what looked like an effort. 'My namés Theodore
Brautigan. | guessI'm going to live here awhile!

He hdd out his hand to Bobby's mother, who touched it just briefly. I'm Elizabeth
Gafidd. Thisis my son, Robert. Youll have to pardon us, Mr Brattigan —

'It's Brautigan, maam, but I'd be happy if you and your boy would just cal me Ted!

'Yes, wdl, Robet's late for school and I'm late for work. Nice to meet you, Mr Bratigan.
Hurry on, Bobby. Tempus fugit.'

She began waking downhill toward town; Bobby began waking uphill (and & a dower
pece) toward Harwich Elementary, on Asher Avenue. Three or four steps into this journey he
stopped and looked back. He fdt that his mom had been rude to Mr Brautigen, that she hed
acted stuck-up. Being duckup was the worg of vices in his little circle of friends. Carol
loahed a duck-up peason; 0 did Sully-John. Mr Brautigean would probably be hdfway up
the wak by now, but if he wasnt, Bobby wanted to give him a amile so hed know a least
one member of the Garfield family waan't suck-up.

His mother had dso stopped and was dso looking back. Not because she wanted another
look a Mr Brautigan; that idea never crossed Bobby's mind. No, it was her son she had
looked back a. Shéd known he was going to turn around before Bobby knew it himsdf, and
a this he fdt a sudden darkening in his normdly bright nature She sometimes sad it would
be a showy day in Sarasota before Bobby could put one over on her, and he supposed she was
right about that. How old did you have to be to put one over on your maother, anyway?
Twenty? Thirty? Or did you maybe have to wait until she got old and a little chickensoupy
in the head?

Mr Brautigan hadn't garted up the walk. He stood at its sdewak end with a suitcase in each
hand and the third one under hisright arm (the three paper bags he had moved onto the grass of
149 Broad), more bent than ever under this weight. He was right between them, like a tollgate
or something.

Liz Garfied's eyes flew past him to her son's. Go, they sad. Don't say a word. He's new, a
man from anywhere or nowhere, and he's arrived here with half his things in shopping bags Donit
say aword, Bobby, just go.

But he wouldn't. Perhgps because he had gotten a library card instead of a bike for his
birthday. ‘It was nice tomeet you, Mr Brautigan,' Bobby said. 'Hope you like it here. Bye!'

'Have a good day a school, son,’ Mr Brautigan said. ‘Learn a lot. Your mother's right —



tempus fugit.’

Bobby looked a his mother to see if his amdl rebelion might be forgiven n light of this
equaly smdl flattery, but Mom's mouth was ungiving. She turned and darted down the hill
without ancther word. Bobby went on his own way, glad he had spoken to the stranger even
if his mother later made him regret it.

As he gpproached Carol Gerber's house, he took out the orange library card and looked at
it. It wasnt a twenty-9x-inch Schwinn, but it was ill pretty good. Greet, actudly. A whole
world of books to explore, and so what if it had only cost two or three rocks? Didn't hey say
it was the thought that counted?

Wdl . . . it was wha hismom sad, anyway.

He turned the card over. Written on the back in her drong hand was this message 'To
whom it may concern: This is my son's library card. He has my permission to take out three
books a week from the adult section of the Harwich Public Library.' It was Sgned Elizabeth
Penrose Garfield.

Beneeth her name, like a P.S,, she had added this Robert will be responsible for his own
overdue fines.

‘Birthday boy!" Cardl Gerber cried, statling him, and rushed out from behind a tree where
she had been lying in wait. She threw her ams around his neck and smecked him hard on the
chesk. Bobby blushed, looking around to see if anyone was watching — God, it was hard
enough to be friends with a girl without surprise kisses — but it was okay. The usud morning
flood of students was moving schoolward dong Asher Avenue a the top of the hill, but down
here they were done.

Bobby scrubbed &t his cheek.

‘Comeon, you liked it,’ she said, laughing.

'Did nat,’ said Bobby, dthough he hed.

'What'd you get for your birthday?

‘A library card, Bobby said, and showed her. ‘An adult library card.’

'Cool!" Was that sympathy he saw in her eyes? Probably not. And ® what if it was? 'Here.
For you. She gave him a Halmark envelope with his name printed on the front. She had dso
stuck on some hearts and teddy bears.

Bobby opened the envedope with mild trepidation, reminding himsdf that he could tuck the
card deep into the back pocket of his chinosif it was gushy.

It wasn't, though. Maybe a little bit on the baby sde (a kid in a Stetson on a horse, HAPPY
BIRTHDAY BUCKEROO in letters that were supposed to look like wood on the indde), but not
gushy. Love,Carol was alittle gushy, but of course she was agirl, what could youds?

‘Thanks.'

It's sort of a baby card, | know, but the others were even worse,' Carol said matter-of factly. A
litle farther up the hill Sully-John was waiting for them, working his Bo-lo Bouncer for dl it
was worth, going under his right am, going under his left am, going behind his back. He
didnt try going between his legs anymore hed tried it once in the schoolyard and rapped
himsdf a good one in the nuts SUlly hed screamed. Bobby and a couple of other kids hed
laughed until they cried. Carol and three of her girlfriends hed rushed over to ask what was
wrong, and the boys dl sad nothing — Suly-John said the same, dthough hed been pde and
amog crying. Boys are boogers, Carol had sad on that occason, but Bobby didnt believe she
redly thought 0. She wouldnt have jumped out and given him that kiss if she did, and it hed
been agood kiss, a smackeroo. Better than the one his mother had given him, actudly.

It'snot ababy card,’ he said.

‘No, but it almogt is' she sad. | thought about getting you a grownup card, but man, they
aregushy.’

I know,' Bobby said.



'Are you going to be agushy adult, Bobby?

I hopenot,' hesaid. "Areyou?

‘No. I'm going to be like my mom's friend Rionda'

'Riondals pretty fat,' Bobby said doubtfully.

'Y egh, but she's cool. I'm going to go for the cool without the fat."

Therds a new guy moving into our building. The room on the third floor. My mom says it's
redly hot up there'

'Yeah? What's he like? She giggled. 'I's he ushy-gushy?

'He's old,’ Bobby said, then paused to think. 'But he had an interesting face. My mom didnt
like him on sght because he had some of his stuff in shopping bags!’

Quily-John joined them. 'Happy birthday, you bagtard, he sad, and dapped Bobby on the
back. Bastard was Suly-John's current favaite wod, Cad's wes cod; Bddy wes curatly
betweenfavaritewords, dthough he thought ripshit had acertainring to it.

'If you sweer, | won't walk with you," Carol said.

'Okay,” Sully-John said companionably. Caral was a fluffy blonde who looked like a Bobbsey
Twin after some growing up; John Sullivan was tdl, black-haired, and green-eyed. A Joe
Hardy kind of boy. Bobby Gafidd waked between them, his momentary depresson forgotten. It
was his birthday and he was with his friends and life was good. He tucked Cardl's birthday
cad into his back pocket and his new library card down degp in his front pocket, where it could
not fal out or be solen. Carol sarted to skip. Sully-John told her to stop.

'‘Why? Carol asked. 'l liketo kip.

'l liketo say bastard, but | dont if you ask me" Sully-John replied reasonably.

Carol looked a Bobby.

‘Sipping — a least without a rope — is a little on the baby dde Caol, Bobby sad
gpologeticaly, then shrugged. '‘But you can if you want. We don't mind, do we, SJ?

‘Nope' Sully-John sad, and got going with the Bo-lo Bouncer again. Back to front, up to
down, whap-whap-whap.

Caol didnt skip. She waked between them and pretended she was Bobby Gafidd's
girlfriend, that Bobby had a driver's license and a Buick and they were going to Bridgeport to
see the WKBW Rock and Roll Extraveganza. She thought Bobby was extremey cool. The
coolest thing about him was that he didn't know it.

o

Bobby got home from school a three o'dock. He could have been there sooner, but picking
up returnable bottles was pat of his Geta-Bike-by-Thanksgiving campaign, and he detoured
through the brushy area just off Asher Avenue looking for them. He found three Rhenigolds
and a Nehi. Not much, but hey, eight cents was eight cents. ‘It dl mounts up’ was another of
his mom's sayings.

Bobby washed his hands (a couple of those bottles had been pretty scurgy), got a snack out
of the icebox, read a couple of old Superman comics, got ancther snack out of the icebox, then
watched American Bandstand. He cdled Caral to tdl her Bobby Darin was going to be on — she
thought Bobby Dain was desply cool, egpecidly the way he sngpped his fingers when he
sang 'Queen of the Hop' — but she dready knew. She was watching with three or four of her
numbskull  girlfriends, they dl giggled pretty much nongop in the background. The sound
meade Bobby think of hirds in a petshop. On TV, Dick Clark was currently showing how much
pimple-greasejust one Stri-Dex Medicated Pad could sop up.

Mom cdled a four o'clock. Mr Biderman needed her to work late, she sad. She was sorry,
but birthday supper a the Colony was off. There was leftover beef sew in the fridge he
could have that and she would be home by eght to tuck him in. And for heaven's sske,



Bobby, remember to turn off the gasring when you're done with the stove.

Bobby returned to the tdevison feding disgppointed but not redly surprised. On
Bandstand, Dick was now announcing the Rate-a-Record pand. Bobby thought the guy in the
middle looked as if he could use alifetime supply of Stri-Dex pads.

He reached into his front pocket and drew out the new orange library card. His mood
began to brighten again. He didnt need to St here in front of the TV with a sack of old
comic-books if he didnt want to. He could go down to the library and bresk in his new cad
— his new adult card. Miss Busybody would be on the dek, only her red name was Miss
Harrington and Bobby thought she was beautiful. She wore perfume. He could dways smdl it
on her skin and in her hair, fant and swed, like a good memory. And dthough Suly-John
would be a his trombone lesson right now, after the library Bobby could go up his house,
maybe play some pass.

Also, hethought, | can take those bottlesto Spicer's— I've got a bike toearnthissumme.

All a once, life seemed very ful.

oo |

Sully's mom invited Bobby to stay for supper, but he told her no thanks | better get home. He
would much have preferred Mrs Sullivan's pot roast and crispy oven potatoes to what was
wating for him back a the gpartment, but he knew tha one of the firg things his mother
would do when she got back from the office was check in the fridge and see if the
Tupperware with the leftover ew indde was gone. If it waan't, she would ask Bobby what
hed had for supper. She would be cdm about this question, even offhand. If he told her hed
egten a Sully-John's she would nod, ask him what they'd had and if there had been dessert,
dso if hed thanked Mrs Sullivan; she might even gt on the couch with him and share abowl
of ice cream while they weatched Sugarfoot on TV. Eveything would be fine . . . except it
wouldnt be. Eventudly there would be a payback. It might not come for a day or two, even a
week, but it would come Bobby knew tha dmogt without knowing he knew it. She
undoubtedly did have to work late, but edting leftover slew by himsdf on his birthday was dso
punishment for taking to the new tenant when he wasn't supposed to. If he tried to duck tha
punishment, it would mount up just like money in asavingsaccount.

When Bobby came back from Sully-John's it was quarter past sx and getting dark. He hed
two new books to read, a Perry Mason cdled The Case of the VAwet Claws and a sdencefidion nrod
by diffod Smek cdled Rng Around the Sin. Bah looked tadly ripgit, ad Miss Harrington
hadnt given him a had time a dl. On the contrary: she told him he was reading above his
level and to keegp it up.

Waking home from S-Js, Bobby made up a sory where he and Miss Harrington were on a
cruise-boat that sank. They were the only wo survivors, saved from drowning by finding a life
preserver marked ss LUSTANIC. They washed up on a little idand with pam trees and jungles
and a volcano, and as they lay on the beach Miss Harrington was shivering and saying she was
cold, 0 cad, couldnt he please hold her and warm her up, which he of course could and did,
my plessure, Miss Harrington, and then the naiives came out of the jungle and a firg they
seemed friendly but it turned out they were cannibas who lived on the dopes of the volcano and
killed their victims in a dearing ringed with skulls, so things looked bad but just as he and Miss
Harrington were pulled toward the cooking pot the volcano started to rumble and —

‘Hello, Robert.'

Bobby looked up, even more startled than hed been when Carol Gerber raced out from behind
the tree to put a birthday smackeroo on his cheek. It was the new man in the house. He was sitting
on thetop porch step and smoking a cigarette. He had exchanged his old scuffed shoes for a pair of
old souffed dippers and had teken off his poplin jacket — the evening was warm. He looked &



home, Babby thougtt.

‘Oh, Mr Brautigan. Hi.'

'l didn't mean to Sartleyou.'

"You didnt—"

I think | did. Y ou were athousand milesaway. And it's Ted. Please.’

'‘Okay." But Bobby didnt know if he could dick to Ted. Cdling a grownup (especidly an old
grownup) by hisfirgt name went againgt not only his mother's teeching but his own indinetion.

"Was school good? Y ou learned new things?

'Y egh, fine.' Bobby shifted from foot to foot; swapped his new books from hand to hand.

'Would you st with me aminute?

'Sure, but | can't for long. SUff to do, you know." Supper to do, modly — the leftover sew
had grown quite aitractive in hismind by now.

'Absolutely. Thingsto do and tempus fugit.’

As Bobby sat down next to Mr Brautiggn — Ted — on the wide porch gep, smdling the
aoma of his Cheserfidd, he thought he had never seen a man who looked as tired as this
one. It couldrt be the moving in, could it? How worn out could you get when al you had to
move in was three little suitcases and three caryhandle shopping bags? Bobby supposed
there might be men coming later on with Suff in a truck, but he didnt redly think so. It was
just aroom — a big one, but Hill jus a sngle room with a kitchen on one Sde and everything
ese on the other. He and Sully-John had gone up there and looked around after old Miss
Sdley had her sroke and went to live with her daughter.

Tempus fugit means time flies| Bobby sad. 'Mom says it a lot. She dso says time and tide
wait for no man and time heals dl wounds!'

Y our mother isawoman of many sayings, is she?

Yeeh, Bobby sad, and suddenly the idea of dl those sayings mace him tired. 'Many
sayings.

‘Ben Jonson cdled time the old bad cheater, Ted Brautigen sad, drawing degply on his
cigarette and then exhding twin dreams through his nose. 'And Boris Pagternak sad we are
time's captives, the hostages of eernity.”

Bobby looked a him in fascinaion, his empty bely temporarily forgotten. He loved the idea
of time as an old bad cheater — it was absolutdy and completdy right, dthough he couldnt
have sad why . . . and didn't that very inability to say why smehow add to the coolness? It
was like athing insde an egg, or ashadow behind pebbled glass

'Who's Ben Jonson?

'‘An Englishman, dead these many years’ Mr Brautigan sad. 'Sdf-centered and foolish
about money, by dl accounts; prone to flatulence as well. But —*

'What's that? Flatulence?

Ted duck his tongue between his lips and made a brief but very redigic fating sound.
Bobby put hishandsto his mouth and giggled into his cupped fingers.

‘Kids think farts are funny, Ted Brautigan sad, nodding. 'Yesh. To a man my age though,
they're just part of lifés increasingly strange business. Ben Jonson said a good many wise things
between farts, by the way. Not so many as Dr Johnson — Samue Johnson, that would be —
but il agood many.'

'‘And Boris. . ."

'Pagternak. A Russan, Mr Brautigan sad dismissvely. 'Of no account, | think. May | see
your books?

Bobby handed them over. Mr Brautigan (Ted, he reminded himsdf, you're supposed to call
him Ted) passed the Perry Mason back after a cursory glance at the tide. The Clifford Simak
novd he hdd longer, a firg squinting a the cover through the curls of cigarette smoke that
rose past his eyes, then paging through it. He nodded as he did so.



T have read thisone' hesaid. 'l had alot of timeto read previousto coming here.

'Y esh? Bobby kindled. ‘Isit good?

‘One of his best,; Mr Brautigagn — Ted — replied. He looked sdeways a Bobby, one eye
open, the other Hill squinted shut againg the smoke. It gave him a look that was a once wise and
myderious, like a not-quite-trusworthy character in a detective movie. '‘But are you sure you
can read this? Y ou can't be much more than twelve!

I'm eeven, Bobby sad. He was ddighted that Ted thought he might be as old as tweve.
‘Eleven today. | can read it. | wont be able to undersgand it dl, but if it's a good sory, Il like
it.

Your birthday!" Ted said, looking impressed. He took a find drag on his cigarette, then
flicked it away. It hit the cement wak and fountaned sparks 'Happy birthday dear Robert,
heppy birthday to you!"

Thanks. Only | like Bobby alot better.

‘Bobby, then. Are you going out to cdeborate?

‘Nah, my mom's got to work late’

'Would you like to come up to my little place? | don't have much, but | know how to open a
can. Also, | might have apastry —

Thanks, but Mom left me some stuff. | should et that.

I undergand. And, wonder of wonders, he looked as if he actudly did. Ted returned
Bobby's copy of Ring Around the Sun. ‘In this book,” he sad, 'Mr Simak podulaes the idea
that there are a number of worlds like ours. Not other planets but other Earths, parallel Earths, in
akind of ring around the sun. A fascinating idea’

Yeah, Bobby sad. He knew about pardld worlds from other books. From the comics, as
wall.

Ted Brautigan was now looking & him in a thoughtful, specudive way.

'What? Bobby asked, feding suddenly sdlf-conscious. See something green? his mother might
have sad.

For a moment he thought Ted wasnt going to answer — he seemed to have fdlen into
some degp and dazing train of thought. Then he gave himsdf a little sheke and sat up
draghter. 'Nothing, he sad. 'I have a little idea. Perhgps youd like to earn some extra
money? Not that | have much, but— '

Yeah! Gripes, yeah!" Ther€'s this bike, he dmos went on, then stopped himsdf. Best keep
yourself to yourself was yet another of his mom's sayings. I'd do just about anything you
wanted!"

Ted Brautigan looked smultaneoudy darmed and amused. It seemed to open a door to a
different face, somehow, and Bobby could see that, yesh, the old guy had once been a young
guy. One with a little sass to him, maybe. That's a bad thing to tel a sranger, he sad, 'and
dthough weve progressed to Bobby and Ted — a good sat — we're Hill redly strangers to
each other.'

'Did ether of those Johnson guys say anything about strangers?

'Not that | recal, but herés something on the subject fom the Bible "For | am a stranger
with thee, and a sojourner. Spare me, that | may recover strength, before | go hence . . "' Ted
tralled off for a moment. The fun had gone out of his face and he looked old again. Then his
voice firmed and he finished” . . . before | go hence, and be no more" Book of Psdms. | cant
remember which one!’

'Well," Bobby sad, 'l wouldnt kill or rob anyone, don't worry, but I'd sure like to earn some

money.
‘Let methink, Ted said. 'Let methink alittle!
‘Sure. But if you've got chores or something, I'm your guy. Tel you that right now.'
‘Chores? Maybe. Although that's not the word | would have chosen.' Ted clasped his bony



ams around his even bonier knees and gazed across the lavn a Broad Street. & was growing
dark now; Bobby's favorite part of the evening had arived. The cars that passed had their
parking lights on, and from somewhere on Asher Avenue Mrs Sigdoy was cdling for her twins
to comein and get ther supper. At thistime of day — and & dawn, as he stood in the bathroom,
urinding into the bowl with sunshine fdling through the litle window and into his haf-open
eyes — Bobby fdt like adream in someone dse's head.

'Where did you live before you came here, Mr . . . Ted?

‘A pace that wasn't as nice,' he said. ‘'Nowhere near as nice. How long havgvow lived here,
Bobhy?

‘Long as | can remember. Since my dad died, when | wasthree.'

'‘And you know everyone on the street? On this block of the street, anyway?

'Pretty much, yeah.'

'Y ou'd know strangers. Sojourners. Faces of those unknown.'

Bobby smiled and nodded. 'Uhhuh, | think so."

He waited to see where this would lead next — it was interesting — but gpparently this was as
far as it went. Ted stood up, dowly and carefully. Bobby could hear little bones cregk in his
back when he put his hands around there and stretched, grimacing.

'‘Come on,' hesaid. 'It's getting chilly. Il go in with you. Y our key or mine?

Bobby smiled. "Y ou better start bresking in your own, don't you think?

Ted — it was getting esser to think of him as Ted — pulled a keyring from his pocket.
The only keys on it were the one which opened the big front door and the one to his room.
Both were shiny and new, the color of bandit gold. Bobby's own two keys were scraiched and
dull. How old was Ted? he wondered again. Sixty, a least. A sSixty-year-old man with only
two keysin his pocket. That wasweird.

Ted opened the front door and they went into the big dark foyer with its umbrdla sand and
its old painting of Lewis and Clark looking out across the American West. Bobby went to the
door of the Garfied apatment and Ted went to the dtairs. He paused there for a moment with
his hand on the bannigter. The Smak book is a great sory,’ he sad. 'Not such great writing,
though. Not bad, | don't mean to say that, but take it from me, thereis better.’

Bobby waited.

There ae dso books full of great writing that dont have very good dories Reed
sometimes for the sory, Bobby. Dont be like the book-snobs who wont do that. Reed
sometimes for the words — the language. Dont be like the play-it-safers that won't do that. But
when you find a book that has both a good story and good words, treesure that book.

‘Are there many of those, do you think? Bobby asked.

‘More than the book-snobs and play-it-safers think. Many more. Perhaps I'll give you one. A
belated birthday present.’

'Y ou don't have to do that.'

'No, but perhaps | will. And do have a happy birthday .’

Thanks. It's been a great one’ Then Bobby went into the gpartment, hested up the Stew
(remembering to turn off the gasring after the sew Sarted to bubble, dso remembering to put
the pan in the sink to soak), and ae supper by himsdf, reeding Ring Around the Sun with the
TV on for company. He hardly heard Chet Huntley and David Brinkley gabbling the evening
news. Ted was right about the book; it was a corker. The words seemed okay to him, too,
dthough he supposed he didn't have alot of experiencejust yet.

I'd like to write a story like this, he thought as he findly closed the book and flopped down on
the couch to watch Sugarfoot. | wonder if | ever could.

Maybe. Maybe s0. Someone had to write dories, after dl, just like someone had to fix the
pipes when they froze or change the dredlights in Commonwedth Park when they burned
Out.



An hour or 0 later, after Bobby had picked up Ring Around the Sun and begun reeding
again, his mother came in. Her lipstick was a bit smeared & one corner of her mouth and her
dip was hanging a litle Bobby thought of pointing this out to her, then remembered how
much she didiked it when someone told her it was 'showing down south. Besides, what did it
meaiter? Her working day was over and, as she sometimes said, there was no one here but us
didas

She checked the fridge to make sure the leftover slew was gone, checked the stove to make
sure the gas-ring was off, checked the snk to make sure the pot and the Tupperware storage
container were both soaking in soapy water. Then she kissed him on the temple, just a brush
in passing, and went into her bedroom to change out of her office dress and hose. She seemed
distant, preoccupied. She didn't ask if héd had ahappy birthday.

Later on he showed he Caol's cad. His mom glanced & it, not redly seeing it
pronounced it ‘cute) and handed it back. Then she told him to wash up, brush up, and go to
bed. Bobby did 0, not mentioning his interesting tak with Ted. In her current mood that was
aot to make her angry. The best thing was to let her be digant, let her keep to hersdf as long
as she needed to, give her time to drift back to him. Yet he fdt that sad mood settling over
him agan as he finished brushing his tegth and dimbed into bed. Sometimes he fdt dmost
hungry for her, and she didn't know.

He reached out of bed and closed the door, blocking off the sound of some old movie He
turned off the light. And then, just as he was dating to drift off, she came in, sat on the sde
of his bed, and sad she was sorry shed been 0 sand-offy tonight, but there had been a lot
going on a the office and she was tired. Sometimes it was a madhouse, she said. She stroked a
finger across his forehead and then kissed him there, making him shiver. He st up and hugged
her. She diffened momentarily a his touch, then gave in to it. She even hugged him back
briefly. He thought maybe it would now be al right to tell her about Ted. A little, anyway.

| talked with Mr Brautigan when | came home from the library,' he said.

'Who?

"The new man on the third floor. He asked meto cdl him Ted.'

'Y ou won't— | should say nitzy! Y ou don't know him from Adam.’

'He sad giving a kid an adult library card was a great present.’ Ted had sad no such thing,
but Bobby hed lived with his mother long enough to know what worked and whet didnt.

Sherelaxed alittle. 'Did he say where he came from?

‘A place not asnice as here, | think hesaid.’

'Well, that doesntt tell us much, does it? Bobby was dill hugging her. He could have hugged her
for another hour eeslly, smeling her White Rain shampoo and Aqua-Ne hold-soray and the
pleasant odor of tobacco on her bregth, but she disengaged from him and laid him back down. ‘I
guessif hels going to be your friend — your adult friend — I'll have to get to know him alittle!

‘Wel —'

‘Maybe I'll like him better when he doesn't have shopping bags scettered al over the lawn.
For Liz Garfidd this was downright placatory, and Babby was sttisfied. The day had come to
avery acceptable ending after dl. ‘Goodnight, birthday boy.'

'Goodnight, Mom.'

She went out and closed the door. Laer tha night — much laer — he thought he heard
her crying in her room, but perhaps that was only a dream.



2

Douits About Ted. Books Are Like Pumps
Dont Even Think About It. Sully Wins
aPrize. Bobby Getsa Job. Signs of
the Low Men.

During the next few weeks, as the weather warmed toward summer, Ted was usudly on the
porch snoking when Lz came home from work. Sometimes he was done and sometimes
Bobby was dgtting with him, taking about books Sometimes Cad and Sully-John were
there, too, the three kids playing pass on the lawn while Ted smoked and watched them
throw. Sometimes other kids came by — Denny Rivers with a tapedup bdsa glider to throw,
softheaded Francis Utterson, dways pushing dong on his scooter with one overdeveloped
leg, Angda Avery and Yvonne Loving to ask Carol if she wanted to go over Yvonnes and
play dolls or a game cdled Hospitd Nurse — but modly it was jus S-J and Carol, Bobby's
gecid friends All the kids cdled Mr Brautigan Ted, but when Bobby explaned why it
would be better if they cdled him Mr Brautigan when his mom was around, Ted agreed a
once.

As for his mom, she couldn't seem to get Brautigan to come out of her mouth. What
emerged was dways Brattigan. That might not have been on purpose, however; Bobby was
dating to fed a cautious sense of relief @out his mother's view of Ted. He had been afraid
that she might fed about Ted as she had aout Mrs Evers his second-grade teacher. Mom
had didiked Mrs Evers on gght, didiked her deeply, for no reason a dl Bobby could see or
undersand, and hadn't had a good word to say about her dl year long — Mrs Evers dressed
like a frump, Mrs Evers dyed her hair, Mrs Evers wore too much makeup, Bobby had just
better tell Mom if Mrs Evers lad so much as one finger on him, because she looked like the
kind of women who would like to pinch and poke All of this following a sngle parent-
teacher conference in which Mrs Evers had told Liz that Bobby was doing wel in dl his
subjects. There had been four other parent —teacher conferences that year, and Bobby's
mother had found reasonsto duck every singleone.

Lizs opinions of people hardened swiftly; when she wrote BAD under her mentd picture
of you, she dmog dways wrote in ink. If Mrs Evers had saved sx kids from a burning
schoolbus, Liz Gafidd might wdl have sniffed and sad they probably owed the pop-eyed
old cow two weeks worth of milk-money.

Ted made every effort to be nice without actudly sucking up to her (people did suck up to
his mother, Bobby knew; hdl, sometimes he did it himsdf), and it worked . . . but only to a
degree. On one occason Ted and Bobby's mom had tdked for dmogt ten minutes about how
awful it was that the Dodgers had moved to the other sSde of the country without so much as
a faretheawdl, but not even both of them being Ebbets Fidd Dodger fans could drike a red
spak between them. They were never going to be pas Mom didnt didike Ted Brautigan the
way she had didiked Mrs Eves but there was ill something wrong. Bobby supposed he
knew what it was, he had seen it in her eyes on the morning the new tenant had moved in. Liz
didn't trust him.

Nor, it tuned out, did Cao Gebe. 'Sometimes | wonder if héds on the run from



something,' she sad one evening as she and Bobby and SJ wdked up the hill toward Asher
Avenue.

They had been playing pass fa an hour or so, taking off and on with Ted as they did, ad
were now heading to Moon's Roadside Happiness for ice cream cones. S-J had thirty cents
and was treating. He adso had his Bo-lo-Bouncer, which he now took out of his back pocket.
Pretty soon he had it going up and down and al around, whap-whap-whap.

'On the run? Are you kidding? Bobby was sartled by the idea Yet Carol was sharp about
people; even his mother had noticed it. That girl's no beauty, but she doesn't miss much, shed
sad oneright.

"Sick em up, McGarigled™ Sully-John cried. He tucked his Bo-lo Bouncer under his am,
dropped into a crouch, and fired an invigble tommygun, yanking down the right sde of his
mouth S0 he could meke the proper sound to go with it, a kind of eh-eh-eh from degp in his
throat. "Youll never teke me dive, coppe! Blag em, Muggsy! Nobody runs out on Rico!
Ah, jeez, they got mel"" SJ cdutched his chest, spun around, and fel dead on Mrs Conlan's
lavn.

That lady, a grumpy od rhymes-with-witch of seventy-five or so, cried: '‘Boy! Touuu, boy!
Get off therel Y ou'll mash my flowerd!'

There wasn't a flowerbed within ten feet of where Sully-John had fdlen, but he legped up
at once. 'Sorry, Mrs Conlan.’

She flapped a hand & him, dismissing his gpology without a word, and waiched dosdy as
the children went on their way.

'Y ou don' redlly mean it, do you? Bobby asked Caral. 'About Ted?

'No, shesad, 'l guessnot. But . . . have you ever watched him wetch the street?

'Y eah. It'slike he's looking for someone, isnt it?

'Or looking out for them,’ Cardl replied.

SQuly-John resumed Bo-lo Bouncing. Pretty soon the red rubber bal was blurring back and
forth again. Sully pausad only when they passed the Asher Empire, where two Brigitte Bardot
movies were playing, Adults Only, Must Have Driver's License or Birth Cetificae, No
Exceptions. One of the pictures was new; the other was that old standby And God Created
Woman, which kept coming back to the Empire like a bad cough. On the poders, Brigitte was
dressed in nothing but atowe and asmile

'My mom says she'strashy,’ Carol said.

If shes trash, I'd love to be the trashman, SJ sdd, and wiggled his eyebrows like
Groucho.

'Dojyow think she's trashy? Bobly asked Carol.

'I'm not sure what that means, even.’

As they passed out from under the marquee (from within her glass ticket-booth beside the
doors Mrs Godow — known to the neighborhood kids as Mrs Godzlla — waiched them
ugpidoudy), Cad looked back over her shoulder a Brigitte Bardot in her towd. Her
expresson was hard to read. Curiosity? Bobby couldnt tell. ‘But she's pretty, isnt she?

'Yeah, | guess!'

'‘And youd have to be brave to le&t people look a you with nothing on but a towd. That's
what | think, anyway.'

Qlly-John had no interest in la femme Brigitte now that she was behind them. 'Whered
Ted come from, Bobby?

'l don't know. He never talks about that.'

SQuly-John nodded as if he expected just that answer, and threw his Bolo Bouncer back
into gear. Up and down, al around, whap-whap-whap.

oo |



In May Bobby's thoughts began turning to summer vecation. There was redly nothing in the
world better than what Sully cdled 'the Big Vac! He would spend long hours goofing with
his friends, both on Broad Stregt and down a Sterling House on the other Sde of the pak —
they had lots of good things to do in the summer a Serling House, incduding bassbdl and
weekly trips to Patagonia Beach in West Haven — and he would dso have plenty of time for
himsdf. Time to read, of course, but what he redly wanted to do with some of that time was
find a pat-time job. He had a little over seven rocks in a ja marked BIKE FUND, and seven
rocks was a dart . . . but not what youd cdl a great dart. At this rate Nixon would have been
President two years before he wasriding to school.

On one of these vacaion'sdmod-here days, Ted gave him a paperback book. 'Remember |
told you that some books have both a good sory and good writing? he asked. This is one of
that breed. A belated birthday present from anew friend. At leesf T hope | am your friend.'

"You ae Thanks a lot!" In spite of the enthusasm in his voice, Bobby took the book a little
doubtfully. He was accustomed to pocket books with bright, raucous covers and sexy come-
on lines ('She hit the gutter . . . AND BOUNCED LOWER!'}; this one had neither. The cover was
mogtly white. In one cormner of it was sketched — barely sketched — a group of boys
ganding in a drde. The name of the book was Lord of the Flies. There was no come-on line
above the title, not even a discreet one like 'A gory you will never forget.” All in dl, it had a
forbidding, unwdcoming look, suggeding that the dory lying benesth the cover would be
hard. Bobby had nothing in particular againgt hard books, as long as they were a pat of ones
schoolwork. His view about reading for plessure, however, was that such dories should be
easy — that the writer should do everything except move your eyes back and forth for you. If
nat, how much pleasure could there bein it?

He darted to turn the book over. Ted gently put his hand on Bobby's stopping him. 'Dont,’
he sad. 'As apersond favor to me, dont.’

Bobhby looked a him, not understanding.

‘Come to the book as you would come to an unexplored land. Come without a meap.
Explore it and draw your own map.’

‘But what if | don't likeit?

Ted dhrugged. Then dont finish it. A book is like a pump. It gives nothing unless firg you
give to it. You prime a pump with your own water, you work the hande with your own
drength. You do this because you expect to get back more than you give . . . eventudly. Do
you go aong with that?

Bobby nodded.

‘How long would you prime a weater-pump and flall the handle if nothing came out?

'Not too long, | guess!

This book is two hundred pages, give or take. You read the firs ten per cent — twenty
pages, that is, | know aready your meth isnt as good as your reading — and if you dont like
it by then, if it isn't giving more than it'staking by then, put it asde’

I wish they'd let you do that in school, Bobby sad. He was thinking of a poem by Raph
Waddo Emerson which they were supposed to memorize. ‘By the rude bridge hat arched the
flood,' it sarted. SJ cdled the poet Raph Wado Emerdop.

'Schodl is different.’ They were gtting & Ted's kitchen table, looking out over the back
yard, where everything was in bloom. On Colony Street, which was the next dreet over, Mrs
OHads dog Bowser barked its endless roop-roop-roop into the mild spring ar. Ted was
anoking a Cheterfidd. 'And spesking of school, dont take this book there with you. There
arethingsin it your teecher might not want you to read. There could be a brouhaha

‘A what?'

'An uproar. And if you get in trouble a school, you get in trouble a home — this I'm sure



you don't need me to tdl you. And your mother . . . ' The hand not holding the cigarette made
alittle seesawing gesture which Bobby understood at once. Your mother doesn't trust me.

Bobby thought of Caol saying tha maybe Ted was on the run from something, and
remembered his mother saying Carol didn't miss much.

'What's in it that could get me in trouble? He looked a Lord of the Flies with new
fascination.

‘Nothing to froth & the mouth about, Ted sad dryly. He crushed his cigarette out in a tin
adhtray, went to his little refrigerator, and took out two bottles of pop. There was no beer or
wine in there, just pop and a glass bottle of cream. 'Some tak of putting a soear up a wild
pigs ass, | think that's the worst. Still, there is a certain kind of grownup who can only see the
trees and never the forest. Read the firgt twenty pages, Bobby. Youll never look back. This |
promise you.'

Ted st the pop down on the table and lifted the caps with his churchkey. Then he lifted his
bottle and dinked it againgt Bobby's. To your new friends on theidand.’

'What idand?

Ted Brautigan smiled and shot the last cigarette out of a crumpled pack. 'Youll find out,
he sad.

ni-l

Bobby did find out, and it didn't take him twenty pages to adso find out that Lord of the Flies
was a hdl of a book, maybe the best hed ever read. Ten pages into it he was captivated;
twerty pages and he was logt. He lived on the idand with Ralph and Jack and Figgy and the
litluns he trembled a the Beast thet turned out to be a rotting arplane pilot caught in his
parachute; he watched firg in dismay and then in horror as a bunch of harmless schoolboys
descended into savagery, findly setting out to hunt down the only one of ther number who
had managed to remain hdfway humean.

He finished the book one Saturday the week before school ended for the year. When noon
cane and Bobby was 4ill in his room — no friends over to play, no Saurday-moming
catoons, not even Merie Mdodies from ten to deven — his mom looked in on him and told
him to get off hisbed, get his nose out of that book, and go on down to the park or something.

'Where's Sully? she asked.

'Ddhouse Square. Therés a school band concert” Bobby looked a his mother in the
doorway and the ordinary stuff around her with dazed, perplexed eyes. The world of the story
had become o vivid to him thet thisredl one now seemed fase and drab.

'What about your girlfriend? Take her down to the park with you.'

‘Cardl's nat my girlfriend, Mom.'

'Wdl, whatever she is. Goodness sakes, Bobby, | wasn't suggesting the two of you were
going to run off and eope’

'She and some other girls dept over Angles house last night. Carol says when they deep
over they day up and henpaty precticdly dl night long. | bet they're ill in bed, or eating
breskfast for lunch.’

Then go to the park by yoursdf. Youre making me nervous With the TV off on Saurday
morning | keegp thinking youre dead.” She came into his room and plucked the book out of his
hands. Bobby weatched with a kind of numb fascination as she thumbed through the pages,
reeding random snatches here and there. Suppose she spotted the part where the boys taked
about gticking their spears up the wild pig's ass (only they were English and said 'arse’ which
sounded even dirtier to Bobby)? What would she make of it? He didnt know. All his life they
had lived together, it had been jugt the two of them for most of it, and he ill couldnt predict
how sheid react to any given Stuetion.



'Isthisthe one Brattigan gave you?

'Yeah.'

'‘As abirthday present?

'Yeah!

'What's it about?

‘Boys marooned on an idand. Ther ship gets sunk. | think it's supposad to be after World
War Il or something. The guy who wrote it never says for sure!’

‘Soit'ssciencefiction.”

"Yeeh, Bobby sad. He fdt a little giddy. He thought Lord of the Flies was about as far
from Ring Around the Sun as you could get, but his mom hated science fiction, and if
anything would stop her potentidly dangerous thumbing, that would.

She handed the book back and waked over to his window. '‘Bobby? Not looking back at
him, a least not a firsd. She was wearing an old shirt and her Saurday pants. The bright
noonlight shone through the shirt; he could see her sdes and noticed for the firg time how
thin shewas, asif she wasforgetting to eat or something. 'Wheat, Mom?

'Has Mr Brattigan given you any other presents?

'It'sBrautigan, Mom.'

She frowned a her reflection in the window . . . or more likely it was his reflection she was
frowning a. 'Don't correct me, Bobby-O. Has he?

Bobby canddered. A few rootbeers, sometimes a tuna sandwich or a cruller from the
bakery where Sully's mom worked, but no presents. Just the book, which was one of the best
presents he had ever gotten. 'Jeepers, no, why would he?

I dont know. But then, | dont know why a man you jus met would give you a hirthday
present in the firg place’ She dghed, folded her ams under her smdl sharp breests, and went
on looking out Bobby's window. 'He told me he used to work in a gate job up in Hatford but
now hesretired. Is that what he told you?

‘Something like thet.' In fact, Ted had never told Bobby anything about his working life,
and asking had never crossed Bobby's mind.

'What kind of dtate job? What department? Hedth and Wefare? Trangportation? Office of
the Comptroller?

Bobby shook his head. What in heck was a comptroller?

1 bet it was educaion, she sad meditaivey. 'He taks like someone who used to be a
teacher. Doesn't he?

‘Sort of, yeah.

'Does he have hobbies?

I dont know." There was reading, of course; two of the three bags which had so offended
his mother were full of paperback books, mogt of which looked very hard.

The fact that Bobby knew nothing of the new man's pastimes for some reason seemed to
ease her mind. She shrugged, and when she spoke again it seemed to be to hersdf rather than
to Bobby. 'Shoat, it's only abook. And a paperback, a that.'

'He said he might have ajob for me, but so far he haan't come up with anything.’

She turned araund fagt. 'Any job he offers you, any chores he asks you to do, you tak to
me about it first. Got thet?

'Sure, got it.' Her intengity surprised him and made him alittle unessy.

‘Promise’

I promise’

'Big promise, Bobhby.

He dutifully crossed his heart and said, 'l promise my mother in the name of God.'

Thet usudly finished things, but thistime she didn't look saisfied.

'Has he ever . . . does he ever . . . ' There she sopped, looking uncharacteristically



flugtered. Kids sometimes looked that way when Mrs Bramwdl sent them to the blackboard
to pick the nouns and verbs out of a sentence and they couldn't.

'Has he ever what, Mom?

‘Never mind!' she sad crosdy. 'Get out of here, Bobby, go to the pak or Sterling House
I'm tired of looking at you.'

Why'd you come in, then? he thought (but of course did not say). | wasn't bothering you,
Mom. | wasn't bothering you.

Bobby tucked Lord of the Flies into his back pocket and heeded for the door. He turned
back when he got there. She was 4ill a the window, but now she was watching him again.
He never surprised love on her face a such moments, & best he might see a kind of
peculation, sometimes (but not ways) affectionate.

'Hey, Mom? He was thinking of asking for fifty cents — hdf a rock. With that he could
buy a soda and two hotdogs & the Colony Diner. He loved the Colony's hotdogs, which came
in toasted buns with potato chips and pickle dices on the Sde.

Her mouth did its tightening trick, and he knew this wasn't his day for hotdogs. ‘Dont ask,
Bobby, dont even think about it' Don't even think about it — one of her dl-time faves. 'l
have aton of hillsthis week, so get those dollar-signs out of your eyes.’

She didn't have a ton of hills, though, that was the thing. Not this week she didn't. Bobby
had seen both the dectric bill and the check for the rent in its enveope marked Mr
Monteleone last Wednesday. And she couldnt clam he would soon need clothes because this
was the end of the sthodl-year, not the beginning. The only dough hed asked for lady was
five bucks for Sterling House — quarterly dues — and she had even been chintzy about thet,
dthough she knew it covered swimming and Wolves and Lions Basebdl, plus the insurance.
If it had been anyone but his mom, he would have thought of this as chegpskate behavior. He
couldnt sy anything about it to her, though; taking to her about money dmost dways
turned into an argument, and disputing any pat of her view on money maiters, even in the
mogt tiny paticulars, was got to send her into ranting hysterics When she got like that she
was scary.

Bobby smiled. 'It's okay, Mom."

She gmiled back and then nodded to the jar marked Bike Fund. 'Borrow a little from there,
why don't you? Tregt yoursdlf. I'll never tell, and you can dways put it back later.’

He hdd onto his amile, but only with an effort. How eesly she sad thet, never thinking of
how furious shed be if Bobby suggested she borrow a little from the dectric money, or the
phone money, or what she set asde to buy her 'business dothes,’ just so he could get a couple
of hotdogs and maybe a pie a la mode a the Colony. If he told her breezily that hed never tel
and she could dways put it back later. Yeah, sure, ad get his face smacked.

ni-l

By the time he got to Commonwedth Pak, Bobby's resentment had faded and the word
cheapskate hed left his bran. It was a beautiful day and he had a terific book to finish; how
could you be resentful and pissed off with suff like that going for you? He found a secluded
bench and reopened Lord of the Flies. He had to finish it today, had to find out what
happened.

The lagt forty pages took him an hour, and during that time he was oblivious to everything
aound him. When he findly dosed the book, he saw he had a lgpful of little white flowers.
His hair was full of them, too — held been sitting unaware in a storm of gpple-blossoms.,



He brushed them away, looking toward the playground as he did. Kids were tegtertottering
and swinging and betting the tetherbdl around its pole Laughing, chesing eech other, ralling
in the grass Could kids like that ever wind up going neked and worshipping a rotting pigs
head? It was tempting to dismiss such idess as the imaginings of a grownup who didnt like
kids (there were lots who didnt, Bobby knew), but then Bobby glanced into the sandbox and
saw a little boy dtting there and wailing as if his heart would bregk while another, bigger kid
st besde him, unconcarnedly playing with the Tonka truck he had yanked out of his friend's
hands.

And the book's ending — happy or not? Crazy as such a thing would have seemed a month
ago, Bobby couldnt redly tel. Never in his life had he read a book where he didnt know if
the ending was good or bad, happy or sad. Ted would know, though. He would ask Ted.

*l

Bobby was 4ill on the bench fifteen minutes later when Sully came bopping into the park and
sawv him. 'Say there, you old bagtard!" Sully exdamed. ‘| went by your house and your mom
sad you were down here, or maybe a Sterling House. Findly finish that book?

'Yeah.'

'Was it good?

'Yeah.'

S-Jshook hisheed. ‘| never met abook | redly liked, but I'1l take your word for it.'

'How was the concert?

Suly srugged. 'We blew til everyone went away, S0 | guess it was good for us anyway.
And guess who won the week a Camp Winiwinaia? Camp Winnie was the YMCA's coed
canp on Lake George, up in the woods north of Storrs. Each yer HAC — the Harwich
Acdtivities Committee — had adrawing and gave away aweek there.

Bobby fdt agtab of jedousy. 'Dont tell me!

Qily-John grinned. 'Yegh, man! Seventy names in the hat, seventy a least, and the one
that bald old basard Mr Coughlin pulled out was John L. Sullivan, Junior, 93 Broad Sireet.
My mother just about weeweed her pants.’

"When do you go?

Two weeks after school lets out. Mom's gonna try and get her week off from the bakery at
the same time, s0 she can go see Gramma and Grampy in Wiscongn. She's gonna teke the
Big Gray Dog.' The Big Vac was summer vecation; the Big Shew was Ed Sullivan on Sunday
night; the Big Gray Dog was, of course, a Greyhound bus. The locd depot was just up the
dreet from the Asher Empire and the Colony Diner.

‘Don't you wish you could go to Wisconsn with he? Bobby asked, feding a perverse
desire to spail his friend's happiness a his good fortune jugt alittle.

'Sorta, but I'd raher go to camp and shoot arows' He dung an am aound Bobby's
shoulders. 'l only wish you could come with me, you book-reading bastard.’

That made Bobby fed meanspirited. He looked down & Lord of the Flies agan and knew
he would be rereading it soon. Perhgps as early as Augus, if things got boring (by August
they usudly did, as had as tha was to believe in May). Then he looked up a Sully-John,
amiled, and put hisarm around SJs shoulders. ‘Well, you're alucky duck, he said.

"Jugt cdl me Dondd, Sully-John agreed.

They sa on the bench that way for a little while, ams around each other's shoulders in
those intermittent showers of apple-blossoms, watching the little kids play. Then Sully sad
he was going to the Saurday matinee a the Empire, and hed better get moving if he didn't
want to miss the previews.

'Why dont you come Bobborino? The Black Scorpion's playing. Mongers gdore



throughout the ore!

‘Cant, I'm broke' Bobby sad. This was the truth (if you excluded the seven dadlars in the
Bike Fund jar, that was) and he didnt want to go to the movies today anyhow, even though
hed heard a kid a school say The Black Scorpion was redly greet, the scorpions poked their
dingersright through people when they killed them and aso mashed Mexico City flat.

What Bobby wanted to do was go back to the house and tdk to Ted about Lord of the
Flies.

‘Broke' Sully sad sadly. That's a sad fact, Jack. I'd pay your way, but I've only got thirty-
five cents mysdif.’

'‘Don't swest it. Hey — where's your Bo-lo Bouncer?

Sully looked sadder than ever. 'Rubber band sngpped. Gone to Bolo Heaven, | guess!

Bobby snickered. Bolo Heaven, that was a pretty funny idea. ‘Gonna buy anew one?

| doubt it. Therés a magic kit in Woolworth's that | want. Sixty different tricks, it says on
the box. | wouldnt mind being a magicdian when | grow up, Bobby, you know it? Trave
around with a carniva or a dircus, wear a black suit and a top hat. I'd pull rabbits and shit out
of the hat.’

The rabbits would probably shit in your hat,’ Bobby sad.

Sully grinned. 'But I'd be a cool bastard! Wouldn't | love to bel At anything!" He got up.
‘Sure you don't want to come dong? Y ou could probably snesk in past Godzilla'

Hundreds of kids showed up for the Saturday shows a the Empire, which usudly conssted
of a cedure feaure, eght or nine catoons, Prevues of Coming Attractions and the
MovieTone News. Mrs Godlow went nuts trying to get them to stand in line and shut up, not
underganding that on Saturday dafternoon you couldn't get even bedcdly wdl-behaved kids
to act like they were in school. She was dso obsessed by the conviction that dozens of kids
over tweve were trying to enter & the under-tweve rate, Mrs G. would have demanded a
birth certificate for the Saturday matinees as well as the Brigitte Bardot double festures, hed
she been dlowed. Lacking the adthority to do tha, she settled for barking
'WHATYEARYABORN? to any kid over five and a hdf feat tdl. With dl tha going on you
could sometimes sneek past her quite eesily, and there was no ticketripper on Saturday
afternoons. But Bobby didnt want giant scorpions today; he had spent the lagt week with
more redigtic mongers, many of whom had probably looked pretty much like him.

‘Nah, | think I'll just hang around,’ Bobby sad

'Okay. Sully-John scrummed a few gople-blossoms out of his black har, then looked
solemnly a Bobby. ‘Cdl me a cool bagtard, Big Bob.'

‘Sully, you're one cool bastard.’

Yes!' Qily-John legped skyward, punching a the ar and laughing. 'Yes | am! A cool
bagtard today! A great big coal bastard of amagician tomorrow! Pow!'

Bobby collgpsed agang the back of the bench, legs outdreiched, sneskers toed in,
laughing hard. SJwas just o funny when he got going.

Sully dated away, then turned back. 'Man, you know what? | saw a couple of werd guys
when | came into the park.’

'What was weird about them?

Quly-John shook his head, looking puzzed. 'Dont know, he sdd. ‘Dont redly know.
Then he headed off, snging 'At the Hop. It was one of his favorites. Bobby liked it, too.
Danny and the Juniors were grest.

Bobby opened the pgperback Ted had given him (it was now looking exceedingly wel-
thumbed) and read the last couple of pages again, the pat where the adults findly showed up.
He began to ponder it agan — hgppy or sad? — and Sully-John dipped from his mind. It
occurred to him later that if SJ had hgppened to mention that the werd guys hed seen were
wearing yelow coats, some things might have been quite dif ferent later on.



iil:

‘William Golding wrote an interesting thing about that book, one which | think spegks to your
concern about the ending . . . want another pop, Bobby?

Bobby shook his head and said no thanks. He didnt like rootbeer dl that much; he modly
drank it out of politeness when he was with Ted. They were dtting a Teds kitchen table
again, Mrs OHards dog was dill barking (so far as Bobby could tell, Bowser never stopped
barking), and Ted was gill smoking Chederfidds. Bobby had peked in a his mother when
he came back from the park, saw she was napping on her bed, and then had hastened up to
the third floor to ask Ted about the ending of Lord of the Flies.

Ted crossed to the refrigerator . . . and then stopped, standing there with his hand on the
fridge door, daring off into space. Bobby would redize laer that this was his fird dear
glimpse of something about Ted that wasn't right; that was in fact wrong and going wronger
dl thetime.

‘One feds them firg in the back of one's eyes’ he sad in a conversationd tone. He spoke
clearly; Bobby heard every word.

'Feds what?

‘One feds them firg in the back of ones eyes’ Sll saring into space with one hand curled
around the handle of the refrigerator, and Bobby began to fed frightened. There seemed to be
something in the ar, something dmog like pollen — it made the hairs indde his nose tingle,
meade the backs of his handsitch.

Then Ted opened the fridge door and bent in. 'Sure you dont want one? he asked. ‘It's
good and cold.

'No. .. no, that's okay.'

Ted came back to the table, and Bobby understood that he had ether decided to ignore
what had just hgppened, or didn't remember it. He dso understood that Ted was okay now,
and that was good enough for Bobby. Grownups were weird, that was dl. Sometimes you just
hed to ignore the stuff they did.

Tdl mewhat he said about the ending. Mr Golding.'

'As best as | can remember, it was something like this. "The boys are rescued by the cew
of a batle-cruiser, and that is very wel for them, but who will rescue the crew?" Ted poured
himsdf a glass of rootbeer, wated for the foam to subside, then poured a little more. 'Does
that help?

Bobby turned it over in his mind the way he wald a riddle Hdl, it was ariddle. 'No,' he
sad a lag. 'l ill don't understand. They don't need to be rescued — the crew of the boat, |
mean — because they're not on the idand. Also . . . ' He thought of the kids in the sandbox,
one of them bawling his eyes out while the other played placidly with the solen toy. The
guys on the cruiser are grownups. Grownups don't need to be rescued.’

‘No?

'No.'

‘Never?

Bobby suddenly thought of his mother and how she was aout money. Then he
remembered the night he had awakened and thought he heard her crying. He didn't answer.

‘Condder it; Ted sad. He drew degply on his cigarette, then blew out a plume of smoke.
'Good books are for consderation after, too."

‘Okay.'

"Lord of the Flieswasn't much like the Hardy Boys, wasit?

Bobby had a momentary imege, very dear, of Frank and Joe Hardy running through the
jungle with homemade spears, chanting that they'd kill the pig and dick ther spears up her



ae He burg out laughing, and as Ted joined him he knew tha he was done with the Hardy
Boys Tom Swift, Rick Brant, and Bomba the Jungle Boy. Lord of the Flies had finished
them off. He was very glad he had an adult library card.

'No," he said, ‘it sure wasnt.'

'And good books don't give up dl their secrets a once. Will you remember that?

Ves

Terrific. Now tdl me— would you like to earn adollar aweek from me?

The change of direction was 0 dborupt that for a moment Bobby couldn't follow it. Then ke
grinned and sad, 'Gripes, yed' Figures ran dizzily through his mind; Bobby was good enough
a mah to figure out a dollar a week added up to a least fifteen bucks by September. Put with
what he dready had, plus a reasonable harvest of returnable boties and some summer lawn
mowing jobs on the dreet . . . jegpers, he might be riding a Schwinn by Labor Day. 'What do
you want meto do?

'We have to be careful about that. Quite careful.’ Ted meditated quiely and for 0 long
Bobby began to be arad he was going to dart taking aout feding suff in the backs of his
eyes again. But when Ted looked up there was none of that strange emptiness in his gaze. His
gyes were sharp, if a little rueful. 'l would never ask a friend of mine — egpeddly a young
friend — to lie to his parents, Bobby, but in this case I'm going to ak you to join me in a
little misdirection. Do you know whét thet is?

‘Sure’ Bobby thought about Sully and his new ambition to travd aound with the circus
wearing a black it and pulling rabbits out of his ha. ‘It's wha the magician does to fool
you.'

‘Doesn't sound very nice when you put it thet way, doesit?

Bobby shook his head. No, take away the spangles and the spotlights and it didn't sound
very nicea al.

Ted drank a little rootbeer and wiped foam from his upper lip. "Your mother, Bobby. She
doesnt quite didike me | dont think it would be far to say that . . . but | think she almost
didikes me. Do you agree?

I guess. When | told her you might have a job for me, she got weird about it. Sad | hed to
tel her about anything you wanted meto do before | could do it

Ted Brautigan nodded.

I think it dl comes back to you having some of your Suff in pgper bags when you moved
in. | know that sounds nuts, but it'sdl | can figure!

He thought Ted might laugh, but he only nodded again. 'Perhgps tha's dl it is. In any case,
Bobby, | wouldn't want you to go againgt your mother's wishes!

That sounded good but Bobby Gafidd didnt entirdy bdieve it. If it was redly true
theréd be no need for misdirection.

Tdl your mother that my eyes now grow tired quite eedly. It's the truth.! As if to prove it,
Ted raised his right hand to his eyes and massaged the corners with his thub and forefinger.
Tl her I'd like to hire you to read bits of the newspaper to me eaech day, and for this | will
pay you adallar aweek — what your friend Sully cals arock?

Bobby nodded . . . but a buck a week for reading about how Kennedy was dang in the
primaries and whether or not Floyd Patterson would win in June? With maybe Blondie and
Dick Tracy thrown in for good measure? His mom or Mr Bidermen down a Home Town
Redl Egtate might believe that, but Bobby didntt.

Ted was il rubbing his eyes, his hand hovering over his narrow nose like a spider.

'What ds? Bobby asked. His voice came out sounding srangely flat, like his mom's voice
when hed promised to pick up his room and she came in a the end of the day to find the job
dill undone. 'What's the red job?

I want you to keegp your eyes open, that's dl, Ted said.



'For what?

‘Low men in ydlow coas.' Ted's fingers were gill working the corners of his eyes. Bobby
wished hed gop; there was something creepy about it. Did he fed something behind them,
was that why he kept rubbing and kneading that way? Something that broke his atention,
interfered with his normaly sane and well-ordered way of thinking?

‘Lo mein? It was wha his mother ordered on the occasons when they went out to Sing
Lu's on Banum Avenue. Lo men in ydlow coas made no sense, but it was dl he could think
of.

Ted laughed, a sunny, genuine laugh that made Bobby aware of just how uneasy hed been.

‘Low men,’ Ted sad. 'l use "low" n the Dickendan sense, meaning fellows who look rather
dupid . . . and rather dangerous as well. The sort of men who'd shoot craps in an dley, let's
sy, and pass aound a bottle of liquor in a paper bag during the game. The sort who leen
agang tdephone poles and whisle a women waking by on the other sde of the dreet while
they mop the backs of ther necks with handkerchiefs that are never quite dean. Men who
think hets with festhers in the brims are sophigicated. Men who look like they know dl the
right ansvers to dl of lifes supid questions. I'm not being terribly dear, am 1? Is any of this
getting through to you, isany of it ringing abdl?

Yeah, it was. In a way it was like hearing time described as the old bad chedter: a sense
thet the word or phrase was exactly right even though you couldn't say just why. It reminded
him of how Mr Bideman aways looked unshaven even when you could ill smdl sweet
aftershave drying on his cheeks, the way you somehow knew Mr Biderman would pick his
nose when he was done in his car or check the coin return of any pay tdephone he waked
past without even thinking about it.

I get you,' hesad.

'Good. I'd never in a hundred lifetimes ask you to spesk to such men, or even gpproach
them. But | would ask you to kegp an eye out, make a circuit of the block once a day —
Broad Street, Commonwedlth Street, Colony Street, Asher Avenue, then back here to 149 —
and just seewhat you see’

It was darting to fit together in Bobby's mind. On his birthday — which had dso been
Teds fird day a 149 — Ted had asked him if he knew everyone on the dred, if he would
recognize

(sojourners faces of those unknown)

drangers, if any drangers showed up. Not three weeks later Carol Gerber had mack her
comment about wondering sometimes if Ted was on the run from something.

'How many guys are there? he asked.

Threg, five, perhgps more by now." Ted shrugged. 'Youll know them by their long ydlow
coasand dlivekin . . . dthough that darkish skinisjus adisguise’

‘Whét . . . you meen like Man-Tan, or something?

| suppose, yes. If they're driving, youll know them by their cars!

'What mekes? What modeds? Bobby fdt like Baren McGavin on Mike Hammer and
warned himsdf rot to get carried avay. Thiswaan't TV. Sill, it was exciting.

Ted was shaking his head. '| have no idea. But youll know just the same, because their cars
will be like ther ydlow coas and sharp shoes and the greasy perfumed suff they use to dick
beck their hair: loud and vulgar.

‘Low,' Bobby said — it was not quite a question.

‘Low, Ted repested, and nodded emphaticadly. He sSpped rootbeer, looked away toward
the sound of the eterndly barking Bowser . . . and remained that way for severd moments,
like a toy with a broken spring or a machine that has run out of gas. They sense me,' he sad.
'‘And | sense them, aswdl. Ah, what aworld.

‘What do they want?



Ted turned back to him, appearing dartled. It was as if he had forgotten Bobby was there . .
. or had forgotten for a moment just who Bobby was. Then he smiled and reached out and put
his hand over Bobby's It was big and warm and comforting; a man's hand. At the fed of it
Bobby's haf-hearted reservations disappeared.

‘A certain something | happen to have' Ted said. 'Let'sleave it & that.'

"They're not cops, are they? Or government guys? Or —

'Are you asking if I'm one of the FBI's Ten Mot Wanted, or a communist agent like on /
Led Three Lives? Abad guy?

I know youre not a bad guy, Bobby sad, but the flush mounting into his cheeks suggested
othewise. Not that what he thought changed much. You could like or even love a bad guy;
even Hider had amother, his own mom liked to say.

I'm not a bad guy. Never robbed a bank or sole a military secret. I've spent too much of
my life reading books and scamped on my share of fines — if there were Library Police, I'm
afraid they'd be after me— but I'm not a bad guy like the ones you see on tdlevison.’

"The men in ydlow coats are, though.'

Ted nodded. '‘Bad through and through. And, as| say, dangerous.’

'Have you seen them?

‘Many times, but not here. And the chances are ninety-nine in a hundred that you wont,
ather. All | ask isthat you keep an eye out for them. Could you do that?

Yes

'‘Bobby? Is there a problem?

‘No." Yet something nagged a him for a moment — not a connection, only a momentary
sense of groping toward one.

'‘Are you sure?

'Uh-huh!'

'All ight. Now, here is the question: could you in good conscience — in fair conscience, a
least — neglect to mention this part of your duty to your mother?

'Yes' Bobby sad a once, dthough he understood doing such a thing would mark a large
change in his life . . . and would be risky. He was more then a little afraid of his mom, and
this fear was only partly caused by how angry she could get and how long she could bear a
grudge. Modly it grew from an unhgppy sense of being loved only a litle, and needing to
protect what love there was. But he liked Ted . . . and he had loved the feding of Ted's hand
lying over his own, the warm roughness of the big pam, the touch of the fingers, thickened
dmod into knots at the joints. And this waan't lying, not redly. It was leaving out.

‘You're redly sure?

If you want to learn to lie, Bobby-0, | suppose leaving things out is as good a place to start
as any, an interior voice whispered. Bobby ignored it. 'Yes' he sad, redly sure. Ted . . . ae
thee guys just dangerous to you or to anybody? He was thinking of his mom, but he was
dsothinking of himsdf.

To me they could be very dangerous indeed. To other people — mogst other people —
probably not. Do you want to know a funny thing?

‘Sure!’

The mgority of people don't even see them unless they're very, very dose It's dmod as if
they have the power to doud men's minds, like The Shadow on that old radio program.’

‘Do you mean they're . . . well . . . "' He supposed supernatural was the word he wasn't quite
abletosay.

‘No, no, not & dl." Waving his question awvay before it could be fully aticulated. Lying in
bed that night and deepless for longer than usud, Bobby thought that Ted had amost been
arad for it to be sooken doud. There are lots of people, quite ordinary ones, we dont see.
The waitress waking home from work with her head down and her resaurant shoes in a



paper bag. Old fdlows out for ther afternoon waks in the park. Teenage girls with ther hair
in rollers and their tranggor radios playing Peter Tripp's countdown. But children see them.
Children see them dl. And Bobby, you are ill achild!

"These guys don't sound exactly easy to miss.'

The coats, you mean. The shoes. The loud cars. But those are the very things which cause
ome people — many people, actudly — to turn away. To erect little roadblocks between the
eye and the brain. In any case, | won't have you taking chances. If you do see the men in the
ydlow coats, don't approach them Dont gpesk to them even if they should spesk to you. |
cant think why they would, | don't believe they would even see you — just as most people
dont redly see them — but there are plenty of things | don't know about them. Now tdl me
what | just sad. Repeat it back. It's important.' 'Don't gpproach them and don't pesk to them.'
'Even if they spesk to you." Rather impatiently. 'Even if they speek to me, right. What should
| do? 'Come back here and tell me they're about and where you saw them. Wak until youre
certain you're out of their sght, then run. Run like the wind. Run like hell was after you.'

'And what will you do? Bobby asked, but of course he knew. Maybe he waan't as sharp as
Caral, but he wasn't a complete dodo, ether. Y oull go avay, wont you?

Ted Brautigan shrugged and finished his glass of rootbeer without megting Bobby's eyes.
'l decide when that time comes. If it comes. If I'm lucky, the fedings I've had for the last
few days— my sense of these men — will go away.'

‘Has that happened before?

'Indeed it has. Now why don't we tak of more pleasant things?

For the next hdf an hour they discussed basebdl, then music (Bobby wes dartled to
discover Ted not only knew the music of Elvis Predey but actudly liked some of it), then
Bobby's hopes and fears concerning the seventh grade in September. All this was pleasant
enough, but behind eech topic Bobby sensed the lurk of the low men. The low men were here
in Ted's thirdfloor room like peculiar shedows which cannot quite be seen.

It wasn't until Bobby was getting ready to leave that Ted rased the subject of them again.
There are things you should look for, he said. 'Signsthat my . . . my old friends are about.’

'What are they?

'On your travels around town, keep an eye out for log-pet poders on wadls, in shop
windows, dapled to tdephone poles on resdentid Sredts "Lod, a gray tabby cat with black
eas a white bib, and a crooked tal. Cdl IRoquois 7-7661" "Log, a smdl mongrd dog, part
beagle, answers to the name of Trixie loves children, ours want her to come home Cdl
IRoquois 70984 or bring to 77 Pesbody Street.” That sort of thing.'

'What are you saying? Jeepers, are you saying they kill peopléspets? Do you think . . .

I think many of those animds dont exis a dl,' Ted sad. He sounded weary and unhappy.
‘Even when there is a amdl, poorly reproduced photograph, | think most are pure fiction. |
think such pogers ae a form of communication, dthough why the men who put them up
shouldnt jugt go into the Colony Diner and do ther communicating over pot roast and
meashed potatoes | don't know.

'Where does your mother shop, Bobby?

Total Grocery. It'sright next door to Mr Biderman's red-estate agency.'

'‘And do you go with her?

'‘Sometimes’ When he was younger he met her there every Friday, reading a TV Guide
from the magazine rack until she showed up, loving Friday afternoons because it was the dart
of the weekend, because Mom let him push the cart and he dways pretended it was a racing
car, because he loved her. But he didn't tel Ted any of this. It was ancient history. Hell, hed
only been eight.

‘Look on the bulletin board every supermarket puts up by the checkout registers, Ted sad.
‘On it youll sse a number of little hand-printed notices that say things like CAR FOR SALE BY



OWNER. Look for any such natices that have been thumbtacked to the board upside down. Is
there another supermarket in town?

There's the A&P, down by the ralroad overpass My mom doesnt go there. She says the
butcher's dways giving her the glad-eye!

'Can you check the bulletin board there, as well?

‘Sure!’

'Good o far, very good. Now — you know the hopscotch paiterns kids are aways drawing
on the Sdewalks?

Bobby nodded.

‘Look for ones with stars or moons or both chdked near them, usudly in chadk of a
different color. Look for kite tals hanging from telephone lines. Not the kites themsdves, but
only thetals. And .. . ."

Ted paused, frowning, thinking. As he took a Chetefidd from the pack on the table and
lit it, Bobby thought quite ressonably, quite dearly, and without the dightes dhred of fear:
He's crazy, y'know. Crazy asa loon.

Yes of course, how could you doubt it? He only hoped Ted could be careful as wel as
crazy. Because if his mom heard Ted taking about suff like this, shéd never let Bobby go
near him again. In fact, shed probably send for the guys with the butterfly nets . . . or ak
good dd Don Biderman to do it for her.

"Y ou know the dlock in the town square, Bobby?

'Y eeh, sure!’

It may begin ringing wrong hours or between hours. Also, look for reports of minor
church vanddiam in the pgper. My friends didike churches but they never do anything too
outrageous, they like to keep a — padon the pun — low profile There are other sgns that
they're about, but therés no need to overload you. Persondly | believe the pogters are the
surest clue!

"If you see Ginger, please bring her home™

That's exactly r—

‘Bobby? It was his mom's voice, followed by the ascending scuff of her Saturday sneskers.
‘Bobby, are you up there?



3

A Mother's Power. Bobby Does His Job.
'DoesHe Touch You? The Last Day
of Schoal.

Bobby and Ted exchanged a guilty look. Both of them sa back on their respective Sdes of
the teble, asif they had been doing something crazy instead of just talking about crazy stuff.

She'll see we've been up to something, Bobby thought with dismay. It's all over my face.

'No," Ted sad to him. ‘It is not. That is her power over you, that you bdieve it. It's a
mother's power.'

Bobby gared a him, amazed. Did you read my mind? Did you read my mind just then?

Now his mom was dmog to the thirdfloor landing and there was no time for a reply even
if Ted had wanted to make one. But there was no look on his face saying he would have
replied if there had been time, ether. And Bobby at once began to doubt what he had heard.

Then his mother was in the open doorway, looking from her son to Ted and back to her son
agan, her eyes assessing. 'So here you are dter dl,' she sad. 'My goodness, Bobby, didn't
you hear me cdling?

'Y ou were up here before | got a chance to say boo, Mom.'

She sorted. Her mouth made a smdl, meaningless gmile — her automatic socid amile.
Her eyes went back and forth between the two of them, back and forth, looking for something
out of place, something she didnt like, something wrong. ‘I didnt hear you come in from
outdoors.’

'Y ou were adeegp on your bed.'

'How are you today, Mrs Garfidd? Ted asked.

'Fne as pant. Back and forth went her eyes Bobby had no idea what she was looking for,
but that expresson of dismayed guilt must have left his face If she had seen it, he would
know aready; would know thet she knew.

'Would you like a bottle of pop? Ted asked. 'l have rootbeer. It's not much, but it's cold.

That would be nice' Liz sad. Thanks' She came dl the way in and sat down next to
Bobby a the kitchen table. She patted him absently on the leg, watching Ted as he opened his
little fridge and got out the rootbeer. 'It's not hot up here yet, Mr Braitigan, but | guarantee
you it will bein another month. Y ou want to get yoursdf afan.

Therés an idea’ Ted poured rootbeer into a cleen glass, then stood in front of the fridge
holding the glass up to the light, waiting for the foam to go down. To Bobby he looked like a
scientist in a TV commercid, one of those guys obsessed with Band X and Brand Y and how
Rolaids consumed fifty-seven times its own weight in excess somach acid, amazing but true.

I dont need a full glass that will be fing' she sad a little impatiently. Ted brought the
glass to her, and she rased it to him 'Here's how.' She took a swalow and grimaced as if it
had been rye instead of rootbeer. Then she watched over the top of the glass as Ted sat down,
tapped the ash from his smoke, and tucked the stub of the cigarette back into the corner of his
mouth.

'You two have gotten thicker than thieves' she remarked. 'Sitting here @ the kitchen table,
drinking roothbeer — cozy, thinks 1! What've you been talking about today?

The book Mr Brautigan gave me' Bobby sad. His voice sounded naturd and cdm, a



voice with no secrets behind it. 'Lord of the Flies. | couldnt figure out if the ending wes
happy or sad, so | thought I'd ask him.’

'Oh? And what did he say?

"Thet it was both. Then he told me to congder it.'

Liz laughed without a great ded of humor. 'l read myderies, Mr Brattigan, and save my
condderation for red life. But of course I'm not retired.’

‘No,' Ted said. 'Y ou are obvioudy in the very prime of life!

She gave him her flattery-will-get-you-nowhere look. Bobby knew it well.

' dso offered Bobby a smdl job, Ted told her. 'He has agreed to take it . . . with your
permisson, of course!

Her brow furrowed a the mention of a job, smoothed a the mention of permisson. She
reeched out and briefly touched Bobby's red har, a gesture so unusud that Bobby's eyes
widened a little. Her eyes never left Ted's face as she did it. Not only did she not trust the
man, Bobby redized, she was likdy never going to trust him. 'What sort of job did you have
in mind?

'Hewantsmeto —'

'Hush,' she said, and il her eyes peered over the top of her glass, never leaving Ted.

Td like him to read me the paper, perhaps in the afternoons’ Ted sad, then explained how
his eyes werent what they used to be and how he hed worse problems every day with the
finer print. But he liked to keep up with the news — these were very interesting times, didn't
Mrs Gafidd think s0? — and he liked to kegp up with the columns, as wdl, Sewat Alsop
and Wadter Winchdl and such. Winchdl was a gossp, of course, but an interesting gossp,
didn't Mrs Garfidd agree?

Bobby ligened, increedngly tense even though he could tel from his mother's face and
posture — even from the way she spped her rootbeer — that she bdieved what Ted was
teling her. That part of it was dl right, but what if Ted went blank again? Went blank and
dated babbling aout low men in ydlow coas or the tals of kites hanging from teephone
wires, dl the time gazing off into space?

But nothing like thet happened. Ted finished by saying he dso liked to know how the
Dodgers were doing — Maury Wills, espedidly — even though they had gone to L. A. He
sad this with the ar of one who is determined to tell the truth even if the truth is a bit
shameful. Babby thought it was a nice touch.

I suppose that would be fine' his mother sad (dmost grudgingly, Bobby thought). 'In fact
it sounds like aplum. 1 wish / could have aplum job like thet.

I'll bet you're excdlent at your job, Mrs Garfidd.

She flashed him her dry flatterywon't-workwith-me expresson again. 'Youll have to pay
him extra to do the crossword for you,' she sad, getting up, and dthough Bobby didnt
undersand the remark, he was astonished by the crudty he sensed in it, enbedded like a
piece of glass in a marsmdlow. It was as if she wanted to meke fun of Ted's falling eyesght
and his intdlect & the same time as if she wanted to hurt him for beng nice to her son.
Bobby was dill ashamed a deceiving her and frightened that she would find out, but now he
was d0 glad . . . dmog vicioudy glad. She deserved it. 'He's good a the crossword, my
Bobby.

Ted smiled. 'I'm sure heis!

'‘Come on downgtairs, Bob. It'stime to give Mr Brattigan arest.

‘BUf — '

I think 1 would like to lie down awhile, Bobby. I've a little bit of a headache. I'm glad you
liked Lard of the Flies. You can gart your job tomorrow, if you like, with the feature section
of the Sunday paper. | warn you it's gpt to be atrid by fire!

‘Okay.'



Mom had reached the little landing outsde of Ted's door. Bobby was behind her. Now she
turned back and looked a Ted over Bobby's head. "Why not outsde on the porch? she asked.
The fresh ar will be nice for both of you. Better than this stuffy room. And I'll be able to
hear, too, if I'min the living room.’

Bobby thought some message was passing between them. Not via teepahy, exactly . . .
only itwas telepathy, in away. The humdrum sort adults practiced.

‘A fine idea/ Ted sad. The front porch would be lovedy. Good afternoon, Bobby. Good
afternoon, Mrs Garfidd.

Bobby came very dose to saying See ya, Ted and subdtituted 'See you, Mr Brautigan' a the
la& moment. He moved towad the dgars amiling vagudy, with the sweaty feding of
someone who has just avoided a nasty accident.

His mother lingered. 'How long have you been retired, Mr Braitigan? Or do you mind me
asking?

Bobby had dmogt decided she wasnt mispronouncing Ted's name ddiberatdly; now he
swung the other way. She was. Of course she was.

Three years' He crushed his cigarette out in the brimming tin ashtray and immediatdy lit
another.

'Which would makeyou . . . Sxty-eight?

'Sxty-gx, actudly.” His voice continued mild and open, but Bobby had an idea he didnt
much care for these quedtions. ‘| was granted retirement with full benefits two years early.
Medical reasons.’

Don't ask him what's wrong with him, Mom, Bobby moaned insde his own heed. Don't you
dare.

Shedidnt. She asked what hed done in Hartford ingtead.

'Accounting. | was in the Office of the Comptroller.’

‘Bobby and | guessed something to do with education. Accounting! That sounds very
responsible’

Ted smiled. Bobby thought there was something awful about it. 'In twenty years | wore out
three adding mechines If that is responghbility, Mrs Gafidd, why yes — | was responshble.
Apeneck Sweeney spreads his knees, the typis puts a record on the gramophone with an
automatic hand.’

I don't follow you.'

Itsmy way of saying that it was alot of yearsin ajob that never seemed to mean much.’

It might have meant a good ded if you'd had a child to feed, sheter, and raise’ She looked
a him with her chin dightly tilted, the look that meant if Ted wanted to discuss this she was
ready. That she would go to the ma with him on the subject if that was his pleasure.

Ted, Bobby was rdieved to find, didnt want to go to the mat or anywhere near it. '| expect
youreright, Mrs Garfidd. Entirely.

She gave him a moment more of the lifted chin, asking if he was sure, giving him time to
change his mind. When Ted sad nothing dse, she smiled. It was her victory smile. Bobby
loved her, but suddenly he was tired of her as well. Tired of knowing her looks, her sayings
and the adamant cast of her mind.

Thank you for the roctbeer, Mr Brattigan. It was very tasty." And with tha she led her son
downgairs. When they got to the second-floor landing she dropped his hand and went the rest
of the way ahead of him.

Bobby thought they would discuss his new job further over supper, but they didnt. His
mom seemed far away from him, her eyes disant. He had to ask her twice for a second dice
of meatloaf and when later that evening the telephone rang, she jumped up from the couch
where they had been watching TV to get it. She jumped for it the way Ricky Ndson did when
it rang on the Ozzie and Harriet show. She lisgened, said something, then came back to the



couch and st down.
'Who was it? Bobby asked.
"Wrong number,' Liz said.

e
In that year of his life Bobby Gafidd dill wated for degp with a childs wecoming
confidence: on his back, heds soread to the corners of the bed, hands tucked into the cool
under the pillow s0 his dbows stuck up. On the night after Ted sooke to him about the low
men in ther ydlow coas (and don't forget their cars, he thought, their big cars with the
fancy paintjobs), Bobby lay in this pogtion with the shet pushed down to his was.
Moonlight fdl on his narow childs chest, squared in four by the shadows of the window
muntins

If he had thought about it (he hadnt), he would have expected Ted's low men to become
more red once he was done in the dak, with only the tick of his wind-up Big Ben and the
murmur of the late TV news from the other room to keep him company. That was the way it
had dways been with him — it was easy to laugh a Frankengein on Shock Thester, to go
fake-swoony and cy 'Ohhh, Frankie!' when the mongter showed up, espeddly if Sully-John
was there for a deepover. But in the dark, after SJ had darted to snore (or worse, if Bobby
was done), Dr Frankengtein's cresture seemed a lot more . . . not red, exactly, but . . .
possible.

That sense of posshility did not gaher around Ted's low men. If anything, the idea that
people would communicate with eech other via log-pet posters seemed even crazier in the
dak. But not a dangerous crazy. Bobby didnt think Ted was redly, deeply crazy, anyhow;
jus a hit too smat for his own good, especidly snce he had o few things with which to
occupy his time. Ted was a little . . . wdl . . . cripes, a little what? Bobby couldnt express it.
If the word eccentric hed occurred to him he would have saized it with pleasure and relief.

But . . . it seemed tike he read my mind. What about that?

Oh, he was wrong, that wes dl, mistaken about whet he thought hed heard. Or maybe Ted
had reed his mind, read it with that essentidly uninteresting adult ESP, peding guilt off his
face like a wet decd off a piece of glass. God knew his mother could dways do that . . . a
leest until today.

But —

But nothing. Ted was a nice guy who knew a lot about books, but he was no mind-reader.
No more then Sully-John Sullivan was amagician, or ever would be.

Its dl migdirection, Bobby murmured. He dipped his hands out from under his pillow,
crosed them a the wrists, wagged them. The shadow of a dove flew across the moonlight on
his chest.

Bobby amiled, dosed his eyes and went to deep.

..:.I..I
The next morning he sat on the front porch and read severd pieces doud from the Harwich
Sunday Journal. Ted peched on the porch dlide, ligening quietly and smoking
Cheterfidds. Behind him and to his Ieft, the curtains flgpped in and out of the open windows
of the Gafidd front room. Bobby imagined his mom dtting in the char where the light was
bet, sewing basket besde her, ligening and hemming skirts (hemlines were going down
agan, shed told him a week or two before, take them up one year, pick out the gitches the
folowing soring and lower them again, dl because a bunch of poofers in New York and
London sad to, and why she bothered she didnt know). Bobby had no idea if she redly wes



there or not, the open windows and blowing curtains meant nothing by themsdves, but he
imagined it dl the same. When he was a little older it would occur to him that he had always
imagined her there — outsde doors, in that part of the bleachers where the shadows were too
thick to see propery, in the dark a the top of the dars, he had dways imagined she was
there.

The sports pieces he read were interesting (Maury Wills was geding up a sorm), the
fedture atides less so, the opinion columns boring and long and incomprehensible, full of
phrases like ‘fiscd responghbility' and ‘economic indicators of a recessonary nature’ Even <o,
Bobby didnt mind reading them. He was doing a job, after dl, earning dough, and a lot of
jobs were boring a least some of the time. "You have to work for your Whedties' his mother
sometimes sad after Mr Biderman had kept her late. Bobby was proud jus to be able to get a
phrase like 'economic indicaiors of a recessonary naure to come off his tongue. Besdes, the
other job — the hidden job — arose from Ted's crazy idea that some men were out to get
him, and Bobby would have fdt werd taking money just for doing that one would have fdt
like he was tricking Ted somehow even though it had been Ted'sideaiin thefirgt place.

Tha was dill pat of his job, though, crazy or not, and he began doing it tha Sunday
aternoon. Bobby waked around the block while his mom was ngpping, looking for dther
low men in ydlow coas or 9gns of them. He saw a number of interesting things — over on
Coony Street a woman aguing with her husband about something, the two of them standing
noseto-nose like Gorgeous George and Haystacks Cdhoun before the dat of a rasding
meich; a litle kid on Ashea Avenue bashing cgps with a smoke-blackened rock; liplocked
teenagers outdde of Spicar's Vaiety Store on the corner of Commonwedth and Broad; a
pand truck with the interesting dogan YUMMY FOR THE TUMMY written on the side — but he
saw no ydlow coas or log-pet announcements on phone poles, not a sngle kite tal hung
from asngle telephone wire.

He dopped in a Spicer's for a penny gumbal and glegped the bulletin board, which was
dominated by photos of this year's Miss Rhenigold candidates. He saw two cards offering
casfor sde by owner, but neither was upside down. There was another one that

Sad MUST SELL MY BACK YARD POOL, GOOD SHAPE, YOUR KINDS WILL LOVE IT, and that one
was crooked, but Bobby didn't guess crooked counted.

On Agher Avenue he saw a whae of a Buick parked a a hydrant, but it was bottle-green,
and Bobby didnt think it qudified as loud and vulgar in spite of the portholes up the ddes of
the hood and the grille, which looked like the sneery mouth of a chrome catfish.

On Monday he continued looking for low men on his way to and from school. He saw
nothing . . . but Cao Gebe, who was waking with him and SJ sawv him looking. His
mother wasright, Carol wasredly sharp.

'Are the commie agents after the plans? she asked.

'Huh?

"Y ou keep saring everywhere. Even behind you.'

For a moment Bobby conddered tdling them what Ted had hired him to do, then decided
it would be a bad idea It might have been a good one if he bdieved there was redly
something to look for — three pars of eyes ingead of one, Carol's sharp little peepers
induded — but he didnt. Card and Sully-John knew that he had a job reading Ted the paper
every day, and that was dl right. It was enough. If he told them about the low men, it would
fed like making fun, somehow. A betrayd.

‘Commie agents? Sully asked, whirling around. 'Yeah, | see em, | see em!" He drew down
his mouth and made the eh-eh-eh noise again (it was his favorite). Then he saggered,
dropped his invigble tommygun, dutched his chest. They got me I'm hit bad! Go on without
me! Givemy loveto Rosa!'

Tl giveit to my aunt'sfat fanny,’ Carol said, and ebowed him.



I'm looking for guysfrom St Gabe's, that'sdl,' Bobby sad.

This was plausble; boys from S Gaorid the Steadfast Upper and Secondary were dways
harassng the Hawich Elementary kids as the Elementary kids waked to school — buzzing
them on thar bikes shouting that the boys were ssses that the girls 'put out' . . . which
Bobby was pretty sure meant tongue-kissing and leting boys touch their titties.

‘Nah, those dinkberries don't come dong until later,! Sully-John sad. ‘Right now they're dl
dill home puttin on their crosses and combin their hair back like Bobby Ryddl.

'Dont swear,’ Cardl said, and elbowed him agan.

SQuily-John looked wounded. 'Who swore? | didn't swear.’

'Yesyou did.

'l did not, Caral.'

'Did.

‘No gr, did not.'

"Yesgr, did too, you sad dinkberries'

‘That's not a swear! Dinkberries are berries!' S-J looked at Bobby for hep, but Bobby was
looking up a Asher Avenue, where a Cadillac was cruisng dowly by. It was big, and he
supposed it was a little flashy, but wasn't any Cadillac? This one was painted a conservative
light brown and didn't look low to him. Besdes, the person at the whed was a womean.

'Y esh? Show me a picture of a dinkberry in the encydopediaand maybe I'll believe you.'

‘| ought to poke you," Sully said amiably. 'Show you who's boss. Me Tarzan, you Jane!

'Me Caol, you Jughead. Here' Carol thrust three books — aithmetic, Adventures in
Soelling, and The Little House on the Prairie — into SJs hands. ‘Carry my books cause you
swore.'

Quly-John looked more wounded than ever. 'Why should | have to carry your stupid books
evenif | did swear, which | didn't?

'It's pennants,’ Carol said.

'What the heck is pennants?

‘Making up for something you do wrong. If you swer or tdl a lie you have to do
pennants. One of the St Gabe's boystold me. Willie, hisnameis!

You shouldn't hang around with them,” Bobby said. They can be mean. He knew this from
persond experience. Jugst after Chrigmas vacation ended, three St Gabe's boys had chased
him down Broad Stredt, threatening to best him up because he had ‘looked a tem wrong.
They would have done it, too, Bobby thought, if the one in the leed hadnt dipped in the dush
and gone to his knees. The others had tripped over him, dlowing Bobby just time enough to
nip in through the big front door of 149 and turn the lock. The St Gabe's boys had hung
aound outsde for a little while, then had gone away after promisng Bobby that they would
'see him later.

They're not dl hoods, some of them are okay,’ Caol sad. She looked a Sully-John, who
was carying her books, and hid a amile with one hand. You could get S-J to do anything if
you taked fast and sounded sure of yoursdf. It would have been nicer to have Bobby cary
her books, but it wouldnt have been any good unless he asked her. Someday he might; she
was an optimig. In the meantime it was nice to be waking here between them in the morning
sunshine. She dole a glance a Bobby, who was looking down & a hopscotch grid drawn on
the ddewak. He was 0 cute, and he didn't even know it. Somehow that was the cutest thing
of dl.

4 |

The lag week of sthool passed as it dways did, with a maddening, hdf-crippled downess
On those ealy June days Bobby thought the smdl of the pagte in the library was dmost



srong enough to gag a maggot, and geography seemed to lagt ten thousand years. Who cared
how much tin there was in Paraguay?

At recess Carol taked about how she was going to her aunt Cora and uncle Ray's farm in
Pennsylvania for a week in July; S-J went on and on about the week of camp hed won and
how he was going to shoot arrows a targets and go out in a canoe every day he was there.
Bobby, in turn, told them about the grest Maury Wills who might st a record for base
geding that would never be broken in ther lifetime.

His mom was increesngly preoccupied, jumping eech time the tdephone rang and then
running for it, Saying up past the late news (and sometimes, Bobby suspected, until the Nite-
Owl Movie was over), and only picking & her meds Sometimes she would have long,
intense conversatiors on the phone with her back turned and her voice lowered (as if Bobby
wanted to eavesdrop on her conversaions, anyway). Sometimes shéd go to the teephone,
dart to did it, then drop it back in its cradle and return to the couch.

On one of these occasons Bobby asked her if she had forgotten what number she wanted
to cdl. 'Seems like I've forgotten a lot of things' she muttered, and then 'Mind your beeswax,
Bobby-O.'

He might have noticed more and worried even more than he did — she was getting thin
and had picked up the cigarette habit again after dmogt stopping for two years — if he hadn't
had lots of suff to occupy his own mind and time. The best thing was the adult library card,
which seemed like a better gift, a more inspired gift, each time he used it. Bobby fdt there
were a hillion sciencefiction novels done in the adult section that he wanted to read. Take
Issec Asmov, for ingance. Under the name of Paul French, Mr Asmov wrote science-fiction
noves for kids about a space pilot named Lucky Star, and they were pretty good. Under his
own name he had written other novels, even better ones. At least three of them were about
robots Bobby loved robots, Robby the Robot in Forbidden Planet was one of the dl-time
grest movie characters, in his opinion, totaly ripshit, and Mr Asmov's were dmog as good.
Bobby thought he would be spending a lot of time with them in the summer ahead. (SUlly
cdled this great writer Issac AssMove, but of course Sully was dmog totaly ignorant about
books.)

Going to school he looked for the men in the ydlow codas, or dgns of them; going to the
library after school he did the same. Because school and library were in opposte directions,
Bobby fdt he was covering a pretty good pat of Harwich. He never expected to actudly see
any low men, of course. After supper, in the long light of evening, he would read the paper to
Ted, ether on the porch or in Teds kitchen. Ted had followed Liz Gafidds advice and
gotten a fan, and Bobby's mom no longer seemed concerned that Bobby should read to 'Mr
Brattigan' out on the porch. Some of this was her growing preoccupetion with her own adult
meatters, Bobby fdt, but perhgps she was dso coming to trust Ted a little more. Not that trust
was the same asliking. Not that it had come eeslly, ether.

One night while they were on the couch watching Wyatt Earp, his mom turned to Bobby
amost fiercely and said, 'Does he ever touch you?

Bobby understood what she was asking, but not why she was so wound up. 'Wdl, sure' he
sad. 'He daps me on the back sometimes, and once when | was reading the pgper to him and
screwed up some redly long word three times in a row he gave me a Dutch rub, but he
doesn't roughhouse or anything. | don't think he's strong enough for stuff like thet. Why?

‘Never mind," she sad. 'He's fine, | guess. Got his head in the douds, no question about it,
but he doesnt seem like a . . . ' She tralled off, watching the smoke from her Kool cigarette
rie in the livingrroom ar. It went yo from the cod in a pade gray ribbon and then
disgppeared, making Bobby think of the way the characters in Mr Smak's Ring Around the
Sun followed the spirding top into other worlds.

At lagt she turned to him agan and sad, 'If he ever touches you in a way you don't like,



you come and tdl me. Right away. Y ou hear?

'‘Sure, Mom." There was something in her look that made him remember once when hed
asked her how a woman knew she was going to have a baby. She bleeds every month, his
mom had sad. If there's no blood, she knows it's because the blood is going into a baby.
Bobby had wanted to ask where this blood came out when there was no baby being made (he
remembered a nosebleed his mom had hed once, but no other instances of maernd bleeding).
Thelook on her face, however, had made him drop the subject. She wore the same look now.

Actudly there had been other touches. Ted might run one of his big hands across Bobby's
crevcut, kind of patting the brigles; he would sometimes gently catch Boblby's nose between
his knuckles and intone Sound it out! If Bobby mispronounced a word; if they sooke a the
same momet he would hook one of his little fingers around one of Baobby's little fingers and
say Good luck, good will, good fortune, not ill. Soon Babby was saying it with him, ther
little fingers locked, their voices as matter-of-fact as people saying pass the peas or how you
doing.

Only once did Bobby fed uncomfortable when Ted touched him. Bobby hed jugt finished
the last newspaper piece Ted wanted to hear — some columnigt blabbing on about how there
was nothing wrong with Cuba that good old American free enterprise couldnt fix. Dusk was
beginning to dresk the ky. Back on Colony Street, Mrs OHaras dog Bowser barked on and
on, roop-roop-roop, the sound log and somehow dreamy, seeming more like something
remembered than something happening a that moment.

'Well,” Bobby sad, folding the pgper and getting up, 1 think Il take a wak aound the
block and see what | see’ He didnt want © come right out and sy it, but he wanted Ted to
know he was till looking for the low men in the ydlow coats

Ted dso got up and approached him. Bobby was saddened to see the fear on Ted's face. He
didnt want Ted to bdieve in the low men too much didnt want Ted to be too crazy. 'Be back
before dark, Bobby. I'd never forgive mysdf if something happened to you.'

I'll be careful. And I'll be back yeers before dark.

Ted dropped to one knee (he was too old to just hunker, Bobby guessed) and took hold of
Bobby's shoulders He drew Bobby forward until their brows were dmost bumping. Bobby
could smel cigarettes on Ted's bresth and ointment on his skin — he rubbed his joints with
Musterole because they ached. These days they ached even in wam wesether, he said.

Being this dose to Ted wasn't scary, but it was sort of awful, just the same. You could see
that even if Ted want totdly old now, he soon would be Hed probeably be sck, too. His
eyes were watery. The corners of his mouth were trembling a little. It was too bad he had to
be dl done up here on the third floor, Bobby thought. If hed had a wife or something, he
might never have gotten this bee in his bonnet about the low men. Of course, if hed had a
wife, Boby might never have read Lord of the Flies. A sdfish way to think, but he couldn't
hepit.

'No sign of them, Bobby?

Bobby shook his heed.

'‘And you fed nothing? Nothing here? He took his right hand from Bobby's left shoulder
and tgpped his own temple, where two blue vens nesed, pulsng dightly. Bobby shook his
heed. 'Or here? Ted pulled down the corner of his right eye. Bobby shook his head again. 'Or
here? Ted touched his somach. Bobby shook his head a third time,

'Okay, Ted sad, and smiled. He dipped his left hand up to the back of Bobby's neck. His
right hand joined it. He looked solemnly into Bobby's eyes and Bobby looked solemnly back.
Youd tdl me if you did, wouldnt you? You wouldn't try to . . . oh, | don't know . . . to oare
my fedings?

‘No,” Bobby sad. He liked Ted's hands on the back of his neck and didnt like them a the
same time. It was where a guy in a movie might put his hands just before he kissed the girl.



'No, I'd tdll, that's my job."

Ted nodded. He dowly unlaced his hands and let them drop. He got to his fegt, usng the
table for support and grimacing when one knee popped loudly. 'Yes youd tdl me, youre a
good kid. Go on, teke your wak. But say on the sdewak, Bobby, and be home before dark.
Y ou haveto be careful these days!'

I'll be careful.’ He started down the Sairs.

'And if you ssethem —

Tl run.

"Yeah.' Inthe fading light, Ted's face was grim. ‘Like hell was after you.'

So there had been touching, and perhgps his mother's Ears had been judified in a way —
perhaps there had been too much touching and some of the wrong sort. Not wrong in
whatever way she thought, maybe, but till wrong. Still dangerous.

On the Wednesday before school let out for the summer, Bobby saw a ed drip of doth
hanging from somebody's TV antenna over on Colony Street. He couldnt tell for sure, but it
looked remarkably like a kite tal. Bobby's feet stopped dead. At the same time his heart
accderated until it was hammering the way it did when he raced Sully-John home from
schoal.

It's a coincidence even if it is a kite tail, he told himsdf. Just a lousy coincidence. You
know that, don't you?

Maybe. Maybe he knew. He had dmost come to beieve it, anyway, when school let out
for the summer on Fiday. Bobby waked home by himsdf tha day; Sully-John hed
volunteered to stay and help put books away in the storeroom and Carol was going over Tina
Lebd's for Tinds birthday party. Just before crossng Asher Avenue and darting down Broad
Strest Hill, he saw a hopscotch grid drawn on the Sdewak in purple chalk. 1t looked like this
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'Oh Chrigt no," Bobby whispered. 'Y ou gotta be kidding.'

He dropped to one knee like a cavdry scout in a western movie, oblivious of the kids
pasing by him on ther way home — some waking, some on bikes, a couple on roller skates,
bucktoothed Francis Utterson on his rusty red scooter, honking laughter a the sky as he
paddled dong. They were dmogt as oblivious of him; the Big Vac had just darted, and mos
were dazed by dl the possibilities.

'Oh no, oh no, | dont beieve it, you gotta be kidding.' He reached out toward the star and
the crescent moon — they were drawn in ydlow chak, not purple — amog touched them,
then drew his hand back A piece of red ribbon caught on a TV antenna didnt have to mean



anything. When you added this though, could it dill be coincidence? Bobby didnt know. He
was only deven and there were a bazillion things he didnt know. But he wes &frad . . . &rad
that ...

He got to his fest and looked around, haf-expecting to see a whole line of long, overbright
cas coming down Asher Avenue ralling dow the way cars did when they were following a
hearse to the graveyard, with their heedlights on in the middle of the day. Haf-expecting to
see men in yelow coats standing beneath the marquee of the Asher Empire or out in front of
Sukey's Tavern, smoking Cames and watching him.

No cas No men. Jus kids heading home from school. The firg ones from St Gabe's,
congpicuous in ther green uniform pants and skirts, were visible among them.

Bobby turned around and beckiracked for three blocks up Asher Avenue too worried
about what hed seen chdked on the sdewadk to concern himsdf about badtempered S
Gabe's boys There was nothing on the Avenue telephone poles but a few posers advertising
Bingo Nite a the St Gabrid Paish Hal and one on the comner of Ashe and Tacoma
announcing a rockand-roll show in Hartford gdaring Clyde McPhatter and Dwayne Eddy,
the Man with the Twangy Guitar.

By the time he got to Asher Avenue News, which was dmogt dl the way back to schooal,
Bobby was gating to hope he had overeacted. Sill, he went in to look & ther bulletin
board, then dl the way down Broad Street to Spicer's Variety, where he bought another
gumbal and checked that bulletin board as well. Nothing suspicious on ether one. In Spicer's
the card advertisng the backyard pool was gone, but so what? The guy had probably sold it.
Why dse had he put the card up in the firgt place, for God's sake?

Bobby left and sood on the corner, chewing his gumbdl and trying to make up his mind
whet to do next.

Adulthood is accretive by naure, a thing which arives in ragged dages and uneven
overlaps. Babby Gafidd made the fird adult decison of his life on the day he finished the
sxth grade, concluding it would be wrong to tell Ted about the Suff he had seen . . . a least
for the time being.

His assumption that the low men didnt exig had been shaken, but Bobby wasn't reedy to
give it up. Not on the evidence he had so far. Ted would be upset if Bobby told him what he
had seen, maybe upset enough to toss his suff back into his suitcases (plus those carryhandle
begs folded up behind his little fridge) and just teke off. If there redly were bad guys after
him, flight would make sense, but Bobby didnt want to lose the only adult friend héd ever
hed if there weren't. So he decided to wait and see what, if anything, happened next.

That night Bobby Garfidd experienced another aspect of adulthood: he lay awake until
wdl dter his Big Ben darm dock sad it was two in the morning, looking up a the celling
and wondering if he had done the right thing.
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Ted Goes Blank. Bobby Goesto the Beach
McQuown. The Winkle

The day after school ended, Carol Gerber's mom crammed her Ford Edtate Wagon with kids
and took them to Savin Rock, a seesde amusement park twenty miles from Hawich. Anita
Geber had done this three years running, which made it an ancient tradition to Bobby, S-J,
Caol, Cad's little brother, and Caral's girlfriends, Yvonne, Angie, and Tina Nether Sully-
John nor Bobby would have gone anywhere with three girls on his own, but snce they were
together it was okay. Besdes, the lure of Savin Rock was too strong to resis. It would ill be
too cold to do much more than wade in the ocean, but they could goof on the beach and dl
the rides would be open — the midway, too. The year before, Sully-John had knocked down
three pyramids of wooden milk-bottles with just three basebdls winning his mother a large
pink teddy bear which dill held pride of place on top of the Sullivan TV. Today SJ wanted
towin it amate

For Bobby, just getting away from Harwich for a little while was an attraction. He had seen
nothing suspicious since the star and the moon scribbled next to the hopscotch grid, but Ted
gave him a bad scare while Bobby was reading him the Saturday newspaper, and hard on the
hedls of that came an ugly argument with his mother.

The thing with Ted hgppened while Bobby was reading an opinion piece scoffing a the
idea that Mickey Mantle would ever bresk Babe Ruth's home-run record. He didn't have the
damina or the dedication, the columnigt ingsed. "Above dl, the charecter of this man is
wrong,™ Bobby read. ' "The so-cdled Mick is more interested in night-dubbing than —"

Ted had blanked out again. Bobby knew this fdt it somehow, even before he looked up
from the newspaper. Ted was daring emptily out his window toward Colony Street and the
hoarse, monotonous barking of Mrs OHards dog. It was the second time hed done it this
morning, but the firg Igpse had lasted only a few seconds (Ted bent into the open refrigerator,
eyes wide in the frady light, not moving . . . then giving a jerk, a little sheke, and reaching for
the orange juice). This time he was totdly gone. Wigsville, man, as Kookie might have sad
on 77 Qunset Srip. Bobby rattled the newspaper to see if he could wake him up that way.
Nathing.

Ted? Are you dl r — ' With sudden dawning horror, Bobby redized something was wrong
with the pupils of Teds eyes They were growing and dhrinking in his face as Bobby
watched. It was as if Ted were plunging rgpidly in and out of some aysmdly black place . . .
and yet dl he was doing was stting there in the sunshine,

Ted?

A cigadte was burning in the ashtray, except it was now nothing but stub and ash.
Looking at it, Bobby redized Ted must have been out for dmog the entire article on Mantle.
And tha thing his eyes were doing, the pupils swdling and contracting, sweling and

contracting . . .

He's having an epilepsy attack or something. God, don't they sometimes swallow their
tongues when that happens?

Ted's tongue looked to bewhere it belonged, but hiseyes.. . . hiseyes —

Ted! Ted, wake up!'

Bobby was around to Ted's Sde of the table before he was even aware he was moving. He



grabbed Ted by the shoulders and shook him. It was like shaking a piece of wood carved to
look like a man. Under his cotton pullover shirt Ted's shoulders were hard and scrawvny and
unyidading.

'Wake up! Wake up!'

They drav west now. Ted continued to look out the window with his drange moving
eyes. 'That's good. But they may be back. They . . ."

Bobby stood with his hands on Teds shoulders, frightened and awedtruck. Ted's pupils
expanded and contracted like a heartbeat you could see. Ted, what's wrong?

1 mugt be very dill. | must be a hare in the bush. They may pass by. There will be water if
God willsit, and they may passhy. All thingsserve. . ."

'Serve what? Almost whispering now. 'Serve what, Ted?

‘All things serve the Beam,” Ted sad, and suddenly his hands closed over Bobby's They
were very cold, those hands, and for a moment Bobby fet nightmarish, fainting terror. It was
like being gripped by a corpse that could only move its hands and the pupils of its dead eyes.

Then Ted was looking a him, and dthough his eyes were frightened, they were dmost
normd again. Not deed a dl.

‘Bobby?

Bobby pulled his hands free and put them around Ted's neck. He hugged him, and as he
did Bobby heard a bdl tdling in his heed — this was very brief but very dear. He could even
hear the pitch of the bel &ift, the way the pitch of a tran-whigle did if the tran was moving
fast. It was as if something indde his head were passing a high speed. He heard a rattle of
hooves on some hard surface. Wood? No, metd. He sndled dudt, dry and thundery in his
nose At the same moment the backs of his eyes began to itch.

'‘Shhh!" Ted's bregth in his ear was as dry as the smdl of that dudt, and somehow intimate.
His hands were on Bobby's back, cupping his shoulderblades and holding him 4ill. 'Not a
word! Not athought. Except . . . basebdl! Yes, basebdl, if you like!'

Bobby thought of Maury Wills getting his lead off fird, a waking lead, messuring three
deps . . . then four . . . Wills bent over a the wagt, hands dangling, heds raised dightly off
the dirt, he can go dther way, it depends on wha the pitcher does . . . and when the pitcher
goes to the plate Wills heads for second in an explosion of speed and dust and —

Gone. Everything was gone No bdl ringing in his head, no sound of hooves, no smdl of
dugt. No itching behind his eyes ether. Had that itching redly ever been there? Or had he
just made it up because Ted's eyes were scaring him?

‘Bobby, Ted sad, again directly into Bobby's ear. The movement of Ted's lips agang his
skin mede him shiver. Then: 'Good God, whet am | doing?

He pushed Bobby away, gently but firmly. His face looked dismayed and a little too pde,
but his eyes were back to normd, his pupils holding seady. For the moment that was dl
Bobby cared about. He fet drange, though — muzzy in the heed, as if hed jus woken up
from a heavy nap. At the same time the world looked amazingly brilliant, every line and
shape perfectly denned.

‘Shazam,’ Bobby said, and laughed shakily. 'What just hagpened?

‘Nathing to concern you." Ted reeched for his cigarette and seemed surprised to see only a
tiny smoldering screp left in the groove where he had st it. He brushed it into the ashtray
with his knuckle. T went off again, didn't |I?

"Yeah, way off. | was scared. | thought you were having an epilepsy fit or somediing. Your
eyes—'

Its not epilepsy,’ Ted sad. 'And it's not dangerous. But if it hgppens again, it would be
best if you didn't touch me'

‘Why?

Ted lit afresh cigarette. ‘Just because. Will you promise?



'‘Okay. What'sthe Beam?

Ted gazed a him sharply. ‘| spoke of the Beam?

'You sad "All things serve the Beam." | think that wasiit.'

'Perhgps sometime I'll tell you, but not today. Today you're going to the beech, aren't you?

Bobby jumped, datled. He looked a Teds cock and saw it was dmost nine o'clock.
Yeeh, he sad. 'Maybe | ought to Start getting ready. | could finish reading you the paper
when | get back.’

'Yes, good. A fineidea | have some letersto write.'

No you don't, you just want to get rid of me before | ask any other questions you don't want
to answer.

But if tha was wha Ted was doing it was dl right. As Liz Gafidd so often sad, Bobby
had his own fish to fry. Sill, as he reached the door to Ted's room, the thought of the red
srgp of doth hanging from the TV aerid and the crescent moon and the dar next to the
hopscotch grid made him turn reuctantly back.

Ted, thereé's something— '

The low men, yes, | know. Ted smiled. 'For now dont trouble yoursdf about them,
Bobby. For now dl iswell. They aren't moving thisway or even looking this way.'

They draw west,' Bobby sad.

Ted looked a him through a scurf of risng cigarette smoke, his blue eyes deady. 'Yes' he
sd, 'and with luck theyll stay west. Seettle would be fine with me. Have a good time a the
Seaside, Bobby.'

‘Butl saw —"'

'Perhaps you saw only shadows. In any case, this isn't the time to tak. Just remember what
| sad — if | should go blank like thet again, just St and wait for it to pass If | should reach
for you, sand back. If | should get up, tdl me to St down. In that date | will do as you say.
It's like being hypnotized.

‘Why doyou — '

‘No more questions, Bobby. Please.’

'Y ou're okay? Redlly okay?

'In the pink. Now go. Enjoy your day.’

Bobby hurried downdairs, agan druck by how shap eveything ssemed to be the
brilliance of the light danting through the window on the secondfloor landing, a ladybug
crawling around the lip of an empty milk-bottle outsde the door of the Proskys gpatment, a
svegt high humming in his ears that was like the voice of the day — the fird Saturday of
ummer vacation.
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Back in the gpartment, Bobby grabbed his toy cars and trucks from various stashes under his
bed and a the back of his closat. A couple of these — a Matchbox Ford and a blue meta
dumptruck Mr Biderman had sent home with his mom a few days after Bobby's birthday —
were pretty cool, but he had nothng to rivd Sully's gasoline tanker or ydlow Tonka
bulldozer. The 'dozer was especidly good to play with in the sand. Bobby was looking
forward to a least an hour's serious roadbuilding while the waves broke nearby and his skin
pinkened in the bright coastal sunshine. It occurred to him that he hadnt gethered up his
trucks like this snce sometime lagt winter, when he and SJ had spent a happy post-blizzard
Saurday afternoon making a roadsystem in the fresh snow down Commonwedth Park. He
was od now, deven, dmog too old for duff like this There was something sad about that
ideg, but he didnt have to be sad right now, not if he didnt want to. His toy-truck days might
be fast gpproaching their end, but that end wouldn't be today. Nope, not today.



His mother packed him a lunch for the trip, but she wouldnt give him any money when he
asked — not even a nickd for one of the private changing-gdls which lined the ocean dde of
the midway. And dmost before Bobby redized it was hgppening, they were having wha he
most dreaded: an argument about money.

'Ffty centsd be enough, Bobby sad. He heard the baby-whine in his voice, hated it,
couldnt op it. "Just hdf arock. Come on, Mom, what do you say? Be a port.’

She lit a Kool, griking the maich 0 hard it made a sngoping sound, and looked & him
through the smoke with her eyes narrowed. "Youre earning your own money now, Bob. Mogt
people pay three cents for the pgper and you get pad for reading it. A dollar a week! My
God! When| wasagirl — '

‘Mom, that money's for my bikel Y ou know that.'

She had turned to the mirror, frowning and fussng a the shoulders of her blouse — Mr
Bidermen had asked her to come in for a few hours even though it was Saturday. Now she
turned back, cigarette sill damped between her lips, and bent her frown on him.

"Youre dill asking me to buy you that bike, arent you? Sill. | told you | couldnt aford it
but you're il asking.

‘No, I'm not! I'm not either!" Bobby's eyes were wide with anger and hurt. 'Just a lousy hdf
arock for the—

'Haf a buck here, two bits there — it dl adds up, you know. What you want is for me to
buy you that bike by handing you the money for everything dse. Then you dont have to give
up any of theother things you want.'

That'snot far!’

He knew what she would say before she sad it, even had time to think that he had waked
right into that one. 'Life's not far, Bobby-O." Turning back to the mirror for one fina pluck a
the ghost of a dip-strap hovering benegth the right shoulder of her blouse.

‘A nickd for the changing-room? Bobby asked. ‘Couldn't you a least — '

'Yes probebly, oh, | imagine' she sad, dipping off each word. She usudly put rouge on
her cheeks before gang to work, but not dl the color on her face this morning came out of a
powderbox, and Bobby, angry as he was, knew hed better be careful. If he lost his temper the
way she was capable of lodng hers, heéd be here in the hot empty apatment dl day,
forbidden to so much as step out into the hall.

His mother snatched her purse off the table by the end of the couch, butted out her cigarette
hard enough to split the filter, then turned and looked a him. 'If | sad to you, "Gee, we cant
eat this week lecause | saw a par of shoes a Hunscker's that | just had to have™ what would
you think?

I'd think you were a liar, Bobby thought. And I'd say if you're so broke, Mom, what about
the Sears catalogue on the top shelf of your closet? The one with the dollar bills and the five-
dollar hills — even a ten or two — taped to the underwear pages in the middie? What about
the blue pitcher in the kitchen dish cabinet, the one tucked all the way in the back comer
behind the gravy boat with the crack in it, the blue pitcher where you put your spare
quarters, where you've been putting them ever since my father died? And when the pitcher's
full you roll the quarters and take them to the bank and get bills, and the bills go into the
catalogue, don't they? The billsget taped to the underwear pages of the wishbook.

But he said none of this, only looked down &t his sneskers with his eyes burning.

1 have to meke choices' she sad. 'And if youre old enough to work, sonnyboy of mine,
youll have to meke them, too. Do you think | like tdling you no?

Not exactly, Bobby thought, looking & his sheskers and biting a his lip, which wanted to
loosen up and dart letting out a bunch of blubbery baby-sounds. Mot exactly, but | don't think
you really mind it, either.

'If we were the Gotrocks, I'd give you five dollars to spend a the beach — hdl, ten! You



wouldnt have to borrow from your bike-jar if you wanted to take your little girlfriend on the
Loopthe-Loop— '

She's not my girlfriend! Bobby screamed a his mother indde his head. SHE is NOT My
LITTLE GIRLFRIEND!

' —or the Indian Ralroad. But of course if we were the Gotrocks, you wouldnt need to
save for a bike in the firg place, would you? Her voice rigng, risng. Whatever had been
troubling her over the last few months thregiening to come rushing out, foaming like sodapop
and biting like acid. 'l dont know if you ever noticed this, but your father didn't exactly leave
us wdl off, and I'm doing the best | can. | feed you, | put clothes on your back, | paid for you
to go to Seling House this summer and play bassbdl while | push paper in that hot office
You got invited to go to the beach with the other kids, I'm very happy for you, but how you
finance your day off is your busness If you want to ride the rides teke some of the money
youve got in thet jar and ride them. If you don't, just play on the beach or ay home. Makes
no difference to me. | just want you to sop whining. | hate it when you whine. It's like . . .
She stopped, sighed, opened her purse, took out her cigarettes. 'l hate it when you whine' she
repeated.

It's like your father. That waswhat she had sopped hersdf from saying.

'So what's the story, morning-glory? she asked. 'Are you finished?

Bobby sood dglent, cheeks burning, eyes burning, looking down a his sheskers and
focusng dl his will on not blubbering. At this point a single choked sob might be enough to
get him grounded for the day; she was redly mad, only looking for a reason to do it. And
blubbering wasn't the only danger. He wanted to scream a her tha heéd raher be like his
faher than like her, a skinflinty old chegpskate like her, not good for even a lousy nickd, and
0 wha if the late not-sogreat Randdl Garfidd hadnt left them well off? Why did she
adways make it sound like that was hisfault? Who had married him?

'You sure, Bobby-O? No more smartass comebacks? The most dangerous sound of dl had
come into her voice — a kind of brittle brightness It sounded like good humor if you didnt
know her.

Bobby looked a his sneskers and sad nothing. Kept dl the blubbering and dl the angry
words locked in his throat and sad nothing. Slence soun out between them. He could smdl
her cigarette and dl of last night's cigarettes behind this one, and those smoked on dl the
other nights when she didnt so much look a the TV as through it, waiting for the phone to
ring.

‘All right, | guess weve got oursdves draight, she sad after giving him fifteen seconds or
2 to open his mouth and dick his big fat foot in it. 'Have a nice day, Bobby." She went out
without kissng him.

Bobby went to the open window (tears were running down his face now, but he hady
noticed them), drew adde the curtain, and waiched her head toward Commonwedth, high
heds tgpping. He took a couple of big, watery bresths and then went into the kitchen. He
looked across it a the cupboard where the blue pitcher hid behind the gravy boat. He could
take some money out of it, she didn't kegp any exact count of how much was in there and
shed never miss three or four quaters but he wouldnt. Spending it would be joyless He
wasn't sure how he knew that, but he did; had known it even a nine, when he first discovered
the pitcher of change hidden there. So, with fedings of regret rather then righteousness, he
went into his bedroom and looked & the Bike Fund jar ingteed.

It occurred to him that she was right — he could take a little of his saved dough to spend at
Savin Rock. It might teke him an extra month to accumulate the price of the Schwinn, but at
leest spending this money would fed dl right. And there was something dse, as wel. If he
refused to take any money out of the jar, to do anything but hoard it and save it, hed be like
her.



That decided the matter. Bobby fished five dimes out of the Bike Fund, put them in his
pocket, put a Kleenex on top of them to kegp them from bouncing out if he ran somewhere,
then finished collecting his guff for the beach. Soon he was whidling, and Ted came
downgtairs to see what he was up to.

'Are you off, Cgptain Garfidd?

Bobby nodded. 'Savin Rock's a pretty cool place. Rides and stuff, you know?

'Indesd | do. Have agood time, Bobby, and don't fal out of anything.

Bobby darted for the door, then looked back & Ted, who was standing on the bottom sep
of the dairs in his dippers. 'Why don't you come out and St on the porch? Bobby asked. ‘It's
gonna be hot in the house, | bet.

Ted smiled. 'Perhgps. But | think I'll stay in.'

'Y ou okay?

'Fine, Bobby. I'm fine!

As he crosed to the Gerbers sde of Broad Street, Bobby redized he fdt sorry for Ted,
hiding up in his hot room for no resson. And it had to be for no reason, didnt it? Sure it did.
Even if there were lov men out there, cruising around someplace (in the west, he thougt,
they draw west), what could they want of an old retired guy like Ted Brautigan?
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At firg the quarrd with his mother weighed him down a little (Mrs Gerber's pudgy, pretty
friend Rionda Hewson accused him of being 'in a brown sudy,’ whatever that was, then
begen tickling him up the ddes and in the ampits until Bobby laughed in sdf-defense), but
after they had been on the beach alittle while he began to fed better, more himsdf.

Although it was 4ill early in the season, Savin Rock was full speed ahead — the merry-go-
round tumning, the Wild Mouse roaing, the little kids screaming, tinny rock and roll pouring
from the speskers outdde the funhouse, the barkers hadllering from their booths Sully-John
didnt get the teddy bear he wanted, knocking over only two of the last three milk-bottles
(Rionda damed some of them had specid weghts in the bottom to kesp them from going
over unless you whacked them jud right), but the guy in the bassbdl-toss booth awarded him
a pretty neat prize anyway — a goofy-looking antester covered with ydlow plush. S-J
impulsvely gave it to Cardl's morn. Anita laughed and hugged him and told him he was the
best kid in the world, if he wes fifteen years dder shed commit bigamy and mary him.
Suly-John blushed until he was purple.

Bobby tried the ringtoss and missed with dl three throws At the Shooting Galery he had
better luck, bresking two plates and winning a smdl duffed bear. He gave t to lanthe-Shat,
who had actudly been good for a change — hadnt thrown any tantrums, wet his pants, or
tried to sock ether Sully or Bobby in the nuts lan hugged the bear and looked a Bobby as if
Bobby were God.

It'sgreat and he lovesit," Anitasaid, 'but don't you want to take it home to your mother?

'Nah — she's not much on stuff like that. 1'd like to win her a bottle of perfume, though.'

He and Sully-John dared each other to go on the Wild Mouse and findly went together,
hownling ddirioudy as their car plunged into eech dip, Smultaneoudy sure they were going to
live forever and die immediady. They went on the Tilt-a-Whirl and the Krazy Kups. Down
to his last fifteen cents Bobby found himsdf on the Ferris whed with Carol. Their car
sopped a the top, rocking dightly, meking him fed funny in his domach. To his Ieft the
Atlantic stepped shoreward in a saries of white-topped waves. The beach was just as white,
the ocean an impossble shade of degp blue Sunlight ran across it like slk. Bdow them was
the midway. Risng up from the speskers came the sound of Freddy Cannon: she comes from
Tdlahassee, she's got a hi-fi chassis.



‘Evearything down there looks s0 litle' Carol sad. Her voice was dso litle —
uncharacteristically so.

'Don't be scared, were safe as can be. The Feris whed would be a kiddie-ride if it didnt
0o 0 high!'

Carol was in many ways the oldest of the three of them — tough and sure of hersdlf, as on
the day she had made SJ cary her books for swearing — but now her face had dmogt
become a baby's face again: round, a little bit pale, dominated by a par of darmed blue eyes
Without thinking Bobby leaned over, put his mouth on hers, and kissed her. When he drew
back, her eyes were wider thanever.

'Safe as can be,' he said, and grinned.

‘Do it agan!' It was her fird red kiss, she had gotten it & Savin Rock on the firs Saturday
of summer vacaion, and she hadn't been paying atention. That was what she was thinking,
that was why she wanted him to do it again.

'l better not,” Bobby said. Although . . . up here who was there to see and cdl him asissy?

| dare you, and don't say dares go first."

'Will you tell?

'No, swear to God. Go on, hurry up! Before we go down!'

S0 he kissed her again. Her lips were smooth and dosed, hot with the sun. Then the whed
began to move and he dopped. For jus a moment Carol lad her head agangt his ches.
Thank you, Bobby," she said. That was nice as could be!'

'I thought o, too.'

They drew agpat from each other a little, and when ther car stopped and the tattooed
atendant swung the safety bar up, Bobby got out and ran without looking back a her to
where SJ was ganding. Yet he knew dready tha kissng Cardl a the top of the Ferris whed
was going to be the best part of the day. It was his firg red kiss, too, and Bobby never forgot
the fed of her lips pressng on his — dry and smooth and warmed by the sun. It was the kiss
by which dl the others of hislife woud be judged and found wanting.

Around three odock, Mrs Gerber told them to dart gathering their things it was time to go
home. Carol gave a token 'Aw, Mom, and then darted picking stuff up. Her girlfriends
helped; even lan hdped a little (refusing even as he fetched and carried to let go of the sand-
maited bear). Bobby had hdf-expected Carol to tag after him for the rest of the day, and he
had been sure shed tdl her girlfriends about kissng on the Ferris whed (he would know she
had when he saw them in a little knot, giggling with ther hands over ther mouths, looking &
him with their merry knowing eyes), but she had done neither. Severd times he had caught
her looking a him, though, and severd times he had caught himsdf snesking glances a her.
He kept remembering her eyes up there. How big and worried they had been. And he had
kissed her, judt like thet. Bingo.

Bobby and Sully toted most of the beachbags 'Good mules Giddygp!' Rionda cried,
laughing, as they mounted the deps between the beach and the boardwak. She was lobser
red under the cold-cream she had smeared over her face and shoulders, and she moaned to
Anita Gerber that she wouldn't degp a wink that night, that if the sunburn didnt keep her
awake, the midway food would.

'Wel, you didnt have to eat four wieners and two doughboys' Mrs Gerber sad, sounding
more irritated than Bobby had ever heard her — she was tired, he reckoned. He fdt a little
dazed by the sun himsdf. His back prickled with sunburn and he had sand in his socks. The
beachbags with which he was festooned swung and bounced againgt each cther.

‘But amusement park food's s gooood,” Rionda protested in a sad voice. Bobby laughed.



He couldnt hdp it.

They wdked dowly dong the midway towad the dirt parking lot, paying no dtention to
the rides now. The barkers looked a them, then looked past them for fresh blood. Folks
loaded down and trudging back to the parking lot were, by and large, lost causes.

At the very end of the midway, on bhe left, was a skinny man wearing baggy blue Bermuda
shorts, a strap-gyle undershirt, and a bowler hat. The bowler was old and faded, but cocked a
a rakish angle. Also, there was a plagic sunflower stuck in the brim. He was a funny guy, and
the girls findly got their chance to put their hands over their mouths and giggle.

He looked a them with the ar of a man who has been giggled a by experts and amiled
back. This made Carol and her friends giggle harder. The man in the bowler hat, dill amiling,
sread his hands above the makeshift table behind which he was danding — a dab of
fiberboard on two bright orange sawhorses. On the fiberboard were three redbacked Bicycle
cads. He turned them over with quick, graceful gestures. His fingers were long ad perfectly
white, Bobby saw — not a bit of sun-color on them.

The cad in the middle was the queen of hearts The man in the bowler picked it up,
showed it to them, waked it dextroudy back and forth between his fingers 'Find the lady in
red, cherchez la femme rouge, that's what it's dl about and dl you have to do, he sad. ‘It's
easy as can beezy, easy-Jopaneczy, easy as knitting kittenbritches' He beckoned Yvonne
Loving. 'Come on over here, dollface, and show em how it's done!’

Yvonne, dill giggling and blushing to the roots of her black har, rank back agang
Rionda and murmured that she had no more money for games, it was dl soent.

‘Not a problem, the man in the bowler ha sad. ‘It's jus a demondration, doliface — |
want your mom and her pretty friend to see how easy it s’

‘Nether onds my mom," Yvonne said, but she stepped forward.

'We redly ought to get going if were going to beet the traffic, Ewie Mrs Gerber said.

‘No, wait a minute, this is fun,’ Rionda said. 'It's three-card monte. Looks easy, jud like he
says, but if you're not careful you start chasing and go home deed broke!

The man in the bowler gave her a reproachful look, then a broad and engaging grin. It was
the grin of a low man, Bobby thought suddenly. Not one of those Ted was afraid of, but a low
man, jug the same.

It's obvious to me' sad the man in the bowler, ‘that a some point in your past you have
been the victim of a scoundrdl. Although how anyone could be crud enough to mistreat such
abeautiful dassy dameis beyond my ability to comprehend.

The beautiful classy dame — five-five or so, two hundred pounds or o, shoulders and face
dathered with Pond's — laughed hgppily. 'Stow the guff and show the child how it works
And are you redly tdling me thisislegd?

The man behind the table tossed his heed back and dso laughed. ‘At the ends of the
midway everything's legd until they caich you and throw you out . . . as | think you probably
know. Now . . . what's your name, dollface?

Yvonne' she sad in a voice Bobby could bardy hear. Besde him, Sully-John was
watching with greet interest. 'Sometimes folks cal me Ewvie!

'‘Okay, Ewvie, look right here, pretty baby. What do you see? Tel me ther names — |
know you can, a smat kid like you — and point when you tell. Don't be afrad to touch,
ether. There's nothing crooked here.’

This one on the end is the jack . . . this one on the other end is the king . . . and this is the
gueen. She'sinthe middle!

Thet's it, doliface. In the cards as in life, there is so often a woman between two men.
That's their power, and in another five or sx years youll find it out for yoursdf. His voice
had fdlen into a low, dmost hypnotic chanting. 'Now watch closdy and never take your eyes
from the cards' He turned them over so their backs showed. 'Now, dollface, where's the



Queen?

Yvonne Loving pointed a the red back in the middle.

'Isshe right? the man in the bowler asked the little party gethered around his table.

'So far,’ Rionda said, and laughed so hard her uncorseted belly jiggled under her sundress.

Smiling a her laughter, the low man in the bowler hat flicked one comer of the middle
cad, showing the red queen. 'One hundred per ent keerect, sweetheart, s0 far so good. Now
watch! Waich close! It's a race between your eye and my hand! Which will win? That's the
question of the day!"'

He began to scramble the three cards rapidly about on his plank table, chanting as he did
D.

‘Up and down, dl around, in and out, dl about, to and fro, wetch em go, now they're back,
they're Sde by sde, so tell me, dollface, where's she hide?

As Yvonne dudied the three cards, which were indeed once more lined up Sde by sde
Sy leened close to Bobby's er and sad, 'You dont even have to wach him mix them
around. The queen's got a bent corner. Do you seeit?

Bobby nodded, and thought Good girl when Yvonne pointed hestantly to the card on the
far left — the one with the bent corner. The man in the bowler turned it over and reveded the
queen of hearts.

'Good job!" he said. 'Y ou've a sharp eye, dollface, asharp eyeindeed.

Thank you,” Yvonne sad, blushing and looking dmost as hgppy as Cardl had looked when
Bobby kissed her.

If youd bet me a dime on that go, I'd be giving you back twenty cents right now," the man
in the bowler hat sad. 'Why, you ask? Because it's Saturday, and | cdl Saturday Twoferday!
Now would one of you ladies like to risk a dime in a race between your young eyes and my
tired old hands? You can tdl your husbands — lucky felas they are to have you, too, may |
say — tha Mr Herb McQuown, the Monte Man & Savin Rock, paid for your day's parking.
Or what about a quarter? Point out the queen d heartsand | give you back fifty cents!

‘Haf arock, yeeh!" Sully-John said. 'l got aquarter, Mister, and you're on.’

‘Johnny, it's gambling, Carol's mother sad doubtfully. ‘I dont redly think | should dlow

'Go on, let the kid lean a lesson,’ Rionda sad. 'Besdes, the guy may let him win. Suck the
res of us in' She made no efort to lower her voice but the man in the bowler — Mr
McQuown— only looked at her and smiled. Then he returned his atention to SJ.

"Let's see your money, kid — come on, pony up.’

Qily-John handed over his quarter. McQuown raised it into the afternoon sunlight for a
moment, one eye dosad.

'Yeh, looks like a good 'un to me,' he sad, and planked it down on the board to the left of
the threecad lineup. He looked in both directions — for cops, maybe — then tipped the
gynicdly amiling Rionda a wink before turning his atention back to Sully-John. 'What's your
name, fdla?

‘John Sulliven.’

McQuown widened his eyes and tipped his bowler to the other sde of his head, making the
plagtic sunflower nod and bend comicdly. ‘A name of note! Y ou know what | refer to?

‘Sure. Someday maybe I'll be a fighter, too,’ SJ sad. He hooked a left and then a right a
the ar over McQuown's makedhft table. Pow, pow!"

'Pow-pow indeed,’ said McQuown. ‘And how's your eyes, Magter Sullivan?

"Pretty good.'

Then get them ready, because the race is on! Yes it id Your eyes agang my hands Up
and down, dl around, whered she go, | dont know.' The cards, which had moved much faster
thistime, dowed to a stop.



Sully darted to point, then drew his hand back, frowning. Now there were two cards with
littte folds in the corner. Sully looked up & McQuown, whose ams were folded across his
dingy undershirt. McQuown was amiling. Teke your time, son,' he sad. The morning was
whizbang, but it's been adow afternoon.’

Men who think hats with feathers in the brims are sophisticated, Bobby remembered Ted
saying. The sort of men who'd shoot craps in an alley and pass around a bottle of liquor in a
paper bag during the game. McQuown had a funny plagtic flower in his hat indead of a
feather, and there was no bottle in evidence . . . but there was one in his pocket. A little one.
Bobby was sue of it. And toward the end of the day, as busness wound down and totdly
shap hand-eye coordinaion became less of a priority to him, McQuown would teke more
and more frequent nipsfromiit.

Sully pointed to the cad on the far right. No, SJ, Bobby thought, and when McQuown
turned that card up, it was the king of spades. McQuown turned up the card on the far left and
showed the jack of dubs The queen was back in the middle 'Sorry, son, a litle dow that
time, it a@n't no crime. Warnt to try again now that you're warmed up?

'Gee, | . . . that wasthe last of my dough.’ Sully-John looked crestfalen.

Jugt as wdl for you, kid,' Rionda sad. 'Hed take you for eventhing you own and leave
you ganding here in your shortie-shorts' The girls giggled wildy a this SJ blushed. Rionda
took no notice of ether. | worked a Revere Beach for quite awhile when | lived in Mass/
she sad. 'Let me show you kids how this works. Want to go for a buck, pd? Or is tha too
sweet for you?

In your presence everything would be sweet, McQuown sad sentimentaly, and snatched
her dollar the moment it was out of her purse He hdd it up to the light, examined it with a
cold eye, then st it down to the Ieft of the cards. 'Looks like a good 'un,’ he sad. 'Let's play,
darling. What's your name?

Puddntane,’ Rionda said. ‘Ask me again and I'll tell you the same’

‘Ree, don't you think — ' Anita Gerber began.

'l told you, I'm wise to the gaff,’ Riondasaid. 'Runem, my pa.

'Without dday, McQuown agreed, and his hands blurred the three red-backed cards into
mation (up and down, dl around, to and fro, waich them go), findly sdtling them in a line of
three agan. And this time, Bobby obsarved with amazement, dl three cads had those
dightly bent corners.

Riondds little smile had gone. She looked from the short row of cards to McQuown, then
down & the cads again, and then a her dallar hill, lying off to one sde and fluttering dightly
in the little seabreeze that had come up. Findly she looked back a McQuown. "You suckered
me, pdly, she sad. 'Didn't you?

'No," McQuown said. 'l raced you. Now . . . what do you say?

I think | say that was a red good dollar thet didn't make no trouble and I'm sorry to see it
go,' Riondareplied, and pointed to the middle card.

McQuown turned it over, reveded the king, ard made Riondas dollar disgppear into his
pocket. This time the queen was on the far left. McQuown, a dollar and a quarter richer,
amiled a the folks from Hawich. The pladtic flower tucked into the brim of his hat nodded to
and fro in the sdt-amdling ar. 'Who's next? he asked. 'Who wants to race his eye agangt my
hand?

1 think were dl raced out, Mrs Gerber sad. She gave the man behind the table athin
amile, then put one hand on her daughter's shoulder and the other on her deepy-eyed son's,
turning them away.

‘Mrs Gerber? Bobby aked. For jus a moment he conddered how his mother, once
married to a man who had never met an ingde graight he didnt like, would fed if she could
e her son ganding here a Mr McQuown's dgpdash table with thet risky Randy Garfidd red



har gleaming in the sun. The thought made him amile a little Bobby knew wha an insde
sraight was now; flushes and full houses, too. He had made inquiries. 'May | try?

'Oh, Bobhby, | redly think weve had enough, don't you?

Bobby reached under the Kleenex he had duffed into his pocket and brought out his last
three nickes 'All | have is this' he sad, showing first Mrs Gerber and then Mr McQuown. 'ls
it enough?

'Son," McQuown said, 'I have played this game for pennies and enjoyed it

Mrs Gerber looked a Rionda

‘Ah, hdl, Rionda sad, and pinched Bobby's cheek. 'It's the price of a haircut, for Chrig's
sake. Let him lose it and then well go home!'

‘All right, Bobby, Mrs Gerber said, and sighed. 'If you haveto.'

'Put those nickds down here, Bob, where we can dl look a em, said McQuown. They
look like good ‘unsto me, yes indeed. Are you ready?

I think so.'

Then here we go. Two boys and a girl go into hiding together. The boys are worthless.
Find the girl and double your money.'

The pde dextrous fingers turned the three cards over. McQuown spided and the cards
blurred. Bobby waiched them move about the table but made no red effort to track the queen.
That wasn't necessary.

‘Now they go, now they dow, now they rest, heres the test." The three red-backed cards
werein aline again. Tel me, Bobby, where's she hide?

There, Bobby said, and pointed to the far | ft.

Sully groaned. 'It's the middle card, you jerk. Thistime | never took my eye off it.'

McQuown took no notice of Sully. He was looking & Bobby. Bobby looked back a him.
After a moment McQuown reached out and turned over the card Bobby had pointed a. It was
the queen of hearts.

'What the heck?' Sully cried.

Caol dgpped exctedly and jumped up and down. Rionda Hewson squeded and smacked
him on the back. Y ou took im to school thet time, Bobby! Attaboy!”

McQuown gave Bobby a peculiar, thoughtful smile then reached into his pocket and
brought out a fistful of change. 'Not bad, son. Firg time I've been beat dl day. That | didn't
"mysf get beat, that is' He picked out a quarter and a nickd and put them down besde
Bobby's fifteen cents. ‘Liketo let it ride? He saw Bobby didn't understand. ‘Like to go again?

‘May |17 Bobby asked Anita Gerber.

'‘Wouldn't you rather quit while youre ahead? she asked, but her eyes were sparkling and
she seemed to have forgotten al about beeting the traffic home.

'| amgoing to quit while I'm aheed,’ he told her.

McQuown laughed. 'A boasty boy! Won't be aile to grow a single chinrwhisker for another
five years, but hes a boasty boy dready. Wel then, Boasty Bobby, what do you think? Are
we on for the game?

'Sure’ Bobby sad. If Caol or Sully-John had accused him of boagting, he would have
protested strongly — dl his heroes, from John Wayne to Lucky Star of the Space Patral,
were modest felows, the kind to say 'Shucks after saving a world or a wagon train. But he
fdt no need to defend himsdf to Mr McQuown, who was a low man in blue shorts and
maybe a cardchester as well. Boasting had been the furthest thing from Bobby's mind. He
didnt think this was much like his Dad's indde draights, ether. Indde draights were dl hope
and guesswork — ‘fool's poker,’ according to Chalie Yearman, the Harwich Elementary
janitor, who had been hgppy to tdl Bobby everything aout the game tha SJ and Denny
Rivers hadn't known — but there was no guesswork about this.

Mr McQuown looked a him a moment longer; Bobby's cdm confidence seemed to trouble



him. Then he reached up, adjusted the dant of his bowler, dretched out his ams, and wiggled
his fingers like Bugs Bunny before he played the piano & Canegie Hdl in one of the Merrie
Mdodies 'Get on your mak, boasty boy. I'm giving you the whole busness this time, from
the soup to the nuts!'

The cards blurred into a kind of pink film. Fom behind him Bobby heard Sully-John
mutter 'Holy crow!" Carol's friend Tina sad That's toofasf in an amusng tone of prim
disspprova. Bobby again wetched the cards move, but only because he fdt it was expected
of him. Mr McQuown didn't bother with any paiter this time, which was sort of ardlief.

The cards setled. McQuown looked a Bobby with his eyebrows raised. There was a little
smile on his mouth, but he was bregthing fast and there were beads of swesat on his upper lip.

Bobby pointed immediatdly to the card on the right. That's her.'

‘How do you know that? Mr McQuown asked, his amile fading. 'How the hel do you
know that?

'l just do,' Bobby sad.

Indeed of flipping the card, McQuown turned his head dightly and looked down the
midway. The smile had been replaced by a petulant expresson — downturned lips and a
crease between his eyes. Even the plagtic sunflower in his hat seemed displeased, its to-and-
fro bob now sulky ingead of jaunty. 'No one beais that shuffle’ he said. ‘No one has ever
beaten that shuffle.

Rionda reached over Bobby's shoulder and flipped the card he had pointed a. It was the
queen of hearts. This time dl the kids clapped. The sound made the crease between Mr
McQuown's eyes deepen.

The way | figure, you owe old Boasty Bobby here ninety cents’ Rionda sad. 'Are you
gonna pay?

'‘Suppose | dont? Mr McQuown asked, turning his frown on Rionda 'Wha are you going
to do, tubbo? Cdl acop?

‘Maybe we ought to just go,' Anita Gerber said, sounding nervous.

'Cdl a cop? Not me' Rionda sad, ignoring Anita She never took her eyes off McQuown.
‘A lousy ninety cents out of your pocket and you look like Baby Huey with a load in his
pants. Jesus wept!'

Exoegpt, Bobby knew, it wasnt the money. Mr McQuown had logt a lot more than this on
occason. Sometimes when he log it was a 'hustle; sometimes it was an ‘out.’ What he was
steamed about now was the shuffle. McQuown hadn't liked akid begting his shuffle.

‘What Il do, Rionda continued, ‘is tdl anybody on the midway who wants to know that
you'e a chegpskate. Ninety-Cent McQuown, I'll cal you. Think thet'll help your business?

‘Id like to give you the business’ Mr McQuown growled, but he reached into his pocket,
brought out another dip of change — a bigger one this time — and quickly counted out
Bobby's winnings. There' he said. ‘Ninety cents. Go buy yoursdf a martini.

I redly just guessed, you know, Bobby sad as he swept the coins into his hand and then
shoved them into his pocket, where they hung like a weight. The argument that morning with
his mother now seemed exquisitdy stupid. He was going home with more money than he hed
come with, and it meant nothing. Nothing. I'm a good guesser.’

Mr McQuown relaxed. He wouldnt have hurt them in any case — he might be a low man
but he wasn't the kind who hurt people; hed never subject those clever long-fingered hands to
the indignity of forming a fis — but Bobby didnt want to leave him unhgpy. He wanted
what Mr McQuown himsdf would have cdled 'an out.

Yeah, McQuown said. 'A good guesser is what you are. Like to try a third guess, Bobby?
Richesawait.'

'We redly have to be going,' Mrs Gerber said hadtily.

'‘And if | tried again I'd lose,’ Bobby said. Thank you, Mr McQuown. It was agood game.’



Yeah, yesh. Get lodt, kid' Mr McQuown was like dl the other midway bakers now,
looking farther down the line. Looking for fresh blood.

..5...:

Going home, Caol and her girlfriends kept looking & him with ave Sully-John with a kind
of puzzled respect. It made Bobby fed uncomfortable At one point Rionda turned around
and regarded him closdly. "You didn't just guess,’ she said.

Bobby looked a her cautioudy, withholding commert.

"You had awinkle!

‘What's awinkle?

'My dad wasnt much of a betting man, but every now and then hed get a hunch about a
number. He cdled it a winkle. Then hedd bet. Once he won fifty dollars. Bought us groceries
for awhole month. That's what happened to you, isn't it?

'l guess 50, Bobby said. ‘Maybe | had awinkle!

oo |

When he got home, his mom was gtting on the porch glider with her legs folded under her.
She had changed into her Saturday pants and was looking moodily out a the dreet. She
waved briefly to Caol's mom as she drove away; watched as Anita turned into her own
driveway and Bobby trudged up the wak. He knew wha his mom was thinking: Mrs
Gerber's husband was in the Navy, but a least she had a husband. Also, Anita Gerber had an
Egtate Wagon. Liz had shank's mare, the bus if she had to go a little farther, or a taxi if she
needed to go into Bridgeport.

But Bobby didn't think she was angry a him anymore, and that was good.

'Did you have anicetime & Savin, Bobby?

‘Super time,' he said, and thought: What is it, Mom? You don't care what kind of time | had
at the beach. What's really on your mind? But he couldn't tell.

'Good. Ligen, kiddo . . . I'm sorry we got into an argument this morning. | hate working on
Saurdays. Thislast came out dmogt in a it.
It'sokay, Mom.'

She touched his cheek and shook her head. That far skin of yourd Youll never tan,
Babby-O. Not you. Come onin and I'll put some Baby Oil on that sunburn.’

He followed her ingde, took off his shirt, and stood in front of her as she sa on the couch
and smeared the fragrant Baby Oil on his back and ams and neck — even on his cheeks. It
fdt good, and he thought again how much he loved her, how much he loved to be buched by
her. He wondered what she would think if she knew he had kissed Carol on the Ferris whed.
Would she amile? Bobby didnt think she would smile. And if she knew about McQuown and
the cards—

I haven't seen your pa from updtairs' she sad, recgpping the Baby Oil bottle. 'I know he's
up there because | can hear the Yankees game on his radio, but wouldnt you think hed go out
on the porch where it's cool ?

'I guess he doen't fed likeit,' Bobby said. 'Mom, are you okay?

She looked & him, datled. Tine, Bobby.! She smiled and Bobby smiled back. It took an
effort, because he didn't think hismom wasfine at dl. In fact he was pretty sure she waan'.

He just had awinkle.

:‘l



That night Bobby lay on his back with his heds soread to the corners of the bed, eyes open
and looking up a the celing. His window was open, too, the curtains drifting back and forth
in a breath of a breeze, and from some other open window came the sound of The Platers
'Here, in the afterglow of day, We keep our rendezvous, benegth the blue' Farther away was
the drone of an airplane, the honk of ahorn.

Riondds dad hed cdled it a winkle, and once héd hit the dally number for fifty dollars
Bobby had agreed with her — a winkle, sure, |1 had a winkle — but he couldn't have picked a
lottery number to save hissoul. Thethingwas. . .

The thing was Mr McQuown knew wher e the queen ended up every time, and so | knew.

Once Bobby redized that, other things fdl into place Obvious duff, redly, but hed been
having fun, and . . . wel . . . you didnt quedion wha you knew, did you? You might question
awinkle— afeding thet came to you right out of the blue but you didn't question knowing.

Except how did he know his mother was tgping money into the underwear pages of the
Sears catdogue on the top shef of her closet? How did he even know the catdogue was up
there? Shed never told him about it. Shed never told him about the blue pitcher where she
put her quarters, ether, but of course he had known about that for years, he waan't blind even
though he had an idea she sometimes thought he was. But the caidogue? The quarters rolled
and changed into bills, the hills then taped into the caidogue? There was no way he could
know about a thing like that, but as he lay here in his bed, ligening while 'Earth Angd'
replaced Twilight Time' he knew that the catadlogue was there. He knew because she knew,
and it had crosed the front pat of her mind. And on the Ferris whed he had known Carol
wanted him to kiss her again because it had been her firg red kiss from a boy and she hadnt
been paying enough dtention; it had been over before she was completdy aware it was
happening. But knowing that wasn't knowing the future.

'No, it's just reading minds’' he whispered, and then shivered dl over as if his sunburn had
turnedtoice.

Watch out, Bobby-0 — if you don't watch out you'll wind up as nuts as Ted with his low
men.

Far off, in the town square, the dock began bonging the hour of ten. Bobby turned his heed
and looked at the darm dock on his desk. Big Ben daimed it was only nine-fifty-two.

All right, so the clock downtown is a little fast or mine is a little ow. Big deal, McNeal.
Go to deep.

He didnt think he could do that for a lees awhile, but it had been quite a day —
aguments with mothers money won from threecard monte deders, kisses a the top of the
Ferriswhed — and he began to drift in a pleasant fashion.

Maybe sheismy girlfriend, Bobby thought. Maybe she's my girlfriend after all.

With the lag premaure bong of the town sguare clock dill fading in the ar, Bobby fdl

adeep.
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Bobby Readisthe Peper. Brown, with a
White Bib. A Big Chancefor Liz
Camp Broad Stredt. An Uneasy Wesk.
Off to Providence

On Monday, after his mom had gone to work, Bobby went updars to read Ted the paper
(dthough his eyes were actudly good enough to do it himsdf, Ted sad he had come to enjoy
the sound of Bobby's voice and the luxury of being read to while he shaved). Ted good in his
litle bathroom with the door open, scraping foam from his face, while Bobby tried him on
various headlines from the various sections.

'VIET SKIRMISESINTEN SIFY?

‘Before breskfast? Thanks but no thanks'

'CARTSCORRALLED, LOCAL MAN ARRESTED?

'Hrst paragraph, Bobby.'

"When police showed up a his Pond Lane resdence lae yesterday, John T. Anderson of
Hawich told them dl about his hobby, which he dams is collecting supermarket shopping
cats 'He was very interesing on the subject,’ said Officer Kirby Mdloy of the Hawich P.D.,
but we werent entirdy sdisfied that héd come by some of the cats in his collection
honestly.” Turns out Madloy was 'right with Eversharp.’ Of the more than fifty shopping carts
in Mr Anderson's back yard, at least twenty had been stolen from the Harwich A&P and Totd
Grocery. There were even afew carts from the IGA market in Stansbury.™

'Enough,’ Ted sad, rindng his razor under hot waer and then raisng the blade to his
lahered neck. 'Gaumphing amdl-town humor in response to pathetic acts of compulsve
larceny.'

'l don't understand you.'

‘Mr Anderson sounds like a man suffering from a neuross — a mentd problem, in other
words. Do you think menta problems are funny?

'Gee, no. | fed bad for people with loose screws.’

I'm glad to hear you say 0. I've known people whose screws were not just loose but
entirdy missng. A good many such people, in fact. They are often pathetic, sometimes awe-
ingairing, and occasondly terifying, but they ae not funny. CARTS CORRALLED, indeed.
What else is there?

'STARLET KILLED IN EU ROPEAN ROAD ACCIDENT?

‘Ugh, no.’

'Y ANKEESACQUIRE INFIELDER IN TRADE WITH SENATORS?

‘Nothing the Y ankees do with the Senatorsinterests me."

'ALBINI RELISHES UNDERDOG ROLE?'

'Yes, pleaseread that.'

Ted ligened dosdy as he paingakingly shaved his throat. Bobby himsdf found the gstory
less than riveting — it wasn't about Floyd Petterson or Ingemar Johanson, after dl (Sully
cdled the Swedish heavyweight ‘Ingie-Baby) — but he read it carefully, neverthdess. The
twelve-rounder between Tommy 'Hurricané Haywood and Eddie Albini was scheduled for



Madison Square Garden on Wedneday night of the following wek. Both fighters had good
records, but age was conddered an important, perhaps telling factor: Haywood, twenty-three
to Eddie Albini's thirty-sx, and a heavy favoritee The winner might get a shot a the
heavyweight title in the fdl, probably aound the time Richad Nixon won the Presdency
(Bobby's mom sad that was sure to happen, and a good thing — never mind that Kennedy
was a Cahalic, he was just too young, and apt to be a hotheed).

In the aticle Albini said he could undersand why he was the underdog — he was getting
up in years a little and some folks thought he was padt it because heéd logt by a TKO to Sugar
Boy Maders in his last fight. And sure, he knew tha Haywood outreeched him and was
supposed to be mighty sawwy for a younger fdlow. But héd been training hard, Albini sad,
skipping a lot of rope and sparing with a guy who moved and jabbed like Haywood. The
atide was full of words like game and determined’, Albini was described as being ‘full of
grit” Bobby could tel the writer thought Albini was going to get the stuffing knocked out of
him and fet sorry for him. Hurricane Haywood hadn't been avalable to tak to the reporter,
but his manager, a fdlow named |. Klendiens (Ted told Bobby how to pronounce the name),
sad it was likdy to be Eddie Albini's lagt fight. 'He had his day, but his day is over, I.
Klendiens sad. 'If Eddie goes six, I'm going to send my boy to bed without his supper.

Irving Kleindiengt'saka-mai,' Ted said.

‘A what?

‘A fool." Ted was looking out the window toward the sound of Mrs OHards dog. Not
totaly blank the way he sometimes went blank, but distant.

'Y ou know him? Bobby asked.

'No, no, Ted said. He seemed firgt startled by the ides, then amused. 'Know of him'

"It sounds to me like this guy Albini's gonna get creamed.’

'Y ou never know. That's what makesiit interesting.

'What do you mean?

‘Nothing. Go to the comics, Bobby. | want Hash Gordon. And be sure to tel me what Dde
Arden's wearing.’

'Why?

‘Because | think shés a red hotsy-totsy, Ted sdd, and Bobby burg out laughing. He
couldn't help it. Sometimes Ted was ared card.

|

A day later, on his way back from Sterling House, where he had jud filled out the ret of his
forms for summer basebdl, Bobby came upon a caefully printed poster thumbtacked to an
em in Commonwedth Park.

PLEASE HELPUSFIND PHIL!
PHIL isour WELSH CORGI!
PHIL is7 YRS. OLD!

PHIL isBROWN, with a WHITE BIB!
HisEYES ae BRIGHT & INTELLIGENT!
The TIPS OF HISEARS are BLACK!
Will bring you aBALL if you say HURRY UP PHIL!
CALL HOustonic 58337
(OR)

BRING to 745 Highgate Avenue!
Home of THE SAGAMORE FAMILY!



There was no picture of Phil.

Bobby stood looking a the poder for a far length of time. Pat ¢ him wanted to run home
and tdl Ted — not only about this but about the dar and crescent moon hed seen chdked
beside the hopscotch grid. Another part pointed out that there was dl sorts of stuff posted in
the park — he could see a sign advertisng a concert in the town sguare posted on ancther m
right across from where he was sanding — and he would be nuts to get Ted going about this
These two thoughts contended with each other until they fet like two sticks rubbing together
and hisbrainin danger of catching on fire.

I won't think about it, he told himsdf, sepping back from the pogter. And when a voice
from degp within his mind — a dangeroudy adult voice — protested that he was being paid
to think about guff like this to tell about guff like this Bobby told the voice to just shut up.
And the voice did.

When he got home, his mother was gtting on the porch glider again, this time mending the
deeve of a housadress She looked up and Bobby saw the puffy skin benesth her eyes, the
reddened lids She had a Kleenex folded into one hand.

‘Mom— ?

What's wrong? was how the thought finished . . . but finishing it would be unwise. Would
likdy cause trouble Bobby had had no recurrence of his brilliant ingghts on the day of the
trip to Savin Rock, but he knew her — the way she looked & him when she was ups, the
way the hand with the Kleenex in it tensed, dmogt becoming a fis, the way she drew in
breath and sat up straighter, reedy to give you afight if you wanted to go againg her.

'What? she asked him. ‘Got something on your mind besides your hair?

‘No,' he sad. His voice sounded awvkward and oddly shy to his own ears. 'l was a Seling
House. Theligsare up for basgbdl. I'm aWolf again this summer.’

She nodded and relaxed a little. 'I'm sure you'll make the Lions next year." She moved her
sawing basket from the glider to the porch floor, then petted the empty place. 'St down here
beside me a minute, Bobby. I've got something to tell you.'

Bobby sa with a feding of trepidation — shéd been crying, dfter dl, and she sounded
quite grave— but it turned out not to be abig ded, at least asfar as he could see.

'Mr Biderman — Don — has invited me to go with him and Mr Cushman and Mr Dean to
aseminar in Providence. It'sabig chance for me!

'What's a seminar?

‘A sort of conference — people get together to learn about a subject and discuss it. This
one is Red Edae in the Sixties | was vey surprised that Don would invite me. Bill
Cushman and Curtis Dean, of course | knew they'd be going, they're agents. But for Don to
ak me . . . ' Shetraled off for a moment, then turned to Bobby and smiled. He thought it was
a genuine gamile, but it went oddly with her reddened lids. 'I've wanted to became an agent
mysdf for the longest time, and now this, right out of the blue . . . it's a big chance for me,
Bobby, and it could meen a big change for us'

Bobby knew his mom wanted to sl red edate She had books on the subject and reed a
little out of them dmogt every night, often underlining parts. But if it was such a big chance,
why hed it mede her cry?

'Wéll, that's good,’ he said. The ginchiest. | hope you learn alot. When isit?

‘Next week. The four of us leave early Tuesday morning and get back Thursday night
aound eight oclock. All the meetings are a the Warwick Hotd, and that's where well be
daying — Don's booked the rooms. | havent sayed in a hotd room for twelve years, | guess.
I'm alittle nervous’

Did nervous meke you cry? Bobby wondered. Maybe so, if you were a grownup —
especidly a femal e grownup.

1 want you to ak SJif you can day with him Tuesday and Wednesday night. I'm sure



MrsSullivan —*

Bobby shook his head. That won't work.'

'Whyever not? Liz bent a fierce look a him. 'Mrs Sullivan hasnt ever minded you staying
over before. Y ou haven't gotten into her bad books somehow, have you?

'‘No, Mom. It's just that SJ won a week a Camp Winnie' The sound of dl those W's
coming out of his mouth made him fed like smiling, but he hdd it in. His mother was 4ill
looking a him in that fierce way . . . and wasnt there a kind of panic in that look? Panic or
something like it?

'What's Camp Winnie? What are you talking about?

Bobby explaned dout SJ winning the free wesk a Camp Winiwinda and how Mrs
Sullivan was going to vigt her parents in Wisconsin a the same time — plans which had now
been findized, Big Gray Dog and dl.

‘Damn it, that's jus my luck, his mom sad. She dmos never swore, sad that cursing and
what she cdled 'dirty tak’ was the language of the ignorant. Now she made a fis and struck
the arm of the glider. 'God damn it!"

She st for a moment, thinking. Bobby thought, as well. His only other dose friend on the
dreet was Carol, and he doubted his mom would cdl Anita Gerber and ask if he could dsay
over there. Carol was a girl, and somehow that made a difference when it came to deepovers.
One of his mother's friends? The thing was she didnt redly have any . . . except for Don
Biderman (and maybe the other two that were going to the seminar in Providence). Plenty of
acguaintances, people she sad hi to if they were waking back from the supermarket or going
to a Friday-night movie downtown, but no one she could cdl up and ask to keep her deven-
year-old son for a couple of nights, no reaives, ether, a least none that Bobby knew of.

Like people travdling on converging roads, Bobby and his mother gradudly drew toward
the same point. Bobby got therefirg, if only by a second or two.

'What about Ted? he asked, then amost clapped his hand over his mouth. It actudly rose
out of hislgp alittle.

His mother weatched the hand sdttle back with a return of her old cynicd hdf-amile the one
she wore when digpensing sayings like You have to eat a peck of dirt before you die and Two
men looked out through prison bars, one saw the mud and one saw the stars and of course
thet dl-time favorite, Life's not fair.

You think |1 dont know you cdl him Ted when the two of you are together? she asked.
You mug think I've been taking stupid-pills Bobby-O." She sat and looked out a the street.
A Chryder New Yorker did dowly past — finny, fenderskirted, and highlighted with
chrome. Bobby watched it go by. The man behind the whed was ddely and white-haired
and wearing a blue jacket. Bobby thought he was probably dl right. Old but not low.

‘Maybe itd work,' Liz sad a lad. She sooke musingly, more to hersdf than to her son.
‘Let's go tak to Brautigan and see!’

Following her up the dairs to the third floor, Bobby wondered how long she had known
how to say Ted's name correctly. A week? A month?

From the start, Dumbo, he thought. Fromthe very first day.

..E..;

Bobby's initid idea was that Ted could gay in his own room on the third floor while Bobby
dayed in the goatment on the firg floor; they'd both kegp ther doors open, and if ether of
them needed anything, they could cal.

I don't beieve the Kilgdlens or the Proskys would enjoy you ydling up to Mr Brautigen a
three odock in the momning that youd had a nightmare' Liz sad tatly. The Kilgdlens and
the Prokys had the two smdl second-floor gpatments Liz and Bobby were friendly with



neither of them.

1 wont have any nightmares' Bobby sad, degply humiliated to be treated like a little kid.
'I mean jeepers.’

'Keep it to yoursdf,' his mom sad. They were gtting a Ted's kitchen table, the two adults
amoking, Bobby with arootbeer in front of him.

It's jus not the right idea’ Ted told him. "Youre a good kid, Bobby, responsble and levet
headed, but deven's too young to be on your own, | think.'

Bobby found it esser to be cdled too young by his friend than by his mother. Also he had
to admit that it might be spooky to wake up in one of those little hours after midnight and go
to the bathroom knowing he was the only person in the gpartment. He could do it, he had no
doubt he could do it, but yeeh, it would be spooky.

'What about the couch? he asked. 'It pulls out and makes a bed, doesnt it? They had never
used it that way, but Bobby was sure shéd told him once that it did. He was right, and it
solved the problem. She probably hadn't wanted Bobby in her bed (let done 'Brattigan’), and
she really hadn't wanted Bobby up here in this hot thirdfloor room — that he was sure of. He
figured sheid been looking so hard for a solution that sheld looked right past the obvious one.

So it was decided that Ted would spend Tuesday and Wednesday nights of the following
week on the pull-out couch in the Gafidds living room. Bobby was exdted by the prospect:
he would have two days on his own — threg, counting Thursday — and there would be
someone with him a night, when things could get spooky. Not a bebydtter, ather, but a
grownup friend. It waan't the same as Sully-John going to Camp Winnie for a week, but in a
way it was. Camp Broad Street, Bobby thought, and dmost laughed out loud.

'Well have fun Ted sad. Il make my famous beans-and-franks casserole’ He reached
over and ruffled Baobby's crewcut.

If youre going to have beans and franks, it might be wise to bring that down, his mom
sad, and pointed the fingers holding her cigarette a Ted's fan.

Ted and Bobby laughed. Liz Gafidd smiled her cynicd hdf-amile, finished her cigarette,
and put it out in Teds ashtray. When she did, Bobby again noticed the puffiness of her
eyelids.

As Babby and his mother went back down the dars, Bobby remembered the poster he had
seen in the park — the missng Corgi who would bring you a BALL if you said HURRY UP PHIL.
He should tel Ted about the poster. He should tel Ted about everything. But if he did that
and Ted left 149, who would gay with him next week? Wha would happen to Camp Broad
Srredt, two felows eding Ted's famous beans-and-franks casserole for supper (maybe in
front of the TV, which his mom rardly alowed) and then staying up as late as they wanted?

Bobby made a promise to himsdf: he would tdl Ted eveything next Friday, after his
mother was back from her conference or seminar or whatever it was. He would make a
complete report and Ted could do whatever he needed to do. He might even stick around.

With this decison Bobby's mind deared amazingly, and when he saw an upsde-down FOR
SALE card on the Totd Grocery bulletin board two days later — it was for a washer-dryer set
— hewas able to put it out of his thoughts dmost immediately.

That was neverthdess an uneasy week for Bobby Garfidd, very uneasy indeed. He saw two
more lost-pet poders, one downtown and one out on Asher Avenue, hdf a mile beyond the
Asha Empire (the block he lived on was no longer enough; he found himsdf going farther
and father didd in his daly scouting trips). And Ted began to have those weird blank
periods with grester frequency. They lagted longer when they came, too. Sometimes he sooke
when he wes in that digant sate of mind, and not aways in English. When he did spesk in



English, what he sdd did not dways make sense. Mogt of the time Bobby thought Ted was
one of the sanedt, smartest, neatest guys he had ever met. When he went away, though, it was
scay. At leest his mom didnt know. Bobby didnt think sheéd be too cool on the idea of
leaving him with a guy who sometimes flipped out and darted taking nonsense in English or
gibberish in some other language.

After one of these lgpses, when Ted did nothing for dmost a minute and a hdf but dare
blankly off into space, meking no response to Bobby's incressngly agitated questions, it
occurred to Bobby that perhgps Ted wasnt in his own head a dl but in some other world —
that he had Ieft Eath as surdy as those people in Ring Around the Sun who discovered they
could follow the spirds on a child's top to just about anywhere.

Ted had been holding a Chesterfidld between his fingers when he went blank; the ash grew
long and eventudly dropped off onto the table When the cod grew unnervingly cdose to
Ted's bunchy knuckles, Bobby pulled it gently free and was putting it out in the overflowing
achtray when Ted findly came back.

'Smoking? he asked with afrown. 'Hell, Bobby, you're too young to smoke'

| wasjugt putting it out for you. | thought . . . ' Bobby shrugged, suddenly shy.

Ted looked a the firgt two fingers of his right hand, where there was a permanent yelow
nicotine dan. He laughed — a short bark with absolutdy no humor in it. Thought | was
going to burn mysdf, did you?

Bobby nodded. "What do you think about when you go off like thet? Where do you go?

That's hard to explain,’ Ted replied, and then asked Bobby to read him his horoscope.

Thinking about Ted's trances was didracting. Not taking about the things Ted was paying
him to look for was even more didracing. As a result, Bobby — ordinaily a pretty good
hitter — gruck out four times in an afternoon game for the Wolves a Sterling House. He dso
lost four Sraight Battleship gamesto Sully a S Js house on Friday, when it rained.

'What the heck's wrang with you? Sully asked. That's the third time you called out squares
you dready cdled out before. Also, | have to practicdly holler in your ear before you answer
me. What's up?

‘Nothing.' That was what he said. Everything. That was what he felt.

Carol dso asked Bobby a couple of times that week if he was okay; Mrs Gerber asked if he
was 'off his feed; Yvonne Loving wanted to know if he had mono, and then giggled until she
seemed in danger of exploding.

The only person who didnt notice Bobby's odd behavior was his mom. Liz Gafidd was
increesingly preoccupied with her trip to Providence, taking on the phone in the evenings
with Mr Biderman or one of the other two who were going (Bill Cushman was one of them;
Bobby couldnt exactly remember the name of the other guy), laying clothes out on her bed
until the soread was dmog covered, then shaking her head over them angrily and returning
them to the doset, making an gppointment to get her hair done and then caling the lady back
and asking if she could add a manicure. Bobby wasnt even sure what a manicure was. He hed
to ask Ted.

She seemed excited by her preparations, but there was dso a kind of grimness to her. She
was like a soldier about to orm an enemy beach, or a paarooper who would soon be
jumping out of a plane and landing behind enemy lines One of her evening tdephone
conversations seemed to be a whispered argument — Bobby had an idea it was with Mr
Biderman, but he wasnt sure On Saturday, Bobby came into her bedroom and saw her
looking a two new dresses — dressy dresses, one with thin little shoulder straps and one with
no drgps a dl, jus a top like a bathing suit. The boxes they had come in lay tumbled on the
floor with tissue pgper foaming out of them. His mom was sanding over the dresses, looking
down a them with an expresson Bobby had never seen before big eyes drawntogether
brows, taut white chesks which flared with spots of rouge. One hand was a her mouth, and



he could hear bondike dlittering sounds as she hit & her ndls A Kool smoldered in an
ashtray on the bureau, apparently forgotten. Her big eyes shuttled back and forth between the
two dresses.

‘Mom? Bobby asked, and she jumped literdly jumped into the ar. Then she whirled on
him, her mouth drawn down in a grimece.

‘Jesus Chrigt!" she dmog snarled. 'Don you knock?' I'm sorry,’ he said, and began to back
out of the room. His mother had never said anything about knocking before. 'Mom, are you
al right?

Fng' She spied the cigarette, grabbed it, smoked furioudy. She exhded with such force
that Bobby amogt expected to see smoke come from her ears as wdl as her nose and mouth.
Td be finer if 1 could find a cocktall dress that didnt make me look like Else the Cow. Once |
was a gze 3x, do you know thet? Before | married your father | was a Sze sx. Now look a
me! Elsethe Cow! Moby-damn-Dick!"

‘Mom, you're not big. In fact just lately you look — *

'‘Get out, Bobby. Please let Mother done. | have a headache’ That night he heard her
crying again. The following day he saw her carefully packing one of the dresses into her
luggage — the one with the thin straps. The other went back into its storebox: GOWNS BY
LUCIE OF BRIDGEPORTwas Written across the front in eegant maroon script.

On Monday night, Liz invited Ted Brautigan down to have dinner with them. Bobby loved
his mother's meetloaf and usudly asked for seconds, but on this occason he had to work hard
to stuff down a single piece. He was terrified tha Ted would trance out and his mother would
pitch afit over it.

His fear proved groundless. Ted spoke plessantly of his childhood in New Jersey and,
when Bobby's mom asked him, of his job in Hartford. To Bobby he seemed less comfortable
taking about accounting then he did reminiscing about deighing as a kid, but his mom didnt
appear to notice. Ted did ask for a second dice of meetloaf.

When the med was over and the table cleared, Liz gave Ted a lig of tedephone numbers,
induding those of Dr Gordon, the Sterling House Summer Rec office, and the Warwick
Hotdl. 'If there are any problems, | want to hear from you. Okay?

Ted nodded. 'Okay."

‘Bobby? No big worries? She put her hand briefly on his forehead, the way she used to do
when he complaned of feding feverish.

‘Nope. Well have ablast. Won't we, Mr Brautigan?

'Oh, cdl him Ted, Liz dmost snapped. 'If heés going to be desping in our living room, |
guess | better cal him Ted, too. May 1?7

'Indeed you may. Let it be Ted from this moment on.’

He gmiled. Bobby thought it was a sweet amile, open and friendly. He didn't understand
how anyone could ress it. But his mother could and did. Even now, while she was returning
Teds smile he saw the hand with the Kleenex in it tightening and loosening in its old
familiar gesture of anxious displessure. One of her abolute favorite sayings now came to
Bobby'smind: I'd trust him (or her) asfar as| could sling a piano.

'‘And from now on I'm Liz' She hdd out a hand across the table and they shook like people
meeting for the firg time . . . except Bobby knew his mother's mind was dready made up on
the subject of Ted Brautigan. If her back hadn't been againg the wal, she never would have
trusted Boblby with him. Not in amillion years.

She opened her purse and took out a plain white enveope. Therés ten dollars in here' she
sad, handing the envelope to Ted. "You boys will want to eat out a least one night, | expect
— Bobby likes the Colony Diner, if that's dl right with you — and you may want to take in a
movie, as wdl. | don't know wha ese there might be but it's best to have a little cushion,
don't you think?



'‘Always better sofe than sorry,’ Ted agreed, tucking the envelope carefully into the front
pocket of his dacks 'but | dont expect well go through anything like ten dollars in three
days Will we, Bobby?

'Gee, no, | don't see how we could.'

'Weaste not, want not, Liz sad — it was another of her favorites, right up there with the
fool and his money soon parted. She plucked a cigarette out of the pack on the table besde
the sofa and lit it with a hand which was not quite steady. "You boys will be fine. Probably
have a better time than | will.'

Looking & her ragged, bitten fingernails, Bobby thought, That's for sure.

His mom and the others were going to Providence in Mr Bideman's car, and the next
morning a& seven odock Liz and Bobby Garfidd sood on the porch, waiting for it to show
up. The arr had that early hazy hush that meant the hot days of summe had arived. From
Asher Avenue came the hoot and rumble of heavy going-to-work traffic, but down here on
Broad there was only the occadond pasing car or ddivery truck. Bobby could hear the
hisha-hisha of lavn-sprinklers, and, from the other Sde of the block, the endless roop-roop-
roop of Bowser. Bowser sounded the same whether it was June or January; to Bobby
Garfield, Bowser seemed as changeless as God.

'You don't have to wait out here with me, you know,' Liz sad. She was vearing a light coat
and smoking a cigarette. She had on a little more makeup than usud, but Bobby thought he
could Hill detect shadows under her eyes— she had passed another restless night.

I dont mind.'

I hopeit'sdl right, leaving you with him.’

I wish you wouldn't worry. Ted'sagood guy, Mom.'

She made alittle hmphing noise.

There was a twinkle of chrome from the bottom of the hill as Mr Biderman's Mercury (not
vulgar, exactly, but a boat of a car dl the same) turned onto ther sreet from Commonwedth
and came up the hill toward 149.

There he is, there he is’ his mom sad, sounding nervous and excited. She bent down.
'Give me alittle smooch, Bobby. | don't want to kiss you and smear my lipstick.

Bobby put his hend on her am and lightly kissed her cheek. He amdled her har, the
pefume she was wearing, her facepowder. He would never kiss her with that same
unshadowed love again.

Se gave him a vague little smile, not looking a him, looking indeed @& Mr Biderman's
boat of a Merc, which swerved gracefully across the street and pulled up at the curb in front
of the house. She reeched for her two suitcases (two seemed a lot for two days, Bobby
thought, dthough he supposed the fancy dress took up a good ded of space in one of them),
but he dreedy had them by the handles.

Those are too heavy, Bobby — youll trip on the Seps’

'No, he said. 'l wont.'

She gave him a digracted look, then waved to Mr Biderman and went toward the car, high
heds dacking. Bobby followed, trying not to grimace a the weight of the suitcases . . . wha
hed she put in them, dothes or bricks?

He got them down to the sdewak without having to stop and rest, a least. Mr Biderman
was out of the car by then, first piting a casud kiss on his mother's cheek, then shaking out
the key that opened the trunk.

‘Howya doin, Sport, howza boy? Mr Biderman dways cdled Bobby Sport. 'Lug em
aound back and Il dide em in. Women aways hefta bring the farm, dont they? Wadl, you



know the old saying — cant live with em, cant shoot em outsde the state of Montana' He
bared his teeth in a grin that made Bobby think of Jeck in Lord of the Flies. 'Want me to take
one?

I've got em, Bobby sad. He trudged grimly in Mr Biderman's wake, shoulders aching, the
back of his neck hot and Sarting to swest.

Mr Biderman opened the trunk, plucked the suitcases from Bobby's hands, and did them in
with the rest of the luggage. Behind them, his mom was looking in the back window and
taking with the other two men who were going. She laughed a something one of them sad.
To Bobby the laugh sounded about as redl as awooden leg.

Mr Biderman dosed the trunk and looked down a Bobby. He was a narow man with a
wide face. His cheeks were dways flushed. You could see his pink scap in the tracks Ieft by
the teeth of his comb. He wore little round glasses with gold rims. To Bobby his amile looked
asred as his mother's laugh had sounded.

‘Gonna play some basgbdl this summer, Sport? Don Biderman bent his knees a little and
cocked an imaginary bat. Bobby thought he looked like a dope.

'Yes, gr. I'm on the Wolves a Sterling House. | was hoping to makethe Lions, but . . .°

'‘Good. Good." Mr Bideman made a big ded of looking & his wach — the wide gold
Twig-O-Hex band was dazzling in the early sunshine and then patted Bobby's cheek. Bobby
had to meke a conscious effort not to cringe from his touch. 'Say, we gotta get this wagon-
tranrolling! Shake her easy, Sport. Thanks for the loan of your mother.'

He turned away and escorted Liz around the Mercury to the passenger sde. He did this
with a hand pressed to her back. Bobby liked that even less than watching the guy smooch
her cheek. He glanced a the wdl-padded, business-suited men in the rear seet — Dean was
the other guy's name, he remembered — jud in time to see them dbowing each other. Both
were grinning.

Something's wrong here, Bobby thought, and as Mr Biderman opened the passenger door
for his mother, as she murmured her thanks and did in, gathering her dress a little so it
wouldnt wrinkle, he had an urge to tel her not to go, Rhode Idand was too far away,
Bridgeport would be too far away, she needed to stay home.

He sad nothing, though, only stood on the curb as Mr Biderman closed her door and
waked back around to the driver's sde. He opened that door, paused, and then did his supid
little baiter-up pantomime again. This time he added an agnine fanny-wiggle What a nimrod,
Bobby thought.

‘Dont do anything | wouldn't do, Sport,’ he said.

‘But if you do, name it after me' Cushman cdled from the back seat. Bobby didnt know
exactly what that meant but it must have been funny because Dean laughed and Mr Biderman
tipped him one of those just-between-us-guys winks.

His mother was leaning in his direction. 'You be a good boy, Bobby, she sad. I'll be back
around eight on Thursday night— no later than ten. Y ou're sure you're fine with that?

No, I'm not fine with it at all. Don't go off with them, Mom, don't go off with Mr Biderman
and those two grinning dopes sitting behind you. Those two nimrods. Please don't.

‘Sure heis, Mr Biderman said. 'Hes asport. Ain't you, Sport?

‘Bobby? she asked, not looking a Mr Biderman. 'Are you al set?

'Yeah, he said. I'm a sport.

Mr Biderman belowed ferocious laughter — Kill the pig, cut his throat, Bobby thought —
and dropped the Mercury into gear. 'Providence or budt!" he cried, and the car rolled away
from the curb, swerving across to the other Sde of Broad Strest and heeding up toward
Asher. Bobby stood on the sdewak, waving as the Merc passed Carol's house and Sully-
John's. He fdt as if he had a bone in his heart. If this was some sort of premonition — a
winkle— he never wanted to have another one.



A hand fdl on his shoulder. He looked around and saw Ted danding there in his bathrobe
and dippers, smoking a cigarette. His har, which had yet to make its morning acquantance
with the brush, sood up around his earsin comica sprays of white.

'So that was the boss,' he said. 'Mr . . . Bidermeyer, isit?

‘Biderman.

‘And how do you like him, Bobby?

Spesking with a low, bitter darity, Bobby sad, ‘I trug him about as far as | could ding a
piano.’



6

A Dirty Old Man. Ted's Cassarole. A Bad
Dream. Village of the Damned. Down There,

An hour or 0 after seeng his mother off, Bobby went down to Fed B behind Serling
House There were no red games until afternoon, nothing but three-flies9x-grounders or
rally-bat, but even roily-bat was better than nothing. On Fidd A, to the north, the little kids
were futzing away a a game that vaguey resembled basebdl; on Fdd C, to the south, some
high-school kids were playing what was dmost the red thing.

Shortly after the town square dock had bonged noon and the boys broke to go in search of
the hotdog wagon, Bill Pratt asked, 'Who's that weird guy over there?

He was pointing to a bench in the shade, and dthough Ted was wearing a trenchcoat, an
old fedora hat, and dark glasses, Bobby recognized him a once He guessed SJ wouldve,
too, if SJ hadn't been & Camp Winnie. Bobby dmos raised one hand in a wave, then didnt,
because Ted was in disguise Stll, heéd come out to watch his downdairs friend play bal.
Even though it wasnt a red game, Bobby fdt an absurdly large lump rise in his throat. His
mom had only come to watch him once in the two years héd been playing — lagt Augus,
when his team had been in the TriTown Championships — and even then shed left in the
fourth inning, before Bobby connected for wha proved to be the gamewinning triple
Somebody has to work around here, Bobby-0, she would have replied had he dared reproach
her for that. Your father didn't exactly leave us well off, you know. It was true, of course —
ghe had to work and Ted was retired. Except Ted had to day cdear of the low men in the
ydlow coas and tha was a full-time job. The fact that they didn't exig waan't the point. Ted
believed they did . . . but had come out to see him play just the same.

'Probably some dirty old man wanting to put a suckjob on one of the little kids' Hary
Shawv sad. Hary was smdl and tough, a boy going through life with his chin suck out a
mile Beng with Bill and Hary suddenly mede Bobby homesick for Sully-John, who hed left
on the Camp Winnie bus Monday morning (at the brannumbing hour of five AM.). SJ
didnt have much of a temper and he was kind. Sometimes Bobby thought that was the best
thing about Suly — he was kind.

From Field C there came the hefty crack of a bat — an authoritative full-contact sound
which none of the Fidd B boys could yet produce. It was followed by savage roars of
goprovd tha made Bill, Harry, and Bobby look alittle nervaudy in thet direction.

'S Gabes boys,' Bill said. They think they own Fidd C.'

‘Cruddy Cetlicks' Harry said. 'Cetlicks are ssses— | could take any one of them.’

‘How about fifteen or twenty? Bill asked, and Harry was slent. Up ahead, dlittering like a
mirror, was the hotdog wagon. Bobby touched the buck in his pocket. Ted had given it to him
out of the envelope his mother had left, then had put the envelope itsdf behind the toadter,
tdling Bobby to take wha he needed when he needed it. Bobby was dmog exdted by this
leve of trud.

‘Look on the bright sde' Bill sad. 'Maybe those S Gabes boys will beat up the dirty old
man.'

When they got to the wagon, Bobby bought only one hotdog ingtead of the two he had
been planning on. His gppetite seemed to have shrunk. When they got back to Fidd B, where
the Wolves coaches had now appeared with the equipment cart, the bench Ted had been



gtting on was empty.
‘Come on, come on!" Coach Terdl cdled, dapping his hands. 'Who wants to play some
basebdl here?

That night Ted cooked his famous casserole in the Garfidds oven. It meant more hotdogs,
but in the summer of 1960 Bobby Gafidd could have eaten hotdogs three times a day and
had another at bedtime.

He read stuif to Ted out of the newspgper while Ted put ther dinner together. Ted only
wanted to hear a couple of paragraphs about the impending Petterson-Johansson rematch, the
one everybody was cdling the fight of the century, but he wanted to hear every word of the
atide aout tomorrow night's AlbinFHaywood tilt & The Gaden in New York. Bobby
thought this moderaidy werd, but he was too happy to even commet on it, le¢ done
complain.

He couldnt remember ever having soent an evening without his mother, and he missed her,
yet he was ds0 rdieved to have her gone for a little while. There had been a queer sort of
tendgon running through the gpartment for weeks now, maybe even for months. It was like an
éectricd hum so congant that you got used to it and didnt redize how much a part of your
life it had become until it was gone. That thought brought ancther of his mother's sayings to
mind.

'What are you thinking? Ted asked as Bobby came over to get the plates.

That a change is as good as a redt,” Bobby replied. ‘Its something my mom says | hope
she's having asgood atimeas| am.’

'So do |, Bobby,' Ted said. He bent, opened the oven, checked their dinner.'Sodo |

The casserole was terrific, with canned B&M beans — the only kind Bobby redly liked —
and exatic spicy hotdogs not from the supermarket but from the butcher just off the town
square. (Bobby assumed Ted had bought these while wearing his ‘disguise’) All this came in
a horseradish sauce that zinged in your mouth and then made you fed sort of sweaty in the
face. Ted had two hepings Bobby had three, washing them down with glass after glass of
grape Kool-Aid.

Ted blanked out once during the med, first saying that he could fed them in the backs of
his eyebdls then lgpsng ether into some foreign language or outright gibberish, but the
incident was brief and didnt cut into Bobby's gopetite in the dightest. The blank-outs were
pat of Ted, that was dl, like his scuffling wak and the nicotine gains between the firgt two
fingersof hisright hand.

They cdleaned up together, Ted stowing the leftover casserole in the fridge and washing the
dishes, Bobby drying and putting things away because he knew where everything went.

Interested in teking a ride to Bridgeport with me tomorrow? Ted asked as they worked.
'We could go to the movies— the early matinee — and then | have to do an errand.’

'Gosh, yeah!" Bobby said. 'What do you want to see?

I'm open to suggedtions, but | was thinking perhaps Village d the Damned, a British film.
It's based on avery fine sciencefiction nove by John Wyndham. Would that suit?

At first Bobby was s0 excited he couldn't spesk. He had seen the ads for Village of the
Damned in the newspgper — dl those spooky-looking kids with the glowing eyes — but
hadnt thought he would ever actudly get to see it. It sure wasn't the sort of Saturday-mdinee
movie that would ever play & Hawich on the Square or the Asher Empire. Matiness in those



theaters condsted modly of big-bug monger shows, westerns, or Audie Murphy war movies.
And dthough his mother usudly took him if she went to an evening show, she didnt like
science fiction (Liz liked moody love dories like The Dark at the Top of the Sairs). Also the
theeters in Bridgeport werent like the antiquey old Hawich or the somehow busnesdike
Empire, with its plan, undecorated marquee The thesters in Bridgeport were like fary
castles — they had huge screens (swag upon swag of velvety curtains covered them between
shows), celings where tiny lights twinkled in gdactic profuson, brilliant dectric wall-
sconces. . . and two baconies.

‘Bobby?

'You bet!" he sad a lagt, thinking he probably wouldn't deep tonight. ‘I'd love it. But arent
you afraid of ... youknow . . ."

'Well teke a taxi ingead of the bus. | can phone for another taxi to take us back home later.
WEell befine. | think they're moving away now, anyway. | don't sensethem so dearly.’

Ye Ted glanced avay when he sad this and to Bobby he looked like a man trying to tell
himsdf a gory he cant quite bdieve If the increesing frequency of his blank-outs meant
anything, Bobby thought, he had good reason to look thet way.

Sop it, the low men don't exist, they're no more real than Hash Gordon and Dale Arden.
The things he asked you to look for are just . . .just things Remember that, Bobby-0: just
ordinary things.

With dinner cleared away, the two of them sat down to watch Bronco, with Ty Hardin. Not
among the best of the so-cdled 'adult westerns (Cheyenne and Maverick were the best), but
not bad, ether. Hdfway through the show, Bobby let out a moderady loud fat. Teds
casrole had begun its work. He snuck a sdeways glance to make sure Ted wasnt holding
his nose and grimacing. Nope, just watching the televison, seemingly absorbed.

When a commercid came on (some actress sdling refrigerators), Ted asked if Bobby
would like a glass of rootbeer. Bobby said okay. I thought | might hep mysdf to one of the
Alka-Sdtzers | saw in the bathroom, Bobby. | may have esten abit too much.

As he got up, Ted let out a long, sonorous fart that sounded like a trombone. Bobby put his
hands to his mouth and giggled. Ted gave him a rueful smile and left the room. Bobby's
gigging forced out more farts, a little tooting stream of them, and when Ted came back with
a fizzy glass of Alka-Sdtzer in one hand and a foamy glass of Hires rootbeer in the other,
Bobby was laughing so hard that tears streamed down his cheeks and hung off his jawline
like raindrops.

This should help fix us up,’ Ted sad, and when he bent to hand Bobby his rootbeer, a loud
honk came from behind him. 'Goose jugt flew out of my ass' he added matter-of-factly, and
Bobby laughed so hard that he could no longer st in his chair. He dithered out of it and lay in
aboneless hegp on the floor.

'l be right back,’ Ted told him. There's something else we need.

He left open the door between the gpartment and the foyer, so Bobby could hear him going
up the dars By the time Ted got to the third floor, Bobby had managed to crawl into his
char again. He didnt think héd ever laughed so hard in his life He drank some of his
rootbeer, then fated again. 'Goose just flew . . . flew out . . . ' But he couldnt finish. He
flopped back in his chair and howled, shaking his head from side to sde.

The dairs cresked as Ted came back down. When he reentered the gpartment he had his
fan, with the eectric cord looped negtly around the base, under one arm. 'Your mother was
right about this' he said. When he bent to plug it in, another goose flew out of his ass.

'She usudly is' Bobby sad, and that struck them both as funny. They sat in the living
room with the fan rotating back and forth, dirring the increesngly fragrant ar. Bobby
thought if he didn't stop laughing soon his head would pop.

When Bronco was over (by then Bobby hed logt dl track of the gory), he hdped Ted pull



out the couch. The bed which had been hiding indde it didnt look dl that greet, but Liz had
meade it up with some spare sheets and blankets and Ted sad it would be fine. Bobby brushed
his teeth, then looked out from the door of his bedroom a Ted, who was dtting on the end of
the sofabed and watching the news.

'Goodhnight,’ Bobby said.

Ted looked over to him, and for a moment Bobby thought Ted would get up, coss the
room, give him a hug and maybe a kiss Ingead of thet, he sketched a funny, awkward little
sdute. 'Segp well, Bobby.'

‘Thanks!'

Bobby dosed his bedroom door, turned off the light, got into bed, and spread his heds to
the corners of the matress. As he looked up into the dark he remembered the morning Ted
had taken hold of his shoulders then laced his bunchy old hands together behind his neck.
Their faces that day had been dmogt as cdose as his and Caral's had been on the Ferris whed
just before they kissed. The day he had argued with his mother. The day he had known about
the money taped in the catdogue. Also the day he had won ninety ents from Mr McQuown.
Go buy yourself a martini, Mr McQuown had said.

Had it come from Ted? Had the winkle come from Ted touching hin?

'Y egh,' Bobby whispered in the dark. "Yesh, | think it probably did.

What if he touches me again that way?

Bobby was gill consdering this ideawhen he fdl adeep.

He dreamed that people were chasng his mother through the jungle — Jack and Piggy, the
litttuns, and Don Biderman, Cushman, and Dean. His mother was wearing her new dress
from Gowns by Lucie the black one with the thin draps, only it had been torn in places by
thorns and branches. Her stockings were in tatters They looked like grips of dead <kin
hanging off her legs. Her eyes were degp sweatholes gleaming with terror. The boys chasing
her were naked. Biderman and the other two were wearing ther business suits All of them
had dternating Sreeks of red and white paint on their faces dl were brandishing spears and
shouting Kill the pig, dit her throat! Kill the pig, drink her blood! Kill the pig, strew her guts!

He woke in the gray light of dawn, shivering, and got up to use the bathroom. By the time
he went back to bed he could no longer remember precisdy wha he had dreamed. He dept
for another two hours, and woke up to the good amdls of bacon and eggs Bright summer
sunshine was danting in his bedroom window and Ted was making breskfad.

Village of the Damned was the lag and grestest movie of Bobby Garfidd's childhood; it was
the first and grestest movie of what came dter childhood — a dark period when he was often
bad and adways confused, a Bobby Gafidd he fdt he didnt redly know. The cop who
aresed him for the firg time had blond har, and what came to Bobby's mind as the cop led
him away from the momn-pop dore Bobby had broken into (by then he and his mother were
living in a suburb north of Boston) were dl those blond kids in Village of the Damned. The
cop could have been one of them al grown up.

The movie was playing a the Criterion, the very avatar of those Bridgeport dreampalaces
Bobby had been thinking about the night before. It was in black and white, but the contrasts
were sharp, not dl fuzzy like on the Zenith back in the apatment, and the images were
enormous. So were the sounds, especidly the shivery theremin music that played when the
Midwich children redly started to use their power.



Bobby was enthrdled by the dory, undersanding even before the firg five minutes were
over that it was a real dory, the way Lord of the Flies had been a red story. The people
seemed like red people which made the make-bdieve parts scarier. He guessed that Sully-
John would have been bored with it, except for the ending. SJ liked to see giant scorpions
crushing Mexico City or Roden somping Tokyo;, beyond that his interest in what he cdled
‘cregiure features was limited. But Sully wasn't here, and for the firs time since heéd left,
Bobby was glad.

They were in time for the one oclock metinee, and the theater was dmost desarted. Ted
(wearing his fedora and with his dark glasses folded into the breest pocket of his shirt) bought
a big bag of popcorn, a box of Dots, a Coke for Bobby, and a rootbeer (of coursel) for
himdf. Every now and then he would pass Bobby the popcorn or the candy and Botby
would take some, but he was hardly aware that he was egting, |et done of what he was egting.

The movie began with everyone in the British village of Midwich fdling adegp (a maen
who was driving a tractor at the time of the event was killed; so was a woman who fel face
firgd onto a lighted stove burner). The military was natified, and they sent a reconnaissance
plane to take a look. The pilot fel adegp as soon as he was over Midwich arspace; the plane
crashed. A soldier with a rope around his middle waked ten or tweve paces into the village,
then swooned into a degp deep. When he was dragged back, he awakened as soon as he was
hauled over the 'deepline that had been painted across the highway.

Everyone in Midwich woke up eventudly, and everything seemed to be dl right . . . until, a
few weeks later, the women in town discovered they were pregnant. Old women, young
women, even girls Caol Gerber's age, dl pregnant, and the children they gave birth to were
those spooky kids from the poster, the ones with the blond hair and the glowing eyes.

Although the movie never said, Bobby figured the Children of the Damned must have been
caused by some sort of outer-gpace phenomenon, like the pod-peoplein Invasion of the Body
Shatchers. In any case, they grew up faster then norma kids, they were super-smart, they
could make people do what they wanted . . . and they were ruthless When one father tried to
discipline his particular Child of the Damned, dl the kids cdubbed together and directed beir
thoughts a the offending grownup (ther eyes glowing, that theremin musc o0 pulsng and
drange tha Bobby's ams broke out in goossbumps as he drank his Coke) until the guy put a
shotgun to his head and killed himsdf (that part wasn't shown, and Bobby was glad).

The hero was George Sanders. His wife gave hirth to one of the blond children. SJwould
have scoffed @ George, cdled him a 'queer bastard’ or a ‘golden oldie’ but Bobby found him
a wdcome change from heoes like Randolph Scott, Richard Carlson, and the inevitable
Audie Murphy. George was redly sort of ripshit, in a weird English way. In the words of
Denny Rivers, old George knew how to lay chilly. He wore specid cool ties and combed his
har back tight to his skull. He didnt look as though he could beat up a bunch of sdoon
baddies or anything, but he was the only guy from Midwich the Children of the Damned
would have anything to do with; in fact they drafted him to be ther teacher. Bobby couldn't
imagine Randolph Scott or Audie Murphy teaching a bunch of super-smart kids from outer
space anything.

In the end, George Sanders was aso the one who got rid of them. He had discovered he
could kegp the Children from reading his mind — for a little while, anyway — if he imagined
a brick wal in his head, with dl his mogt secret thoughts behind it. And after everyone hed
decided the Children must go (you could teech them meth, but not why it was bad to punish
someone by meking him drive over a diff), Sanders put a time-bomb into his briefcase and
took it into the schoolroom. That was the only place where the Children — Bobby understood
in some vague way that they were only supernaturd versons of Jack Merridew and his
huntersin Lord of the Flies— were dl together.

They sensed that Sendes wes hiding something from them. In the movies find



excrudiaing sequence, you could see bricks flying out of the wal Sanders had congtructed in
his heed, flying faster and fagter as the Children of the Damned pried into him, trying to find
out what he was conceding. At lagt they uncovered the image of the bomb in the briefcase —
eight or nine dicks of dynamite wired up to an darm dock. You saw their cregpy golden eyes
widen with underganding, but they didnt have time to do anything. The bomb exploded.
Bobby was shocked that the hero died — Randolph Scoit never died in the Saturday-matinee
movies a the Empire, nether did Audie Murphy or Richard Carlson — but he undersood
that George Sanders had given his life For the Greater Good of All. He thought he understood
something dse, aswdl: Ted's blank-outs.

While Ted and Bobby had been visting Midwich, the day in southern Connecticut hed
tuned hot and glaing. Bobby didnt like the world much &fter a redly good movie in any
case, for a litle while it fdt like an unfar joke full of people with dull eyes smdl plans and
facid blemishes. He sometimes thought if the world had aplot it would be so much better.

‘Brautigan and Garfidd hit the brickd' Ted exdamed as they stepped from beneath the
marquee (a banner reading COME IN IT'S KOOL INSIDE hung from the marquees front). "What
did you think? Did you enjoy it?

It was great, Bobby sad. 'Fantabulous. Thanks for taking me It was practicdly the best
movie | ever sw. How about when he had the dynamite? Did you think hed be abdle to fool
them?

'Well ... I'd reed the book, remember. Will you reed it, do you think?

'Yed' Bobby fdt, in fact, a sudden urge to bolt back to Hawich, running the whole
disance down the Connecticut Pike and Asher Avenue in the hot sunshine so he could
borrow The Midwich Cuckoos with his new adult library card a once. 'Did he write any other
sciencefiction stories?

‘John Wyndham? Oh yes quite a few. And will no doubt write more. One nice thing about
sciencefiction and mystery writers is that they rardy dither five years between books. Thet is
the prerogative of serious writers who drink whiskey and have effairs'

'Are the others as good as the one we just saw?

"The Day of the Triffidsis as good. The Kraken Wakesis even better.’

'What's a kraken?

They had reached a dreetcorner and were waiting for the light to change Ted made a
goooky, big-eyed face and bent down toward Bobby with his hands on his knees. ‘It's a
monstah,’ he said, doing a pretty good Boris Karloff imitation.

They waked on, taking fird aout the movie and then about whether or not there redly
might be life in outer space, and then on to the specid cool ties George Sanders had wan in
the movie (Ted told him that kind of tie was cdled an ascot). When Bobby next took notice
of their surroundings they had come to a pat of Bridgeport he had never been in before —
when he came to the city with his mom, they suck to downtown, where the big stores were.
The stores here were smdl and crammed together. None sold what the big department tores
did: dothes and gppliances and shoes and toys Bobby sawv sgns for locksmiths  check-
cashing sarvices, used books ROD'S GUNS read one Sgn, wo FAT NOODLE co., read another.
FOTO FINISHING, read a third. Next to wo FAT was a shop sdling SPECIAL SOUVENIRS There
was something werdly like the Savin Rock midway about this dregt, so much so that Bobby
amog expected to see the Monte Man standing on a drestcorner with his makeshift table and
his lobsterback playing cards.

Bobby tried to peer through the SPECIAL SOUVENIRS window when they passed, but it was
covered by a big bamboo blind. Hed never heard of a ore covering their show window
during business hours. 'Who'd want a specid souvenir of Bridgeport, do you think?

‘Wel, | dont think they redly sdl souvenirs' Ted sad. Td guess they <l items of a sexud
nature, few of them drictly legd.'



Bobby had quegtions about that — a hillion or so — but fdt it best to be quiet. Outsde a
pawnshop with three golden bdls hanging over the door he paused to look & a dozen
sraight-razors which had been lad out on velvet with their blades partly open. They'd been
aranged in a cirde and the result was drange and (to Bobby) beautiful: looking a them was
like looking & something removed from a deadly piece of mechinery. The razors handles
were much more excotic than the handle of the one Ted used, too. One looked like ivory,
another like ruby etched with thin gold lines athird like crysd.

'If you bought one of those you'd be shaving in style, wouldn't you? Boblby asked.

He thought Ted would smile, but he didnt. 'When people buy razors like that, they donit
shave with them, Babby.'

'What do you mean?

Ted wouldnt tel him, but he did buy him a sandwich cdled a gyro in a Gresk ddicaiessen.
It came in a folded-over piece of homemade bread and was oozing a dubious white sauce
which to Bobby looked quite a lot like pimpe-pus. He forced himsdf to try it because Ted
sad they were good. It turned out to be the best sandwich hed ever edten, as meaty as a
hotdog or a hamburger from the Colony Diner but with an exctic taste that no hamburger or
hotdog had ever had. And it was great to be eating on the sdewak, drolling dong with his
friend, looking and being looked &.

'What do they cdl this part of town? Bobby asked. 'Doesit have a name?

These days, who knows? Ted sad, and shrugged. They used to cdl it Gresktown. Then
the Itdians came, the Pueto Ricans, and now the Negroes. Theres a novdig named David
Goodis — the kind the college teechers never read, a genius of the drugstore paperback
digplays — who cdls it "down thee" He says every city has a neighborhood like this one,
where you can buy sex or maijuana or a parot that taks dirty, where the men gt taking on
goops like those men across the dreet, where the women dways seem to be ydling for ther
kids to come in unless they want a whipping, and where the wine dways comes in a paper
sack.' Ted pointed into the gutter, where the neck of a Thunderbird bottle did indeed poke out
of a brown bag. ‘It's just down there, that's what David Goodis says, the place where you don't
have any use for your les name and you can buy dmogs anything if you have cash in your
pocket.'

Down there, Bobby thought, waiching a trio of oliveskinned teenagers in gang jackets
watch them asthey passed. Thisisthe land of straight-razors and special souvenirs.

The Criterion and Munci€s Department Store had never seemed o0 far away. And Broad
Street? That and dl of Harwich could have been in ancther solar system.

At lagt they came to a place cdled The Corner Pocket, Pool and Billiards, Automatic
Games, Rhenigold on Tap. There was dso one of those banners reading COME IN IT'S KOOL
INSIDE. As Bobby and Ted passed benesth it, a young man in a drappy tee-shirt and a
chocolate-colored gingybrim like the kind Frank Sinatra wore came out the door. He had a
long, thin caze in one hand. That's his pool-cue, Bobby thought with fright and amazement.
He's got his pool-cue in that case like it was a guitar or something.

'Who a hip cat, Daddy-O? he asked Bobby, then grinned. Bobby grinned back. The kid
with the pool-cue case made a gun with his finger and pointed a Bobby. Bobby made a gun
with his own finger and pointed it back. The kid nodded as if to say Yeah, okay, you hip, we
both hip and crossed the dtreet, snapping the fingers of his free hand and bopping to the music
in his heed.

Ted looked up the dreet in one direction, then down in the other. Ahead of them, three
Negro children were capering in the spray of a partly opened hydrant. Back the way they had
come, two young men — one white, the other maybe Pueto Rican — were teking the
hubcaps off an old Ford, working with the rgpid seriousness of doctors peforming an
operation. Ted looked a them, sghed, then looked a Bobby. The Pocket's no place for a kid,



even in the middle of the day, but Im not going to leave you out on the street. Come on.' He
took Bobby by the hand and led him insde.



v

In the Pocket. The Shirt Right Off
His Back. Outade the William Penn.
The Frence Sex=Kitten.

What gruck Bobby firsd was the smdl of beer. It was impected, as if folks had been drinking
in here gnce the days when the pyramids were 4ill in the planning Sages Next was the
sound of a TV, not turned to Bandstand but to one of the lae-afternoon sogp operas (‘Oh
John, oh Mashd shows was wha his mother cdled them), and the dick of pookbdls Only
after these things had regigered did his eyes chip in ther own input, because they'd needed to
adjust. The place was very dim.

And it was long, Bobby saw. To ther right was an archway, and beyond it a room that
gopeared dmost endless. Mogt of the pooktables were covered, but a few stood in brilliant
idands of light where men drolled languidly about, pausng every now and then to bend and
shoot. Other men, hardly vishle sat in higa seats dong the wal, waiching. One was getting
his shoes shined. He looked about a thousand.

Sraght aheed was a big room filled with Gottlieb pinbdl machines a hillion red and
orange lights stuttered stomachache colors off a large sgn which read IF YOU TILT THE SAME
MACHINE TWICE YOU WILL BE ASKED TO LEAVE. A young man wearing another singybrim hat
— gpparently the gpproved headgear for the bad motorscooters residing down there — was
bent over Frontier Petrol, working the flippers franticdly. A cigarette hung off his lower lip,
the smoke risng past his face and the whorls of his combed-back hair. He was wearing a
jacket tied around hiswaist and turned insde-out.

To the left of the lobby was a bar. It was from here that the sound of the TV and the amdll
of beer was coming. Three men sat there, each surrounded by empty stools, hunched over
pilsener glasses. They didnt look like the happy bear-drinkers you saw in the ads to Bobby
they looked the londiest people on earth. He wondered why they didn't a least huddie up and
tdk alittle

Closer by them was a dek. A fa man came rolling through the door behind it, and for a
moment Bobby could hear the low sound of a radio playing. The fa man had a cigar in his
mouth and was wearing a shirt covered with pam trees. He was sngpping his fingers like the
cool ca with the pool-cue case, and under his breeth he was singing like this 'Choo-choo-
chow, choo-choo-ka-chow-chow, choo-choo-chowchowl' Bobby recognized the tune
Tequila by The Champs.

'Who you, buddy? the fa man asked Ted. 'l dont know you. And he cant be in here
anyway. Cantcha read? He jerked a fat thumb with a dirty nall a another sgn, this one
posted on the desk: B-21 OR B-GONE!

You dont know me but | think you know Jmmy Giradi,’ Ted sad politdy. 'He told me
youwerethemantosee. . . if youre Len Files, that is'

I'm Len,’ the man sad. All a once he seemed condderably warmer. He held out a hand so
white and pudgy that it looked like the gloves Mickey and Dandd and Goofy wore in the
catoons. 'You know Jmmy Gee huh? Goddam Jmmy Ged Why, his grampas back there
getting a shine. He gets 'is boas shined a lot these days' Len Files tipped Ted a wink. Ted
gmiled and shook the guy's hand.



Tha your kid? Len Fles asked, bending over his dek to get a doser look a Baobby.
Bobby could smdl SenSen mints and cigars on his breath, sweet on his body. The collar of
his shirt was speckled with dandruff.

'Hes a friend, Ted sad, and Bobby thought he might actudly explode with hgppiness. I
didnt want to leave him on the Srest.’

"Yeah, unless youre willing to have to pay to get im back, Len Fles agreed. "'You remind
me of somebody, kid. Now why is that?

Bobby shook his head, a little frightened to think he looked like anybody Len FHles might
know.

The fa man bardy pad atention to Bobby's head-shake. He had draightened and was
looking & Ted again. 'l can't be having kidsin here, Mr ... 7?7

"Ted Brautigan.' He offered his hand. Len Files shook it.

'Y ou know how it is Ted. Peoplein abusiness like mine, the cops keep tabs!

'Of course. But helll stand right here— won't you, Boblby?

‘Sure,’ Bobby said.

'And our busness won' take long. But it'sagood little bit of busness Mr Files—*

‘Len.

Len, of course, Bobby thought. Just Len. Because in here was down there.

'As| say, Len, thisisagood piece of busness| want to do. | think you'l agree.’

If you know Jmmy Gee you know | dont do the nickes and dimes’ Len sad. 'l leave the
nickds and dimes to the niggers. What are we taking here? Patterson-Johansson?

"Albin-Haywood. At The Garden tomorrow night?

Len's eyes widened. Then his fa and unshaven cheeks spread in a smile. 'Man oh man oh
Manischevitz. We need to explore this!

'We certainly do.

Len Fles came out from around the desk, took Ted by the am, and darted to leed him
toward the poolroom. Then he stopped and swung back. ‘Is it Bobby when youre home and
got your feet up, pd?

'Yes, gr.' Yes g, Bobby Garfield, he would have said anywhere ese . . . but this was down
there and he thought just plain Bobby would suffice.

'Well, Bobby, | know those pinbal machines prally look good to ya and you proly got a
quarter or two in your pocket, but do what Adam dint and ress the temptation. Can you do
that?

'Yes, gr.'

I wont be long, Ted told him, and then dlowed Len Files to lead him through the arch and
into the poolroom. They waked past the men in the high chars, and Ted topped to spesk to
the one geting his shoes shined. Next to Jmmy Geds grandfather, Ted Brautigan looked
young. The od man peered up and Ted sad something; the two men laughed into each
other's faces. Jmmy Gees grandfaher had a good drong laugh for an old felow. Ted
reeched out both hands and paited his sdlow cheeks with gentle affection. That made Jmmy
Gees grandfather laugh again. Then Ted let Len draw him into a curtained dcove past the
other men in the aher chairs.

Bobby sood by the dek as if rooted, but Len hadnt sad anything about not looking
aound, and 0 he did — in dl directions The wdls were covered with beer sgns and
caendars that showed girls with most of their clothes off. One was dimbing over a fence in
the country. Another was getting out of a Packard with most of her kirt in her lgp and her
gaters showing. Behind the desk were more sSgns, most expressing some negative concept
(IF YOU DON'T LIKE OUR TOWN LOOK FOR A TIMETABLE, DON'T SEND A BOY TO DO A MAN'S JOB,
THERE'S NO SUCH THING AS A FREE LUNCH, NO CHECKS ACCEPTED, NO CREDIT, CRYING TOWELS
ARE NOT PROVIDED BY THE MANAGEMENT) and a big red button marked POLICE CALL.



Suspended from the celing on a loop of dusty wire were Cdlophane packages, some marked
GINSENG ORIENTAL LOVE ROOT and others SPANISH DELITE. Bobby wondered if they were
vitamins of some kind. Why would they sdl vitaminsin a place like this?

The young guy in the roomful of automatic games whapped the sde of Frontier Patrol,
depped back, gave the machine the finger. Then he drolled into the lobby area adjusing his
hat. Bobby made his finger into a gun and pointed it a him. The young man looked surprised,
then grinned and pointed back as he headed for the door. He loosened the tied ams of his
jacket as he went.

‘Cant wear no cdub jacket in here he sad, noting Bobby's wide-eyed curiogity. 'Can't even
show your fuckin colors. Rules of the house.'

‘Oh.

The young guy smiled and raised his hand Traced in blue ink on the back was a devil's
pitchfork. ‘But | got the Sign, little brother. Seeit?

‘Heck, yeeh." A tattoo. Bobby was fant with envy. The kid saw it; his smile widened into a
grin full of white teeth.

'Fuckin Digblos, 'mano. Best club. Fuckin Digblos rule the streets. All others are pussy.

‘The Streets down here!’

"Fuckin right down here, where dse is there? Rock on, baby brother. | like you. You got a
good look on you. Fuckin crewcut sucks, though. The door opened, here was a gasp of hot
ar and dreetlife noise, and the guy was gone.

A little wicker basket on the desk caught Bobby's eye. He tilted it so he could see in. It was
full of keyrings with plagic fobs — red and blue and green. Bobby picked one out 0 he
could reed the gald printing: THE CORNER POCKET BILLIARDS, POOL, AUTO. GAMES.

KENMORE 82127.

'‘Go on, kid, teke it

Bobby was s0 datled he dmost knocked the basket of keyrings to the floor. The woman
had come through the same door as Len Files and she was even bigger — dmog as big as
the circus fat lady — but she was as light on her feet as a bdlering; Bobby looked up and she
was just there, looming over him. Shewas Len's Sgter, had to be.

I'm sorry,’ Bobby muttered, returning the keyring hed picked up and pushing the basket
back from the edge of the desk with little pais of his fingers He might have succeeded in
pushing it right over the far dde if the faa woman hadn't Stopped it with one hand. She weas
amiling and didn't look a bit mad, which to Bobby was a tremendous rdlief.

‘Redly, I'm not being sarcadtic, you should take one’ She hdd out one of the keyrings It
had a green fob. They're just chegp little things, but they're free. We give em away for the
advetisng. Like matches, you know, dthough | wouldnt give a pack of maches to a kid.
Don't smoke, do you?

'No, maam.'

That's meking a good dat. Stay away from the booze, too. Here. Teke. Dont turn down
for freein thisworld, kid, there isn't much of it going around.

Bobby took the keyring with the green fob. Thank you, mdam. It's neat.’ He put the
keyring in his pocket, knowing he would have to get rid of it — if his mother found such an
item, she wouldnt be happy. Shed have twenty quedtions, as Sully would say. Maybe even
thirty.

'What's your name?

‘Bobby.

He waited to see if she would ask for his last name and was secretly delighted when she
didnt. 'I'm Alanna' She hdd out a hand crusted with rings. They twinkled like the pinbdl
lights. "Y ou here with your ded?

'With my friend,' Bobby said. 'l think he's making a bet on the Haywood-Albini prizefight.’



Alanna looked darmed and amusaed a the same time. She leaned forward with one finger
to her red lips. She made a Shhh sound a Bobby, and blew out astrong liquory smdl with it.

‘Dont say "bet" in here’ she cautioned him. This is a billiard parlor. Always remember
that and you'll dways befine!

‘Okay.'

Youre a handsome little devil, Bobby. And you look . . . ' She paused. 'Do | know your
father, maybe? Isthat possible?

Bobby shook his head, but doubtfully — he had reminded Len of someone, too. 'My dad's
dead. He died along time ago.' He dways added this so people wouldn't get dl gushy.

'‘What was his name? But before he could say, Alanna Files sad it hersdf — it came out of
her painted mouth like a magic word. 'Was it Randy? Randy Garelt, Randy Greer, something
like that?

For a moment Bobby was so flabbergasted he couldn't spesk. It fdt as if dl the bresth had
been sucked out of hislungs. ‘Randdl Garfidd. But how . . ."

She laughed, ddighted. Her bosom heaved. 'Wedl, mosly your hair. But aso the freckles .
. . and this here skijump . . . ' She bent forward and Bobby could see the tops of smooth
white breasts that looked as big as waerbards She skidded one finger lightly down his
nose.

'He camein hereto play pool?

‘Nah. Said he wasn't much of a stick. Hed drink a beer. Also sometimes . . . ' She made a
quick gesture then — deding from an invisble deck. It made Bobby think of McQuown.

'Y egh, Bobby said. 'He never met an ingde straight he didntt like, that'swhet | heard.

I don't know about thet, but he was a nice guy. He could come in here on a Monday night,
when the place is dways like a grave, and in hadf an hour or s0 héd have everybody laughing.
Hed play that song by Jo Stafford, | can't remember the name, and nake Lennie turn up the
jukebox. A red swedtie, kid, that's mogtly why | reamember him; a swestie with red har is a
rare commodity. He wouldnt buy a drunk a drink, he had a thing about thet, but otherwise
hed give you the shirt right off his back. All you hed to do was ask."

‘But he log a lot of money, | guess' Bobby sad. He couldnt believe he was having this
conversation — that he had met someone who had known his father. Yet he supposed a lot of
finding out hgppened like this completdly by accident. You were jus going dong, minding
your own business, and dl a oncethe past Sdeswiped you.

‘Randy? She looked surprised. ‘Nah. Hed come in for a drink maybe three times a week —
you know, if he hgppened to be in the neighborhood. He was in red edtate or insurance or
sling or some one of those—*

'Redl edtate, Bobby said. 'It was red ettate.

' — and there was an office down here hed vidgt. For the indudrid properties, | guess, if it
was red edae. You sureit wasn't medica supplies?

‘No, red estate!

Funny how your memory works' she sad. 'Some things stay clear, but modly time goes
by and green turns blue. All of the suit-ntie busnesses are gone down here now, anyway.'
She shook her heed sadly.

Bobby wasn't intereted in how the neighborhood had gone to blazes 'But when he did
play, he lost. He was dways trying to fill ingde sraights and stuff.’

'Did your mother tell you that?

Bobby was slent.

Alanna drugged. Interesting things happened dl up and down her front when she did.
'Wdll, that's between you and her . . . and hey, maybe your dad threw his dough around in
other places. All | know is tha in here hed jugt gt in once or twice a month with guys he
knew, play until maybe midnight, then go home If he left a big winner or a big loser, I'd



probably remember. | dont, o he probably broke even most nights he played. Which, by the
way, makes him a pretty good poker-player. Better than most back there' She rolled her eyes
in the direction Ted and her brother had gone.

Bobby looked a her with growing corfusion. Your father didn't exactly leave us well off,
his mother liked to say. There was the lgpsed life insurance policy, the stack of unpad hills,
Little did | know, his mother had sad jugt this soring, and Bobby was beginning to think thet
fit him, aswdl: Little did | know.

'He was such a good-looking guy, your dad,” Alanna said, 'Bob Hope nose and dl. I'd guess
you got thet to look forward to — you favor him. Got a girlfriend?

'Y es, maam.'

Were the unpad hills a fiction? Was tha possble? Had the life insurance policy actudly
been cashed and socked away, maybe in a bank account instead of between the pages of the
Sears catdogue? It wes a horrible thought, somehow. Bobby couldnt imagine why his
mother would want him to think his dad was

(alow man, alow man with red hair]

a bad guy if he redly waan't, but there was something about the idea that fdt . . . true. She
could get mad, that was the thing about his mother. She could g&t so mad. And then she
might sy anything. It was possble that his father — who his mother had never once in
Bobby's memory cdled 'Randy’ — had given too many people too many shirts right off his
back, and consequently mede Liz Gafidd med. Liz Gafidd didnt give away shirts not off
her back or from anywhere dse. You had to save your shirts in this world, because life wasnt
fair.

'What's her name?

'Liz. Hefdt dazed, the way hed felt coming out of the dark theater into the bright light.

‘Like Liz Taylor." Alannalooked pleased. "That's a nice name for agirlfriend.’

Bobby laughed, alittle embarrassed. 'No, my mother'sLiz. My girlfriend's nameis Caral.'

'She pretty?

‘A red hosty-tody, he sad, grinning and wiggling one hand from dde to dde He was
ddighted when Alanna roared with laughter. She reeched over the dek, the flesh of her
upper am hanging like some fantagtic wad of dough, and pinched his cheek. It hurt a little
but he liked it.

‘Cute kid! Can | tel you something?

'Sure, what?

‘Just because a man likes to play a little cards, that doesnt make him Attila the Hun. You
know thet, don't you?

Bobby nodded hesitantly, then more firmly.

Your mds your ma, | dont say nothing againg anybody's ma because | loved my own, but
not everybody's ma agpproves of cards or pool or ... places like this. It's a point of view, but
that'sdl it is. Get the picture?

'Yes' Bobby sad. He did. He got the picture. He fdt very drange, like laughing and crying
a the same time. My dad was here, he thought. This seemed, a least for the time being, much
more important then any lies his mother might have told about him. My dad was here, he
might have stood right where I'm standing now. 'I'm glad | look like him," he blurted.

Alanna nodded, gmiling. 'You coming in here like that, just waking in off the dreet. What
are the odds?

‘| don't know. But thanks for telling me about him. Thanksalot.'

'Hed play that Jo Stafford song dl night, if youd let him, Alanna said. ‘Now dont you go
wandering off.

'‘No, maam.'

'No, Alanna.'



Bobby grinned. 'Alanna.’

She blew him a kiss as his mother sometimes did, and laughed when Bobby pretended to
cach it. Then she went back through the door. Bobby could see what looked like a living
room beyond it. There was a big cross on one wall.

He reeched into his pocket, hooked a finger through the keyring (it was, he thought, a
goecid souvenir of his vigt down there), and imagined himsdf riding down Broad Strregt on
the Schwinn from the Wegsern Auto. He was heading for the park. He was wearing a
chocolate-colored stingybrim hat cocked back on his head. His har was long and combed in a
duck's ass — no more crewcut, later for you, Jack. Tied around his waist was a jacket with
his colors on it; riding the back of his hand was a blue tattoo, Samped degp and forever.
Outsde FHed B Cad would be wating for him. Shed be watching him ride up, shéd be
thinking Oh you crazy boy as he swung the Schwinn around in a tight circle, spraying gave
toward (but not on) her white sneskers. Crazy, yes. A bad motorscooter and a mean go-getter.

Len Fles and Ted were coming back now, both of them looking heppy. Len, in fact,
looked like the cat that ate the canary (as Bobby's mother often sad). Ted paused to pass
another, briefer, word with the old guy, who nodded and smiled. When Ted and Len got back
to the lobby area, Ted dated toward the tdephone booth just indde the door. Len took his
am and steered him toward the desk instead.

As Ted sepped behind it, Len ruffled Bobby's har. ‘I know who you look like' he sad. 'It
come to mewhile | wasin the back room. Y our dad was— '

'Gafidd. Randy Gafidd' Bobby looked up & Len, who 0 resembled his sger, and
thought how odd and sort of wonderful it was to be linked that way to your own blood kin.
Linked so dosdy people who didnt even know you could sometimes pick you out of a
crowd. 'Did you like him, Mr Fles?

'Who, Randy? Sure, he was a hdluva gizmo.' But Len Fles ssemed a litle vague He
hadnt noticed Bobby's father in the same way his sder had, Bobby decided; Len probably
wouldnt remember aout the Jo Safford song or how Randy Garfidd would give you the
shirt right off his back. He wouldnt give a drunk a drink, though; he wouldnt do thet. "Your
pd's dl right, too, Len went on, more enthusagtic now. 'l like the high dass and the high
cass likes me, but 1 don't get red shooters like him in here often.’ He turned to Ted, who was
hunting nearsghtedly thraugh the phonebook. Try Circle Taxi. KEnmore 6 7400."

Thanks,' Ted sad.

‘Dont mention it Len brushed past Ted and went through the door behind the desk. Bobby
caught ancther brief glimpse of the living room and the big cross When the door shut, Ted
looked over a Bobby and sad: 'You bet five hundred bucks on a prizefight and you don't
have to use the pay phone like the rest of the shmucks. Such adedl, huh?

Bobby fdt as if dl the wind had been sucked out of him. 'You bet Jive hundred dbllars on
Hurricane Haywood?

Ted shook a Chegefidd out of his pack, put it in his mouth, lit it around a grin. 'Good
God, no, he sad. 'On Albini. After he cdled the cab, Ted took Bobby over to the bar and
ordered them both rootbeers. He doesn't know | don't really like rootbeer, Bobby thought. It
seemed another piece in the puzzle, somehow — the puzze of Ted. Len sarved them himsdf,
saying nothing about how Bobby shouldnt be dtting a the bar, he was a nice kid but just
dinking the place up with his under-twenty-oneness, apparently a free phone cdl wasnt dl
you got when you bet five hundred dollars on a prizefight. And not even the excaitement of the
bet could long didract Bobby from a certain dull certainty which sole much of his plessure
in hearing that his father hadn't been such a bad guy, after dl. The bet had been made to earn
some runout money. Ted was leaving.



The taxi was a Checker with a huge back seet. The driver was deeply involved in the Yankees
game on the radio, to the point where he sometimes talked back to the announcers.

'Fles and his sgter knew your father, didn't they? It wasnt redly a question.

Yeah. Alanna egpecidly. She thought he was a red nice guy.’ Bobby paused. 'But that's
not what my mother thinks.'

I imagine your mother saw a dde of him Alanna Fles never did, Ted replied. 'More than
one. People arelike diamondsin that way, Bobby. They have many sdes!

‘But Mom sad . . . ' It was too complicated. Shed never exactly sad anything, redly, only
sort of suggested stuff. He didn't know how to tdl Ted that his mother had ddes, too, and
some of them made it hard to bdieve those things she never quite came out and sad. And
when you got right down to it, how much did he redly wart to know? His father was dead,
ater dl. His mother wasn't, and he had to live with her . . . and he had to love her. He had no
one dseto love, not even Ted. Because —

"When you going? Bobby asked in alow voice.

‘After your mother gets back." Ted dghed, glanced out the window, then looked down a
his hands, which were folded on one crossed knee He didnt look a Bobby, not ye.
'Probably Friday morning. | cantt collect my money until tomorrow night. | got four to one on
Albini; that's two grand. My good pa Lennie will have to phone New York to meke the
cover.'

They crossed a cand bridge, and down there was back there. Now they were in the part of
the city Bobby hed travelled with his mother. The men on the dreet wore coats and ties. The
women wore hose indead of bobbysocks. None of them looked like Alanna Fles, and Bobby
didnt think many of them would smdl of liquor if they went 'Shhh,' ether. Not a four
odock in the afternoon.

1 know why you didnt bet on Paterson-Johansson,” Bobby sad. 'It's because you dont
know wholl win.'

'l think Petterson will this time,’ Ted said, 'because this time he's prepared for Johansson. |
might flutter two dollars on Hoyd Pdterson, but five hundred? To bet five hundred you must
dther know or be crazy.'

The Albini-Haywood fight isfixed, isn't it?

Ted nodded. 'l knew when you read that Kleindiend was involved, and | guessed tha
Albini was supposed to win.'

'Y ouve made other bets on boxing matches where Mr Kleindienst was a manager.’

Ted sad nothing for a moment, only looked out the window. On the radio, someone hit a
comebacker to Whitey Ford. Ford fielded the bal and threw to Moose Skowron at first. Now
there were two down in the top of the eighth. At last Ted sad, ‘It could have been Haywood.
It wasnt likely, but it could have been. Then . . . did you see the old man back there? The one
in the shoeshine chair?

'Sure, you petted him on the cheeks!'

That's Arthur Girardi. Files lets him hang around because he used to be connected. That's
wha Files thinks — used to be. Now hés just some old fdlow who comes in to get his shoes
shined a ten and then forgets and comes in to get them shined again a three. Files thinks he's
jus an old felow who dont know from nothing, as they say. Girardi lets him think whatever
he wants to think. If Fles sad the moon was green cheese, Girardi wouldnt sy boo. Old
Gee, he comesin for the air conditioning. And he's ftill connected.’

‘Connected to Immy Gee!

To dl sorts of guys.’

'Mr Files didn't know the fight was fixed?

'No, not for sure. | thought he would.'



‘But old Gee knew. And he knew which on€e's supposed to take the dive.

Yes. Tha was my luck. Hurricane Haywood goes down in the eghth round. Then, next
year when the odds are better, the Hurricane gets his payday .

'Would you have bet if Mr Girardi hadn't been there?

‘No, Ted replied immediately.

Then what would you have done for money? When you go away?

Ted boked depressed at those words — When you go away. He made as if to put an am
around Bobby's shoulders, then stopped himsdif.

There's dways someone who knows something,’ he said.

They were on Asher Avenue now, dill in Bridgeport but only a mile or so from the
Hawich town line Knowing wha would happen, Bobby reached for Teds big, nicotine-
gained hand.

Ted swivelled his knees toward the door, taking his hands with them. 'Better not.’

Bobby didnt need to ask why. People put up sgns hat ssad WET PAINT DO NOT TOUCH
because if you put your hand on something newly panted, the stuff would get on your skin.
Y ou could wash it off, or it would weer off by itsdf in time, but for awhile it would be there.

'Where will you go?

'l don't know.’

' fed bad, Bobby sad. He could fed tears prickling a the corners of his eyes 'If
something happens to you, it's my fault. | saw things, the things you told me to look out for,
but | didn't say anything. | didnt want you to go. So | tod mysdf you were crazy — not
about everything, just aout the low men you thought were chasng you — and | didnt say
anything. You gave meajob and | muffed it

Teds am rose again. He lowered it and settled for giving Bobby a quick pat on the leg
ingead. At Yankee Stadium Tony Kubek had just doubled home two runs. The crowd wes
going wild.

‘But | knew,’ Ted said mildly.

Bobby stared a him. "What? | don't get you.'

I fdt them getting closer. That's why my trances have grown so frequent. Yet | lied to
mysdf, just as you did. For the same reasons, too. Do you think | want to leave you now,
Bobby? When your mother is so confused and unheppy? In al honesty | dont care sO much
for her sske, we don't get dong, from the first second we laid eyes on each other we didn't get
dong, but sheisyour mother, and — '

'What's wrong with her? Bobby asked. He remembered to keep his voice low, but he took
Teds am and shook it. Tdl me You know, | know you do! Is it Mr Biderman? Is it
something about Mr Biderman?

Ted looked out the window, brow furrowed, lips drawn down tightly. At last he sghed,
pulled out his cigarettes, and lit one. '‘Bobby," he said, 'Mr Biderman is not a nice man. Your
mother knows it, but she aso knows that sometimes we have to go dong with people who are
not nice. Go adong to get dong, she thinks, and she has done this. She's done things over the
last year that she's not proud of, but she has been careful. In some ways she has needed to be
as careful as | have, and whether | like her or not, | admire her for thet.'

'What did she do? What did he make her do? Something cold moved in Bobby's chest.
'Why did Mr Biderman take her to Providence?

'For the realestate conference.’

Isthet dl?Isthat all?

I don't know. She didn't know. Or perhgps she has covered over wha she knows and what
she fears with what she hopes. | can't say. Sometimes | can — sometimes | know things very
directly and dearly. The fird moment | saw you | knew tha you wanted a bicyce that
getting one was very important to you, and you meant to earn the money for one this summer



if you could. | admired your determinetion.”

'Y ou touched me on purposg, didn't you?

'Yes indeed. The firg time, anyway. | did it to know you a little. But friends don't spy; true
friendship is about privacy, too. Besides when | touch, | pass on a kind of — wdl, a kind of
window. | think you know that. The second time | touched you . . . redly touching, holding
on, you know what | mean . . . that was a mistake, but not such an awful one for a little while
you knew more than you should, but it wore off, didnt it? If I'd gone on, though . . . touching
and touching, the way people do when they're close . . . therdd come a point where things
would change. Where it wouldnt wear off.' He rased his mostly smoked cigarette and looked
a it digagtefully. "'The way you smoke one too many of these and you're hooked for life!

Is my mother dl right now? Bobby asked, knowing tha Ted couldnt tdl him that; Teds
gift, whatever it was, didn't dretch thet far.

I dont know. | —'

Ted suddenly diffened. He wes looking out the window a something up ahead. He
smashed his cigarette into the armrest ashtray, doing it hard enough to send sparks scettering
across the back of his hand. He didnt seem to fed them. 'Chrigt,’ he sad. 'Oh Chrigt, Bobby,
werein for it

Bobby leaned across his lgp to look out the window, thinking in the back of his mind about
what Ted had just been saying — touching and touching, the way people do when they're
close— even as he peered up Asher Avenue.

Ahead was a threeway intersection, Asher Avenue, Bridgeport Avenue, and the
Connecticut Pike dl coming together & a place known as Puritan Sgquare. Trolley-tracks
gleamed in the afternoon sun; ddivery trucks honked impatiently as they waited their tumns to
dat through the crush. A sweeting policeman with a whidle in his mouth and white gloves
on his hands was directing traffic. Off to the left was the William Penn Grille, a famous
resaurant which was supposed to have the best steeks in Connecticut (Mr Biderman hed
taken the whole office daff there after the agency sold the Waverley Estate, and Bobby's
mom hed come home with aout a dozen William Penn Grille books of matches). Its main
cdam to fame, his mom had once told Bobby, was that the bar was over the Harwich town
line, but the restaurant proper was in Bridgeport.

Parked in front, on the very edge of Puritan Square, was a DeSoto automobie of a purple
Bobby had never seen before — had never even suspected. The color was S0 bright it hurt his
eyesto look a it. It hurt hiswhole head.

Their cars will be like their yellow coats and sharp shoes and the greasy perfumed stuff
they use to dlick back their hair: hud and vulgar.

The purple car was loaded with swoops and darts of chrome. It had fenderskirts. The hood
omnament was huge Chief DeSoto's head glittered in the hazy light like a fake jewd. The
tires were fat whitewdls and the hubcgps were spinners. There was a whip antenna on the
back. From itstip there hung araccoon tail.

The low men,” Bobby whispered. There was redly no question. It was a DeSoto, but a the
same time it was like no car he had ever seen in his life, soamething as dien as an agteroid. As
they drew doser to the clogged three-way intersection, Bobby saw the upholsery was a
metdlic dragonfly-green — the color nearly howled in contragt to the car's purple skin. There
was white fur around the steering whed. 'Holy crow, it's them!'

'You have to take your mind away, Ted said. He grabbed Bobby by the shoulders (up front
the Yankees blared on and on, the driver paying his two fares in the back sest no atention
whasoever, thank God for that much, a lead) and shook him once hard, before letting him
go. 'You have to take your mind away, do you understand?

He did. George Sanders had built a brick wal behind which to hide his thoughts and plans
from the Children. Bobby had used Maury Wills once before, but he didnt think basebdl wes



going to cut it thistime. What would?

Bobby could see the Asher Empires marquee jutting out over the sdewdk, three or four
blocks beyond Puritan Square, and suddenly he could hear the sound of Sully-John's Bo lo
Bouncer: whapwhap-whap. If she's trash, S-Jhad said, I'd love to be the trashman.

The pogder they'd seen that day filled Bobby's mind: Brigitte Bardot (the French sex-kitten
was what the papers cdled her) dressed only in a towd and a smile. She lodked a little like
the woman getting out of the car on one of the caendars back a The Corner Pocket, the one
with most of her kirt in her lgp and her garters showing. Brigitte Bardot was prettier, though.
And shewasreal. Shewastoo old for the likes of Bobby Garfied, of course.

(I'm so young and you're so old, Paul Anka singing from a thousand tranggtor redios, this
my darling I've been told] but she was 4ill beautiful, and a cat could look a a queen, his
mother dways sad that, too. a ca could look a a queen. Bobby saw her more and more
clearly as he setled back agangt the seet, his eyes taking on tha drifty, far-off look Ted's
eyes got when he had one of his blank-outs Bobby saw her shower-damp puff of blond hair,
the dope of her breagts into the towd, her long thighs her painted toenals standing over the
words Adults Only, Must Have Driver's License or Birth Certificate. He could smell her sogp
— something light and flowery. He could smdll

(Nuit en Paris)

her pefume and he could hear her radio in the next room. It was Freddy Cannon, thet
bebop summertime avatar of Savin Rock: 'Shes dancin to the drag, the chacha rag-a-mop,
she's sompin to the shag, rocks the bunny hop . . .*

He was aware — fantly, far away, in another world father up dong the swirls of the
soinning top — tha the cab in which they were riding had come to a sop right next to the
William Penn Grille, right next to that purple bruise of a DeSoto. Bobby could dmost hear
the car in his heed; if it had had a voice it would have screamed Shoot me, I'm too purple!
Shoot me, I'm too purple! And not far beyond it he could sense them. They were in the
resaurant, having an early sesk. Both of them ae it the same way, bloody-rare. Before they
left they might put up a lost-pet poster in the telephone lounge or leave a hand-printed CAR
FOR SALE BY OWNER cad, upsde-down, of course They were in there, low men in ydlow
coats and white shoes drinking martinis between bites of nearly raw deer, and if they turred
their minds out thisway . . .

Steam was drifting out of the shower. B.B. rased hersdf on her bare painted toes and
opened her towd, tumning it into brief wings before letting it fal. And Bobby saw it wasnt
Brigitte Bardot a dl. It was Carol Gerber. You'd have to be brave to let people look at you
with nothing on but a towel, she had said, and now she had let even the towe fdl away. He
was seeing her as she would look eight or ten years from now.

Bobby looked a her, hepless to look away, hdpless in love, log in the smdls of her sogp
and her pefume, the sound of her radio (Freddy Cannon had given way to The Platers —
heavenly shades of night are falling]., the sght of her smal painted toenails. His heart spun
asatop did, withitslinesrising and disgppearing into other worlds. Other worldsthan this.

The taxi began cregping forward. The four-door purple horror parked next to the restaurant
(parked in a loading zone, Bobby saw, but what did they care?) began to dide to the ear. The
cab jolted to a gop agan and the driver cursed mildy as a trolley rushed dang-alang
through Puritan Square. The low DeSoto wes behind them now, but reflections from its
chrome filled the cab with eraic dancing minnows of light. And suddenly Bobby fet a
savage itching atack the backs of his eyebdls This was followed by a fdl of twising black
threads across his fied of vison. He was able to hold onto Cardl, but he now seemed to be
looking a her through afield of interference.

They sense us ... or they sense something. Please God, get us out of here. Please get us out.

The cabbie saw a hole in the traffic and sguirted through it. A moment later they were



rolling up Asher Avenue a a good pace That itching sensation behind Bobby's eyes began to
recede. The black threads across his field of interior vison cleared away, and when they did
he saw that the naked girfl wasnt Carol a dl (not anymore, a least), not even Brigitte Bardat,
but only the cdenda-girl from The Corner Pocket, dripped mother-neked by Bobby's
imagination. The music from her radio was gone. The smdls of sogp and perfume were gone.
The life had gone out of her; shewasjusta. .. a...

'She's just a picture painted on abrick wal,' Bobby said. He s up.

'Say what, kid? the driver asked, and snapped off the radio. The game was over. Md Alien
was Hling cigarettes.

‘Nothing,' Bobby sad.

'Guess youse dozed off, huh? Sow traffic, hot day . . . theyll do it every time judt like
Hatlo says. Lookslike your pd's il out.

'No, Ted sad, draghtening. The doctor is in.' He dretched his back and winced when it
crackled. 'l did doze a little, though.' He glanced out the back window, but the William Penn
Grille was out of Sght now. The Y ankees won, | suppose?

'Gahdam Injuns, they roont em,” the cabbie sad, and laughed. 'Don't see how youse could
degp with the Y ankees playing.

They turned onto Broad Strest; two minutes later the cab pulled up in front of 149. Bobby
looked a it as if expecting to see a different color paint or perhaps an added wing. He fdt like
hed been gone ten years. In a way he supposed he had been — hadn't he seen Carol Gerber
al grown up?

I'm going to marry her, Bobby decided as he got out of the cab. Over on Colony Strest,
Mrs OHards dog barked on and on, as if denying this and dl human aspiraions roop-roop,
r 0Op- 00p-r 00p.

Ted bent down to the driver's-ade window with his walet in his hand. He plucked out two
sngles, consdered, then added a third. 'Keep the change!’

'You're agent,’ the cabbie said.

'He's a shooter," Bobby corrected, and grinned as the cab pulled away.

‘Let'sget ingde’ Ted sad. 'It's not safe for me to be out here!

They went up the porch steps and Bobby used his key to open the door to the foyer. He
kept thinking about thet werd itching behind his eyes, and the black threeds. The threads had
been paticulaly horrible, as if hed been on the verge of going blind. 'Did they see us, Ted?
Or sense us, or whatever they do?

'You know they did . . . but | dont think they knew how close we were" As they went into
the Gafidd agpatment, Ted took off his sunglasses and tucked them into his shirt pocket.
'Y ou must have covered up well. Whooo! Hat in herd!'

"What makes you think they didn't know we were close?

Ted paused in the act of opening a window, giving Bobby a levd look back over his
shoulder. 'If they'd known, thet purple car would have been right behind us when we pulled
up here!'

It waan't a car, Bobby sad, beginning to open windows himsdf. It didnt hdp much; the
ar tha came in, lifting the curtains in ligless little flgps, felt dmogt as hot as the ar which
had been trgpped indde the gpatment dl day. 'I dont know what it was, but it only looked
likeacar. And what | felt of them— ' Even in the hest, Bobby shivered.

Ted got his fan, crossed to the window by Liz's shef of knickknacks, and st it on the sll.
They camouflage themsdlves as best they can, but we dill fed them. Even people who dont
know what they are often fed them. A little of what's under the camouflage seeps through,
and what's undernesth is ugly. | hope you never know how ugly.'

Bobby hoped 0, too. 'Where do they come from, Ted?

‘A dark place!



Ted kndt, plugged in his fan, flipped it on. The ar it pulled into the room was a little
cooler, but not so cool as The Corner Pocket had been, or the Criterion.

Isit in another world, likein Ring Around the Sun? It is, isn't it?

Ted was 4ill on his knees by the dectricd plug. He looked as if he were praying. To
Bobby he ds looked exhausted — done dmost to desth. How could he run from the low
men? He didn't look asif he could makeit asfar as Spicer's Variety Store without Sumbling.

'Yes' he sad a last. They come from another world. Another where and ancther when.
That'sdl | cantdl you. It's not safe for you to know more!

But Bobby had to ask one other question. 'Did you come from one of those other worlds?

Ted looked a him solemnly. ‘| came from Teaneck.'

Bobby ggped @ him for a moment, then began to laugh. Ted, Hill kneding by the fan,
joined him.

'What did you think of in the cab, Bobby? Ted asked when they were findly able to stop.
"Where did you go when the trouble started? He paused. 'What did you see?

Bobby thought of Carol a twenty with her toenals painted pink, Carol sanding naked
with the towel a her feet and seam risng around her. Adults Only. Must Have Driver's
License. No Exceptions.

I can'ttell, hesaid at last. '‘Because. . . wdl . ..'

‘Because some things are private. | understand.’ Ted got to his feet. Bobby stepped forward
to hep him but Ted waved him away. 'Perhgps youd like to go out and play for a little while;

he sad. ‘Later on — aound sx, shdl we say? — I'll put on my dark glasses again and well
go around the block, have abite of dinner a the Colony Diner.'
‘But no beans!'

The cormners of Ted's mouth twitched in the ghogt of a smile 'Absolutdy no beans beans
verboten. At ten oclock I'll cal my friend Len and see how the fight went. En?

Thelow men . . . will they be looking for me now, too?

I'd never let you step out the door if | thought that,’ Ted replied, looking surprised. "You're
fine, and I'm going to make sure you stay fine. Go on now. Play some catch or ring-a-levio or
whetever it isyou like. | have some things to do. Only be back by sx so | don't worry.'

‘Okay.'

Bobby went into his room and dumped the four quarters hed taken to Bridgeport back into
the Bike Fund jar. He looked around his room, seeing things with new eyes the cowboy
bedspread, the picture of his mother on one wal and the sgned photo — obtained by saving
cereal boxtops — of Clayton Moore in his mask on another, his roller skates (one with a
broken drgp) in the corner, his desk againg the wall. The room looked smaler nov — not 0
much a place to come to as a place to leave. He redized he was growing into his orange
library card, and some hitter voice ingide cried out againg it. Cried no, no, no.



8

Bobby Makes a Confesson. The Gerber
Baoy and the Maltex Baby. Rionda. Ted
Makesa Cal. Cry of the Hunters

In Commonwedth Park the little kids were playing ticky-bdl. Fed B was empty; on Fed C
a few teenagers in orange St Gabrid's tee-shirts were playing scrub. Carol Gerber was Stting
on a bench with her jump-rope in her lap, watching them. She saw Bobby coming and began
to smile. Then the smile went away.

‘Bobby, what's wrong with you?

Bobby hadn't been precisdy aware that anything was wrong with him until Carol sad thet,
but the look of concern on her face brought everything home and undid him. It was the redity
of the low men and the fright of the close cdl they'd had on their way back from Bridgeport;
it was his concern over his mother; modly it was Ted. He knew pefectly wdl why Ted hed
shooed him out of the house, and what Ted was doing right now: filling his litde suitcases and
those carryhandle paper bags. His friend was going away.

Bobby began to cry. He didn't want to go dl ushy-gushy in front of a girl, paticulaly this
girl, but he couldnt help it.

Caol looked gunned for a moment — scared. Then she got off the bench, camre to him,
and put her ams around him. That's dl right, she sad. That's dl right, Bobby, dont cry,
everything'sdl right.'

Almogt blinded by tears and crying harder than ever — it was as if there were a violent
summer gorm going on in his head — Bobby let her leed him into a copse of trees where
they would be hidden from the basebdl fidds and the main paths. She sat down on the grass
dill holding him, brushing one hand through the swedty brigles of his crewcut. For a litde
while she sad nothing a dl, and Bobby was incgpable of speeking; he could only sob until
his throat ached and his eyebd|s throbbed in their sockets.

At lagt the intervas between sobs became longer. He s up and wiped his face with his
am, horrified and ashamed of what he fdt: not just tears but snot and spit as wel. He must
have covered her with mung.

Caol didnt seem to care. She touched his wet face. Bobby pulled back from her fingers,
uttering another sob, and looked down a the grass His eyesght, freshly washed by his tears
seemed dmogt preternaturdly keen; he could see every blade and danddion.

Itsdl right,’ she said, but Bobby was gill too ashamed to look &t her.

They sa quietly for a little while and then Carol sad, 'Bobby, Il be your girlfriend, if you
want.'

"You are my girfriend,” Bobby sad.

Then tdl me what'swrong.'

And Bobby heard himsdf tdling her everything, dating with the day Ted had moved in
and how his mother had taken an indant didike to him. He told her aout the first of Ted's
blank-outs, about the low men, dout the sgns of the low men. When he got to that part,
Card touched him on the am.

‘What? he asked. 'You dont believe me? His throat gill had that achey too-full feding it
ga after a arying fit, but he was getting better. If she didnt beieve him, he wouldn't be mad



a her. Wouldn't blame her a hit, in fact. It was just an enormous relief to get it off his ched.
"That's okay. | know how crazy it must— '

I've seen those funny hopscotches al over town,” she said. 'So has Yvonne and Angie We
taked about them. They have little stars and moons drawvn next to them. Sometimes comets,
too.'

He gaped a her. ‘Are you kidding?

'No. Girls dways look a hopsocotches, | dont know why. Close your mouth before a bug
fliesin.

He dosed his mouth.

Cad nodded, stidfied, then took his hand in hers and laced her fingers through his. Bobby
was amazed a what a perfect fit dl those fingers made. 'Now tdl metherest.'

He did, finishing with the amazing day hed jus put in: the movie the trip to The Cormner
Pocket, how Alanna had recognized his father in him, the cdose cdl on the way home He
tried to explan how the purple DeSoto hadnt seemed like a red car a dl, that it only looked
like a car. The cosest he could come was to say it had fet dive somehow, like an evil
vason of the odrich Dr Ddlittle sometimes rode in that series of taking-anima books they'd
dl gone crazy for in the second grade. The only thing Bobby didnt confess was where hed
hidden his thoughts when the cab passed the William Penn Grille and the backs of his eyes
began to itch.

He druggled, then blurted the worst as a coda he was afrad that his mother going to
Providence with Mr Biderman and those other men had been amigtake. A bad mistake.

‘Do you think Mr Biderman's sweet on her? Carol asked. By then they were waking back
to the bench where she had left her jump-rope. Bobby picked it up and handed it to her. They
began waking out of the park and toward Broad Street.

Yeah, maybe' Bobby sad glumly. 'Or a leest . . . ' And here was pat of what he was
afrad of, dthough it had no name or red shgpe it was like something ominous covered with
apiece of canvas 'At least she thinks heis!'

'Ishe going to ask her to marry him? If he did hedd be your stepdad.”

'God!" Bobby hadn't consdered the idea of having Don Biderman as a sepfather, and he
wished with dl his might that Caral hadn't brought such athing up. It was an awful thought.

If she loves him you just better get used to the idea' Carol spoke in an older-women,
worldy-wise fashion that Bobby could have done without; he guessed she had dreedy spent
too much time this summer watching the oh John, oh Marsha shows on TV with her mom.
And in a werrd way he wouldnt have cared if his mom loved Mr Biderman and that was dl.
It would be wretched, certainly, because Mr Biderman was a cregp, but it would have been
undersandable. More was going on though. His mother's miserliness dbout money —her
cheapskatiness — was a pat of it, and so was whatever had made her gart smoking agan
and caused her to ay in the night sometimes. The difference between his mother's Randall
Gafidd, the untrusworthy men who left the unpaid hills and Alannds Randy Garfidd, the
nice guy who liked the jukebox turned up loud . . . even that might be a part of it. (Had there
redly been unpad bills? Had there redly been a lgpsed insurance policy? Why would his
mother lie aout such things?) This was suff he couldnt tak about to Carol. It wasnt
reticence; it was that he didn't know how.

They darted up the hill. Bobby took one end of her rope and they waked Sde by dde
dragging it between them on the Sdewak. Suddenly Bobby stopped and pointed. ‘Look.'

There was a ydlow length of kite tal hanging from one of the dectricd wires crossng the
dreet farther up. It dangled in a curve that looked sort of like a question mark.

Yeah, | see it Carol sad, sounding subdued. They began to wak again. 'He should go
today, Bobby.'

'He cant. The fight's tonight. If Albini wins Ted's got to get his dough a the billiard parlor



tomorrow night. 1 think he needsit pretty bed.’

‘Sure he does’ Carol sid. 'You only have to look a his dothes to see hes dmogt broke.
What he bet was probably the last money he had.

His clothes — that's something only a girl would notice Bobby thought, and opened his
mouth to tdl her s0. Before he could, someone behind them sad, 'Oh looka this. It's the
Gerber Baby and the Mdtex Baby. Howya doin, babies?

They looked around. Biking dowly up the hill toward them were three St Gabes boys in
orange shirts. Piled in their bikebaskets was an assortment of basebdl gear. One of the boys,
a pimply gdoot with a slver cross dangling from his neck on a chain, had a basebdl bat in a
homemade ding on his back. Thinks he's Robin Hood, Bobby thought, but he was scared.
They were big boys highschool boys parochial school boys and if they decided they
wanted to put him in the hospitd, then to the hospitd he would go. Low boys in orange
shirts, he thought.

'Hi, Willie' Cad sad to one of them — naot the gdoat with the bat dung on his back. She
sounded cadm, even cheary, but Bobby could hear fright fluttering underneath like a bird's
wing. 'l watched you play. Y ou made agood catch.

The one she spoke to had an ugly, hdf-formed face bdow a mass of combed-back auburn
har and above a man's body. The Huffy bike benesth him was ridiculoudy smdl. Bobby
thought he looked like atrall in afande. 'What'sit to you, Gerber Baby? he asked.

The three S Gabe's boys pulled up even with them. Then two of them — the one with the
dangling cross and the one Cardl had cdled Willie — came a little farther, standing around
the forks of thar bikes now, waking them. With mounting dismay Bobby redized he and
Cao had been surrounded. He could smel a mixture of sweat and Vitdis coming from the
boysin the orange shirts.

‘Who ae you, Mdtex Baby? the third S Gabes boy asked Bobby. He leaned over the
handlebars of his bike for a better look. 'Are you Garfidd? You are, antcha? Billy Donahues
dill lookin for you from thet time last winter. He wants to knock your teeth out. Maybe |
ought to knock one or two of em out right here, giveim ahead gart.’

Bobby fdt a wretched crawling sensation begin in his domach — something like snekes in
a basket. | won't cry again, he told himsdf. Whatever happens | won't cry again even if they
send me to the hospital. And I'll try to protect her.

Protect her from big kids like this? It was ajoke.

'Why ae you being so mean, Willie? Carol asked. She spoke soldy to the boy with the
auburn hair. 'Y ou're not mean when you're by yourself. Why do you have to be mean now?

Willie flushed. That, coupled with his dark red har — much darker than Bobby's — made
him look on fire from the neck up. Bobby guessed he didnt like his friends knowing he could
act like a human baing when they weren't around.

'Shut up, Gerber Baby!" he snarled. 'Why dont you just shut up and kiss your boyfriend
while hés 4ill got dl histeeth?

The third boy was wearing a motorcycle bet cinched on the Sde and ancient Shap-Jack
shoes covered with dirt from the besebdl fidd. He was behind Carol. Now he moved in
dosa, ill walking his bike, and grabbed her ponytail with both hands. He pulled it.

‘OWl' Carol dmost screamed. She sounded surprised as wdl as hurt. She pulled away <0
hard that she dmog fdl down. Bobby caught her and Willie — who could be nice when he
waan't with his pals, according to Carol — laughed.

‘Why'd you do that? Bobby yeled at the boy in the motorcycde bdt, and as the words came
out of his mouth it was as if he had heard them a thousand times before. All of this was like a
ritud, the stuff that got said before the real yanks and pushes began and the figts began to fly.
He thought of Lord of the Flies agan — Rdph running from Jack and the others. At least on
Golding'sidand there had been jungle. He and Carol had nowhere to run.



He says 'Because | fdt likeit.' That's what comes next.

But before the boy with the sde-cdnched bdt could say it, Robin Hood with the homemade
bat-ding on his back sad it for him. 'Because he fdt like it. Whatcha gonna do about it,
Madtex Baby? He suddenly flicked out one hand, sneke-quick, and dapped Bobby across the
face. Willie laughed again.

Carol garted toward him. 'Willie, please dont —

Robin Hood reached out, grabbed the front of Cardl's shirt, and squeezed. 'Got any ftitties
yet? Nah, not much. You ant nothing but a Gerber Baby.! He pushed her. Bobby, his head
dtill ringing from the dap, caught her and for the second time kept her from falling down.

'Let's beet this queer up,' the kid in the motorcycle bet said. 'l hate hisface!

They moved in, the wheds of thar bikes squesking solemnly. Then Willie let his drop on
its 9de like a dead pony and reeched for Bobby. Bobby raised his fids in a fesble imitation of
Hoyd Peterson.

'Say, boys, what's going on? someone asked from behind them.

Willie had drawvn one of his own figs back. Stll holding it cocked, he looked over his
shoulder. So did Robin Hood and the boy with the motorcycle belt. Parked at the curb was an
od blue Sudebaker with rusty rocker pands and a magnetic Jesus on the dashboard.
Sanding in front of it, looking extremdy budy in the chet and extremdy wide in the hip,
was Anita Gerber's friend Rionda Summer clothes were never going to be her friends (even
a deven Bobby understood this), but & that moment she looked like a goddess in pedd
pushers.

'Rionda' Cardl ydled — not crying, but dmost. She pushed pagt Willie and the boy in the
motorcycle bdt. Neither made any effort to stop her. All three of the S Gabes boys were
daing a Rionda Bobby found himsdf looking a Willies cocked figt. Sometimes Bobby
woke up in the morning with his peter just as hard as a rock, standing sraight up like a moon
rocket or something. As he went into the bathroom to pee it would soften and wilt. Willies
cocked am was wilting like that now, the fig a the end of it rdaxing back into fingers, and
the comparison made Bobby want to gmile. He ressted the urge If they saw him smiling
now, they could do nothing. Later, however . . . on ancther day . . .

Rionda put her ams around Carol and hugged the girl to her large bosom. She surveyed
the boys in the orange shirts and she was amiling. Smiling and making no efort to hideiit.

‘Willie Shearman, ian't it?

The formerly cockedback arm dropped to Willies sde. Muttering, he bert to pick up his
bike.

‘RichieOMeara?

The boy in the motorcycle bdt looked a the toes of his dusty Snap-Jacks and dso muttered
something. His cheeks burned with color.

‘One of the OMeara boys, anyway, thereé's so damned many of you now | can't keep track.
Her eyes shifted to Robin Hood. 'And who are you, big boy? Are you a Dedham? You look a
little bit like a Dedham.'

Robin Hood looked a his hands. He wore a dass ring on one of his fingers and now he
began to twigt it.

Rionda 4ill had an am aound Caol's shoulders. Cardl had one of her own ams as far
aound Riondds wais as she could manage. She waked with Rionda, not looking & the boys
as Rionda stepped up from the dreet onto the little strip of grass between the curb and the
ddewdk. She was dill looking & Robin Hood. 'You better answver me when | tadk to you,
sonny. Won't be hard to find your mother if | want to try. All | have to do is ask Father
Fitzgerdd.

‘Harry Doadlin, that's me' the boy sad a last. He was twirling his dass ring fagter than
ever.



'‘Wel, but | was close, wasn't |7 Rionda asked pleasantly, taking another two or three steps
forward. They put her on the sdewdk. Carol, afrad to be so dose to the boys tried to hold
her back, but Rionda would have none of it. 'Dedhams and Dooling dl married together.
Right back to County Cork, trexlartra-lee.’

Not Robin Hood but a kid named Hary Doolin with a supid homemade bai-ding strgpped
to his back. Not Marion Brando from The Wild One but a kid named Richie OMeara, who
wouldn't have a Harley to go with his motorcycle bdt for another five years . . . if ever. And
Willie Shearman, who didnt dare to be nice to a girfl when he was with his friends. All it took
to grink them back to ther proper Sze was one overweght woman in pedd pushers and a
shell top, who had ridden to the rescue not on a white sdlion but in a 1954 Studebaker. The
thought should have comforted Bobby but it didnt. He found himsdf thinking of what
William Golding hed sad, that the boys on the idand were rescued by the crew of a batle-
cruiser and good for them . .. but who would rescue the crew?

That was supid, no one ever looked less in need of rescuing than Rionda Hewson did a
that moment, but the words ill haunted Bobby. What if there were no grownups? Suppose
the whole idea of grownups was an illuson? What if ther money was redly just playground
marbles, their busness deds no more than bassbdl-card trades, ther wars only games of
guns in the park? What if they were dl ill snotty-nosed kids ingde their suits and dresses?
Chrig, that couldn't ke, could it? It was too horrible to think abouit.

Rionda was dill looking a the S Gabes boys with her hard and rather dangerous amile.
You three fdlas wouldntve been picking on kids younger and smdler than yoursdves,
would you? One of them agrl like your own little Sgers?

They were silent, not even muttering now. They only shuffled their feet.

I'm sure you werent, because that would be a cowardly thing to do, now wouldn' it?

Again she gave them a chance to reply and plenty of time to hear their own silence.

'Willie? Richie? Harry? Y ou weren't picking on them, were you?

'Course not, Hary sad. Bobby thought that if he spun that ring of his much fader, his
finger would probebly catch fire.

If 1 thought a thing like that, Rionda sad, ill smiling her dangerous amile, ‘I'd have to go
tdk to Faher Fitzgerdd, wouldnt 1? And the Father, hed probably fed he had to tadk to your
foks and your fahersd probably fed obliged to wam your asses for you . . . and youd
deserve it, boys, wouldn't you? For picking on the week and smdl.’

Continued dlence from the three boys dl now adride ther ridiculoudy underszed bikes
again.

'Did they pick on you, Bobby? Rionda asked.

'No, Bobby sad a once

Rionda put a finger under Carol's chin and turned her face up. 'Did they pick on you,
lovey?

'No, Rionda.'

Rionda smiled down a her, and dthough there were tears standing in Caral's eyes, she
smiled back.

'Wel, boys | guess youre off the hook,’ Rionda sad. They say you havent done nothing
thatll cause you a dngle extra uncomfy minute in the confessond. I'd say tha you owe them
avote of thanks, don't you?

Mutter-mutter-mutter from the St Gabe's boys. Please let it go at that Bobby pleaded
dlently. Don't make them actually thank us. Don't rub their nosesin it.

Perhgps Rionda heard his thought (Bobby now had good resson to bedieve such things
were posshle). 'Wel,' she sad, 'maybe we can skip tha pat. Get dong home, boys. And
Harry, when you see Moira Dedham, tel her Rionda says she dill goes to the Bingo over in
Bridgeport every week, if she ever wantsaride!’



1 will, sure’ Hary said. He mounted his bike and rode away up the hill, eyes 4ill on the
ddewak. Had there been pededtrians coming the other way, he would likedy have run them
over. Histwo friends followed him, standing on their pedds to catch up.

Rionda watched them go, her amile dowly fading. 'Shanty Irish she sad a lagt, just
trouble waiting to hgppen. Bah, good riddance to em. Carol, are you redlly al right?

Cadl sad sheredly was.

‘Bobby?

'Sure, I'm fine' It was taking him al the discipline he could manage not to dart sheking
right in front of her like a bowl of cranbery jdly, but if Carol could keep from faling gpart,
he guessed he could.

'Get in the car,’ Rionda sad to Caral. Il give you a lift up to your house. You move dong
yoursdlf, Bobby — scoot across the sreet and go indde. Those boys will have forgotten all
about you and my Caol-girl by tomorrow, but tonight it might be smat for both of you to
day indde.’

‘Okay,’ Bobby sad, knowing they wouldnt have forgotten by tomorrow, nor by the end of
the week, nor by the end of the summer. He and Carol were going to have to watch out for
Harry and hisfriends for along time. '‘Bye, Caral.'

‘Bye.

Bobby trotted across Broad Street. On the other Sde he stood watching Riondas old car go
up to the gpatment house where the Gerbers lived. When Carol got out she looked back
down the hill and waved. Bobby waved back, then waked up the porch seps of 149 and went
ingde.

Ted was gtting in the living room, smoking a cigarette and reading Life magazine. Anita
Ekberg was on the cover. Bbby had no doubt that Ted's suitcases and the paper bags were
packed, but there was no sgn of them; he mus have left them upgdars in his room. Bobby
was glad. He didn't want to look at them. It was bad enough just knowing they were there.

'Whet did you do? Ted asked.

‘Not much,’ Bobby said. 'l think I'll lie down on my bed and read until supper.

He went into his room. Stacked on the floor by his bed were three books from the adult
sction of the Hawich Public Libray — Cosmic Engineers, by Clifford D. Smak; The
Roman Hat Mystery, by Ellery Queen; and The Inheritors by William Golding. Bobby chose
The Inheritors and lay down with his heed a the foot of his bed and his socking feat on his
pillow. There were cave people on the book's cover, but they were drawn in a way that was
admost abstract — you'd never see cave people like that on the cover of a kid's book. Having
an adult library card was very nedt. . . but somehow not as negt asit had seemed at fird.

Hawaiian Eye was on & nine odock, and Bobby ordinaily would have been mesmerized
(his mother daimed that shows like Hawaiian Eye and The Untouchables were too violent for
children and ordinarily would not let him wach them), but tonight his mind kept wandering
from the dory. Less than Sxty miles from here Eddie Albini and Hurricane Haywood would
be mixing it up; the Gillete Blue Blades Girl, dressed in a blue bathing suit and blue high
heds would be parading around the ring before the sat of every round and holding up a sgn
with abluenumberonit.1...2...3...4...

By nine-thirty Bobby couldnt have picked out the private eye on the TV show, let done
guessed who had murdered the blond socidite. Hurricane Haywood goes down in the eighth
round, Ted had told him; Old Gee knew it. But wha if something went wrong? He didnt
want Ted to go, but if he had to, Bobby couldnt bear the thought of him going with an empty
walet. Surdly that couldn't happen, though . . . or could it? Bobby had seen a TV show where



a fighter was supposed to take a dive and then changed his mind. What if that happened
tonight? Taking a dive was bad, it was chesting — no shit, Sherlock, what was your first
clue? — but if Hurricane Haywood didn't cheat, Ted would be in a lot of trouble 'hurtin for
cartan’ was how Sully-John would have put it.

Ninethirty according to the sunburs dock on the livingroom wal. If Bobby's math was
right, the crucid eighth round was now underway.

‘How do you like The Inheritors?

Bobby was 0 degp into his own thoughts that Ted's voice made him jump. On TV, Keenan
Wynn was standing in front of a bulldozer and saying hed walk amile for a Camdl.

Its a lot harder than Lord of the Flies,' he sad. ‘It seems like there are these two lttle
families of cave people wandering around, and one family is smarter. But the other family,
the dumb family, they're the heroes | dmost gave up, but now it's getting more interesting. |
guess I'll gick withiit.'

The family you meet fird, the one with the little girl, they're Neanderthds. The second
family — only that ones redly a tribe, Golding and his tribes — are Cro-Magnons. The Cro
Magnons are the inheritors What hgppens between the two groups sttisfies the definition of
tragedy: events tending toward an unhappy outcome which cannot be avoided.

Ted went on, taking aout plays by Shekespeare and poems by Poe and noves by a guy
named Theodore Dreiser. Ordinarily Bobby would have been interested, but tonight his mind
kept going to Madison Square Garden. He could see the ring, lit as savagely as the few
working podl-tables in The Corner Pocket had been. He could hear the crowd screaming as
Haywood poured it on, smacking the surprised Eddie Albini with lefts and rights Haywood
wasn't going to tank the fight; like the boxer in the TV show, he was going to show the other
guy a serious world of hurt insteed. Bobby could smdl sweat and hear the heavy hiff and baff
of gloves on flesh. Eddie Albini's eyes came up double zeros . . . his knees buckled . . . the
crowd was on its feet, screaming . . .

' — the idea of fate as a force which can't be escaped seems to gart with the Greeks. There
was a playwright named Euripideswho —

'Cdl,’ Bobby sad, and dthough hed never had a cigarette in his life (by 1964 he would be
snoking over a carton a week), his voice sounded as harsh as Ted's did late a night, after a
day's worth of Chesterfidds.

'Beg your pardon, Boblby?

'Cdl Mr Fles and see about the fight! Bobby looked a the sunburst dock. Nine-forty-
nine. 'If it only went eight, it'll be over now.’

| agree that the fight is over, but if | cdl Files so soon he may suspect | knew something,
Ted said. 'Not from the radio, either — this one isnt on the radio, as we both know. It's better
to wait. Sdfer. Let him believe | am a man of inspired hunches. I'll cal a ten, as if | expected
the result to be a decison indead of a knockout. And in the meantime, Bobby, dont worry. |
tel you itsagroll on the boardwak.’

Bobby gave up trying to folow Hawaiian Eye & dl; he just sat on the couch and listened
to the actors quack. A man shouted & a fa Hawaian cop. A woman in a white bathing suit
ran into the surf. One car chasad another while drums throbbed on the soundtrack. The hands
on the sunburg dock cramled, druggling toward the ten and the twdve like climbers
negotiating the last few hundred feet of Mount Everest. The man whod murdered the
socidite was killed himsdf as he ran around in a pinegpple fidd and Hawaiian Eye findly
ended.

Bobby didnt wait for the previews of next week's show; he sngpped off the TV and sad,
'Cdl, okay?Pleasecdll.

In a moment,” Ted sad. 'l think | went one rootbeer over my limit. My holding-tanks seem
to have hrunk with age’



He shuffled into the bathroom. There was an interminable pause, and then the sound of pee
gplashing into the bowl. '‘Aaah!’ Ted said. There was considerable satisfaction in hisvoice.

Bobby could no longer st. He got up and began pacing around the living room. He was
sure that Tommy 'Hurricaneé Haywood was right now being photographed in his corner a the
Garden, bruised but beaming as the flashbulbs splashed white light over his face The Gillete
Blue Blades Girl would be there with him, her am aound his shouldes, his hand around her
was as Eddie Albini dumped forgotten in his own corner, dazed eyes puffed dmogt shut,
dill not completely conscious from the pounding he had taken.

By the time Ted returned, Bobby was in despair. He knew that Albini had logt the fight and
his friend had logt his five hundred dollars. Would Ted stay when he found out he was broke?
Hemight . . . but if he did and the low men came. . .

Bobby watched, figs denching and undenching, as Ted picked up the tdephone and
dided.

‘Relax, Bobby,' Ted told him. It's going to be okay.’

But Bobby couldnt reax. His guts fet full of wires Ted held the phone to his ear without
saying anything for what seemed like forever.

'Why don't they answer? Bobby whispered fiercely.

Its only rung twice, Bobby. Why dont you — hdlo? This is Mr Brautigen cdling. Ted
Brautigan? Yes mdam, from this afternoon.’ Incredibly, Ted tipped Bobby a wink. How
could he be 0 cool? Bobby didnt think he himsdf would have been capable of holding the
phone up to his ear if hed been in Ted's podtion, let done winking. 'Yes, mdam, he is' Ted
tuned to Bobby and sad, without covering the mouthpiece of the phone ‘Alanna wants to
know how isyour girlfiend.’

Bobby tried to gpeek and could only wheeze.

‘Bobby says shes fing' Ted told Alanna, 'pretty as a summer day. May | spesk to Len?
Yes | can wait. But please tel me about the fight. There was a pause which seemed to go on
forever. Ted was expressonless now. And this time when he turned to Bobby he covered the
mouthpiece. 'She says Albini got knocked around pretty good in the firg five, hed his own in
sx and seven, then threw a right hook out of nowhere and put Haywood on the canvas in the
eighth. Lights out for the Hurricane. What asurprise, eh?

'Yes' Bobby sad. His lips fet numb. It was true dl of it. By this time Friday night Ted
would be gone With two thousand rocks in your pocket you could do a lot of running from a
lot of low men; with two thousand rocks in your pocket you could ride the Big Gray Dog
from seato shining sea.

Bobby went into the bathroom and squirted Ipana on his toothbrush. His terror that Ted
had bet on the wrong fighter was gone, but the sadness of approaching loss was dill there,
and 4ill growing. He never would have guessed that something that hadn't even happened
could hurt so much. A week from now | won't remember what was so neat about him. A year
from now I'll hardly remember himat all.

Wasthat true? God, was that true?

No, Bobby thought. No way. | won't let it be.

In the other room Ted was converang with Len Fles It ssemed to be a friendly enough
paaver, going just as Ted had expected it would . . . and yes, here was Ted sying héd just
played a hunch, a good strong one, the kind you had to bet if you wanted to think of yoursdf
as a sport. Sure, nine-thirty tomorrowv night would be fine for the payout, assuming his
friend's mother was back by eght; if she wes a little late, Len would see him around ten or
tenrthirty. Did that suit? More laughter from Ted, s0 it seemed tha it suited fat Lennie Fles
right down to the ground.

Bobby put his toothbrush back in the glass on the shef bdow the mirror, then reached into
his pants pocket. There was something in there his fingers didn't recognize, not a pat of the



usud pocketitter. He pulled out the keyring with the green fob, his specid souvenir of a pat
of Bridgeport his mother knew nothing about. The pat that was down there. THE CORNER
POCKET, BILLIARDS POOL, AUTO. GAMES. KENMORE 8-2127.

He probably should have hidden it dready (or gotten rid of it entirdy), and suddenly an
idea came to him. Nothing could have redly cheered Bobby Gafidd up that night, but ths &
leest came dose he would give the keyring to Carol Gerber, after cautioning her never to tell
his mom where shed gotten it. He knew that Carol had at least two keys she could put on it -
her gpatment key and the key to the diary Rionda had given her for her birthday. (Carol was
three months older than Bobby, but she never lorded it over him on this account.) Giving her
the keyring would be a little like asking her to go seady. He wouldn't have to get al gushy
and embarass himsdf by saying 0, ether; Carol would know. It was part of wha made her
cool.

Bobby lad the keyring on the shdf next to the toothglass then went into his bedroom to
put on his p's. When he came out, Ted was gtting on the couch, smoking a cigarette and
looking & hm

‘Bobby, are you dl right?

'l guess 0. | guess| haveto be, don't |?

Ted nodded. 'l guess we both have to be.'

'Will | ever see you agan? Bobby asked, pleading in his mind for Ted not to sound like the
Lone Ranger, not to dart taking any of that comy well meet agan pard stuff. . . because it
wasn't suff, that word was too kind. Shit was what it was He didnt think Ted had ever lied
to him, and he didn't want him to start now that they were near the end.

I dont know.' Ted gudied the cod of his cigarette, and when he looked up, Bobby saw
that his eyes were svimming with teers. 'l don't think so.’

Those tears undid Bobby. He ran across the room, wanting to hug Ted, needing to hug him.
He stopped when Ted lifted his ams and crossed diem over the chest of his baggy old man's
shirt, his expression akind of horrified surprise.

Bobby sood where he was, his ams ill hdd out to hug. Slowly he lowered them. No
hugging, no touching. It was the rule, but the rule was mean. The rule was wrong.

'Will you write? he asked.

1 will send you podcards' Ted replied ater a moment's thought. 'Not directly to you,
though — that might be dangerous for both of us. What shdl | do? Any idess?

'Send them to Carol,' Bobby sad. He didn't even stop to think.

'‘When did you tel her aout the low men, Bobby? There was no reproach in Ted's voice.
Why would there be? He was going, wasnt he? For dl the difference it made, the guy who
did the story on the shopping-cart thief could write it up for the pgper: CRAZY OLD MAN RUNS
FROM INVADING ALIENS People would read it to each other over their coffee and breakfast
cared and laugh. What had Ted cdled it that day? Gaumphing smdl-town humor, hadn't thet
been it? But if it was 0 funny, why did it hurt? Why did it hurt so much?

Today,' he sad in a smdl voice. 'l saw her in the pak and everything just kind of . . . came
out.'

That can happen,’ Ted sad gravey. ‘| know it well; sometimes the dam just burgs. And
perhapsit'sfor the best. Youll tdl her | may want to get in touch with you through her?

Yeah.

Ted tgpped a finger againg his lips, thinking. Then he nodded. ‘At the top, the cards | send
will sy Dear C Ingead of Dear Carol. At the bottom Il Sgn A Friend. Tha way youll both
know who writes. Okay?

'Y egh,' Bobby said. 'Coal. It wasn't cool, none of this was cool, but it would do.

He suddenly lifted his hand, kissed the fingers and blew across them. Ted, dtting on the
couch, gmiled, caught the kiss and put it on his lined chesk. 'You better go to bed now,



Bobby. It'sbeen abig day and it's late’
Bobby went to bed.

At fird he thought it was the same dream as before — Bideman, Cushman, and Dean
chasng his mom through the jungle of William Golding's idand. Then Bobby redized the
trees and vines were pat of the wdlpaper, and that the path under his mother's flying feet was
brown carpet. Not a jungle but a hotd corridor. This was his mind's verson of the Wawick
Hotdl.

Mr Biderman and the other two nimrods were gill chesng her, though. And now so were
the boys from S Gabes — Willie and Richie and Hary Doolin. All of them were wearing
those dreaks of red and white pant on ther faces. And dl of them were wearing bright
yelow doublets upon which was drawn a brilliant red eye:

<P

Other than the doublets they were naked. Their privates flopped and bobbed in bushy nests of
pubic har. All save Hary Doolin brandished spears, he had his bassbdl bat. It had been
sharpened to a point on both ends.

Kill the bitch!" Cushman ydled.

‘Drink her blood!" Don Biderman cried, and threw his spear a Liz Gafidd just as she
darted around a corner. The Soear stuck, quivering, into one of the jungle-painted walls.

'Stick it up her dirty cunt!" cried Willie — Willie who could be nice when he wasn't with
his friends. The red eye on his chest sared. Below it, his penis aso seemed to dare.

Run, Mom! Bobby tried to scream, but no words came out. He had no mouth, no body. He
was here and yet he wasn't. He flew beside his mother like her own shadow. He heard her
gasping for breath, saw her trembling, terrified mouth and her torn stockings. Her fancy dress
was dso torn. One of her breasts was scraiched and bleeding. One of her eyes was dmogt
cosed. She looked as if she had gone a few rounds with Eddie Albini or Hurricane Haywood
.. . maybe both at the same time.

‘Gonna plit you open!’ Richie hollered.

‘Eat you divel' agreed Curtis Dean (and a top volume). 'Drink your blood, strew your
guts!’

His mom looked back a them and her feat (she had logt her shoes somewhere) suttered
againg each other. Don't do that, Mom, Bobby moaned. For cripe's sake don't do that.

As if she had heard him, Liz faced forward again and tried to run fagter. She passed a
poster on the wdll:

PLEASE HELP USFIND OUR PET PIG!
LISisour MASCOT!

LIZ1S34YRS. OLD!
SheisaBAD-TEMPERED SOW but WE LOVE HER!
Will do what you wart if you say ‘| PROMISE
(OR)

THERESMONEY IN IT'! CALL HOustonic 58337
OR)



BRING to THE WILLIAM PENN GRILLE!
Ask for THE LOW MEN IN THE YELLOW COATS

Motto: 'WE EAT IT RARE!"

His mom saw the pogdter, too, and this time when her ankles banged together shedid fall.

Get up, Mom! Bobby screamed, but she didnt — perhaps couldnt. She crawled dong the
brown capet ingead, looking over her shoulder as she went, her hair hanging across her
cheeks and forehead in sweaty clumps. The back of her dress had been torn away, and Bobby
could see her bare burn — her underpants were gone. Worse, the backs of her thighs were
glashed with blood. What hed they done to her? Dear God, what had they done to his
mother?

Don Biderman came around the corner ahead of her — he had found a shortcut ard cut her
off. The others were right behind him. Now Mr Biderman's prick was standing straight up the
way Bobby's sometimes did in the morning before he got out of bed and went to the
bathroom. Only Mr Biderman's prick was huge, it looked like a kraken, a triffid, a mongah,
and Bobby thought he understood the blood on his mother's legs. He didnt want to but he
thought he did.

Leave her alone! he tried to scream a Mr Biderman. Leave her alone, haven't you done
enough?

The scarlet eye on Mr Biderman's ydlow doublet suddenly opened wider . . . and dithered
to one sde Bobby was invishle, his body one world father down the spinning top from this
one. . . but thered eye saw him. The red eye saw everything.

Kill the pig, drink her blood,’ Mr Biderman sad in a thick, dmost unrecognizable voice,
and started forward.

Kill the pig, drink her blood, Bill Cushman and Curtis Dean chimed in.

Kill the pig, strew her guts, eat her flesh, chanted Willie and Richie, fdling in behind the
nimrods. Like those of the men, their pricks had turned into speers.

'Eat her, drink her, strew her, screw her, Harry chimed in.

Get up, Mom! Run! Don't let them!

She tried. But even as she druggled from her knees to her feet, Biderman legped & her.
The others followed, dodng in, and as their hands began to tear the tatters of her clothes
from her body Bobby thought: | want to get out of here, | want to go back down the top to my
own world, make it stop and spin it the other way so | can go back down to my own roomin
my ownworld. ..

Except it wasn't a top, and even as the images of the dream began to bresk up and go dark,
Bobby knew it. It waant a top but a tower, a ill spindle upon which dl of exigence moved
and spun. Then it was gone and for a little while there was a merciful nothingness. When he
opened his eyes his bedroom wes full of sunshine — summer sunshine on a Thursday
morning in the lagt June of the Eisenhower Presidency.
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Ugly Thursday.

One thing you could say about Ted Brautigan: he knew how to cook. The breskfast he did in
front of Bobby— lightly scrambled eggs, toad, crigp bacon — was a lot better than anything
his mother ever made for breskfast (her specidty was huge, tasteless pancakes which the two
of them drowned in Aunt Jemimas syrup), and as good as anything you could get & the
Colony Diner or the Harwich. The only problem weas that Bobby didnt fed like eding. He
couldn't remember the detals of his dream, but he knew it had been a nightmare, and that he
must have cried & some point while it was going on — when he woke up, his pillow hed
been damp. Yea the dream wasnt the only reason he fdt fla and depressed this morning;
dreams, after dl, weren' redl. Ted's going away would be red. And would beforever.

'Are you leaving right from The Corner Pocket? Bobby asked as Ted sat down across from
him with his own plate of eggs and bacon. 'Y ou are, aren't you?

Yes, that will be ssfest’ He began to eat, but dowly and with no apparent enjoyment. So
he was feding bad, too. Bobby was glad. T'll say to your mother that my brother in lllinois is
ill. That'sal she needs to know.'

‘Are you going to take the Big Gray Dog?

Ted amiled briefly. 'Probably the train. I'm quite the wedthy man, remember.

'Which train?

It's better if you dont know the detalls, Bobby. What you don't know you cant tel. Or be
meade to tdl.’

Bobby congdered this briefly, then asked, 'Y oulll remember the postcards?

Ted picked up a piece of bacon, then put it down again. 'Postcards, plenty of postcards. |
promise. Now dont let'stak about it anymore!

'What should we talk about, then?

Ted thought about it, then amiled. His amile was sweet and open; when he smiled, Bobby
could see what he mugt have looked like when he was twenty, and strong.

'‘Books, of course,' Ted said. 'WEell tak about books.'

g

It was going to be a crushingly hot day, that was dear by nine o'dock. Bobby heped with the
dishes drying and putting away, and then they sa in the living room, where Ted's fan did its
best to circulate the dready tired air, and they taked about books . . . or raher Ted taked
about books And this morning, without the didraction of the AlbinFHaywood fight, Bobby
ligened hungrily. He didnt understand al of what Ted was saying, but he understood enough
to redize tha books made their own world, and that the Harwich Public Library wast it.
The library was nothing but the doorway to that world.

Ted tdked of William Golding and what he cdled 'dystopian fantasy,” went on to H. G.
WEeéllss The Time Machine, suggesting a link between the Morlocks and the Eloi and Jack and
Raph on Golding's idand; he talked about what he cdled 'literaturés only excuses' which he
sad were exploring the quedtions of innocence and experience, good and evil. Near the end
of this impromptu lecture he mentioned a nove cdled The Exorcist, which dedt with both
these quedtions (in the popular context’), and then stopped abruptly. He shook his head as if
to clear it.



‘What's wrong? Bobby took a sip of his rootbeer. He il didnt like it much but it was the
only soft drink in the fridge. Besides, it was cold.

‘What am | thinking? Ted passed a hand over his brow, as if hed suddenly devdoped a
headache. "That one hasn't been written yet.'

'What do you mean?

‘Nothing. I'm rambling. Why dont you go out for awhile? Stretch your legs? | might lie
down for abit. | didn't deep very wel last night.”

‘Okay."” Bobby guessed a litle fresh ar — even if it was hot fresh ar — might do him
good. And while it was interesting to ligen to Ted tak, he had dated to fed as if the
goatment wdls were dosing in on him. It was knowing Ted was going, Bobby supposed.
Now therewas asad little rhymefor you: knowing he was going.

For a moment, as he went back into his room to get his bassbdl glove, the keyring from
The Corner Pocket crossed his mind — he was going to give it to Carol so shed know they
were going deedy. Then he remembered Hary Doolin, Richie OMeara, and Willie
Shearman. They were out there someplace, sure they were, and if they caught him by himsdf
they'd probably beet the crgp out of him. For the firg time in two or three days, Bobby found
himsdf wishing for Sully. Sully was a little kid like him, but he was tough. Dodlin and his
friends might beat him up, but Sully-John would meke them pay for the privilege SJ was a
camp, though, and that was thet.

Bobby never consdered saying in — he couldnt hide dl summer from the likes of Willie
Shearman, that would be buggy — but as he went outside he reminded himsdf tha he had to
be careful, had to be on the lookout for them. As long as he saw them coming, there would be
no problem.

With the S Gabe's boys on his mind, Bobby left 149 with no further thought of the keyfob,
his specid souvenir of down there. It lay on the bathroom shelf next to the toothglass right
where he had |eft it the night before.

He tramped dl over Hawich, it ssemed — from Broad Street to Commonwedth Park (no St
Gabe's boys on Fdd C today; the American Legion team was there, taking betting practice
and shagging flies in the hot sun), from the park to the town square, from the town sguare to
the ralway dation. As he good in the little newsstand kiosk benegth the rallway overpass,
looking a peperbacks (Mr Burton, who ran the place, would let you look for awhile as long
as you didnt hande wha he cdled the moichandisg), the town whigle went off, dartling
them both.

‘Mothera God, what's up widdat? Mr Burton asked indignantly. He had spilled packs of
gum dl over the floor and now sooped to pick them up, his gray change-gpron hanging
down. ‘It ain't but quarter past eleven!

It's early, dl right, Bobby agreed and left the newsstand soon after. Browsing had logt its
chams for him. He waked out to River Avenue, sopping a the Tip-Top Bakey to buy haf
aloaf of day-old bread (two cents) and to ask Georgie Sullivan how SJwas.

'He's fing' SJs oldest brother sad. 'We got a poscard on Tuesday says he misses the
fambly and wantsa come home. We get one Wednesday says he's learning how to dive. The
one this morning says he's having the time of his life, he wantsa stay forever.' He laughed, a
big Irish boy of twenty with big Irish ams and shoulders. 'He may wanta stay forever, but
Mad missim like hdl if he stayed up there. Y ou gonna feed the ducks with some of that?

Yeah, like dways!

‘Don't let em nibble your fingers. Those damned river ducks carry diseases. They — '

In the town square the Municipal Building dock begen to chime noon, dthough it was dill



only quarter of.

'What's going on today? Georgie asked. 'Frs the whisle blows ealy, now the damned
town dock's off-course.’

‘Maybe it's the het,' Bobby said.

Georgie looked a him doubtfully. "Well . . . it's as good an explangion as any.'

Yeah, Bobby thought, going out. And quite a bit safer than some.

a.in.:

Bobby went down to River Avenue, munching his bread as he waked. By the time he found
a bench near the Housatonic River, mogt of the hdf-loaf had dissppeared down his own
throat. Ducks came waddling eagerly out of the reeds and Bobby began to scater the
remaining bread for them, amused as aways by the greedy way they ran for the chunks and
the way they threw their heads back to et them.

After awhile he began to grow drowsy. He looked out over the river, a the nets of reflected
light shimmering on its surface, and grew drowser dill. He had dept the previous night but
his deep hadn't been restful. Now he dozed off with his hands full of breadcrumbs. The ducks
finished with what was on the grass and then drew doser to him, quacking in low, ruminative
tones. The dock in the town sguare bonged the hour of two at twelve-twenty, causng people
downtown to shake ther heeds and ask each other what the world was coming to. Bobby's
doze degpened by degrees, and when a shadow fdl over him, hedidn't see or senseit.

'Hey. Kid.'

The voice was quiet ad intense Bobby sa up with a gasp and a jek, his hands opening
and soilling out the remaining breed. Those snakes began to crawl around in his bdly agan.
It wasnt Willie Shearman or Richie OMeara or Harry Doolin even coming out of a doze he
knew tha — but Bobby dmos wished it had been one of them. Even dl three A bedting
wasnt the worgt thing that could happen to you. No, not the worst. Gripes, why did he have to
goandfdl asdeep'?

Kid.'

The ducks were stepping on Bobby's feet, squaddling over the unexpected windfdl. Their
wings were fluttering againgt his ankles and his shins, but the feding was far away, far away.
He could see the shadow of a man's head on the grass ahead of him. The man was standing
benindhim.

Kid.

Sowly and creskily, Bobby turned. The man's coa would be ydlow and somewhere on it
would be an eye, agtaring red eye.

But the man who stood there was wearing a tan summer suit, the jacket pooched out by a
little someach that was darting to grow into a big someach, and Bobby knew a once it waan't
one of them after dl. There was no itching behind his eyes, no black threeds across his fidd
of vison . . . but the mgor thing was that this wasnt some creature just pretending to be a
person; it was aperson.

'What? Bobby asked, his voice low and muzzy. He dill couldnt bdieve hed gone to deep
like thet, blanked out like that. 'What do you want?

Tl give you two bucks to let me blow you,” the man in the tan suit said. He reached into
the pocket of his jacket and brought out his walet. "We can go behind that tree over there. No
onell sseus And youll likeit.!

'‘No,” Bobby said, getting up. He wasnt completdy sure what the man in the tan suit was
taking about, but he had a pretty good idea. The ducks scattered backward, but the bread was
too tempting to resst and they returned, pecking and dancing around Bobby's sneskers 'l
have to go home now. My mother —



The man came doser, dill holding out his wdlet. It was as if hed decided to give the
whaole thing to Bobby, never mind the two lousy dallars. "'You dont have to do it to me [l
just do it to you. Come on, what do you say? I'll make it three dollars’ The man's voice was
trembling now, jigging and jagging up and down the scde, a8 one moment seeming to laugh,
at the next dmaost to weep. 'Y ou can go to the movies for amonth on three dollars!

'No, redly, | —

Youll like it, dl my boys like it' He reached out for Bobby and suddenly Bobby thought
of Ted teking hold of his shoulders Ted putting his hands behind his neck, Ted pulling him
closer until they were dmost close enough to kiss. That wasnt like this . . . and yet it was
Somehow it was.

Without thinking about what he was doing, Bobby bet and grabbed one of the ducks. He
lifted it in a surprised squawking flurry of besk and wings and padding fedt, hed jus a
glimpse of one black bead of an eye, and then threw it & the man in the tan suit. The man
ydled and put his hands up to shied hisface, dropping hiswallet.

Bobby ran.

He was passng through the square, headed back home, when he saw a pogster on a telephone
pole outsde the candy store. He waked over to it and read it with slent horror. He couldn't
remember his dream of the night before, but something like this had been in it. He weas

postive.

HAVE YOU SEEN BRAUTIGAN!
Heisan OLD MONGREL but WE LOVE HIM!
BRAUTIGAN hasWHITE FUR and BLUE EYES!
HeisFRIENDLY!

Will EAT SCRAPS FROM YOUR HAND!
Wewill pay A VERY LARGE REWARD
($$%9
IF YOU HAVE SEEN BRAUTIGAN! CALL HOustonic 583371
OR)

BRING BRAUTIGAN to 745 Highgate Avenuel
Home of the SAGAMORE FAMILY!

This isn't a good day, Bobby thought, watching his hand reach out and pull the pogster off
the telephone pole Beyond it, hanging from a bulb on the marquee of the Harwich Thester,
he saw a dangling blue kite tal. This isn't a good day at all. | never should have gone out of
the apartment. In fact, | should have stayed in bed.

HOustonic 58337, jud like on the podter about Phil the Wedsh Corgi . . . except if there
was a HOustonic exchange in Harwich, Bobby had never heard of it. Some of the numbers
were on the HArwich exchange. Others were Commonwedth. But HOusitonic? No. Not here,
not in Bridgeport, @ther.

He crumpled the poder up and threw it in the KEEP OUR TOWN CLEAN N GREEN basket on
the corner, but on the other sde of the sreat he found ancther jugt like it. Farther dong he
found a third pasted to a corner mailbox. He tore these down, as well. The low men were
gther dosing in or desperate. Maybe both. Ted couldnt go out a dl today — Bobby would
have to tdl him that. And hed have to be ready to run. Hed tell him that, too.

Bobby cut through the park, dmost running himsdf in his hurry to get hame, and he barely
heard the smdl, gasping cry which came from his left as he passed the basebdl fidds '‘Bobby



He stopped and looked toward the grove of trees where Carol had taken him the day before
when he started to bawl. And when the gaging cry came again, he redlized it was her .

‘Bobby if it'syou pleesehdpme. . ."

He turned off the cement path and ducked into the copse of trees. What he saw there made
him drop his basebdl glove on the ground. It was an Alvin Dark modd, thet glove, and later
it was gone. Someone came dong and jugt kifed it, he supposed, and 0 what? As that day
wore on, his lousy basebdl glove was the very leest of his concerns.

Caol sa benesth the same em tree where she had comforted him. Her knees were drawn
up to her chest. Her face was ashy gray. Black shockcirdes ringed her eyes giving her a
raccoony look. A thread of blood trickled from one of her nodrils Her left am lay across her
midriff, pulling her shirt tight agang the beginning nubs of what would be breests in another
year or two. She held the ebow of thet arm cupped in her right hand.

She was wearing shorts and a smocktype blouse with long deeves — the kind of thing
you just dipped on over your head. Laer, Bobby would lay much of the blame for what
happened on that stupid shirt of hers. She must have worn it to protect againgt sunburn; it was
the only resson he could think of to wear long deeves on such a murderoudy hot day. Had
she picked it out hersdf or had Mrs Gerber forced her into it? And did it matter? Yes, Bobby
would think when there was time to think. It mattered, you're damned right it mattered.

But for now the blouse with its long deeves was peripherd. The only thing he noticed in
that firgt ingtant was Carol's upper left arm. It seemed to have not one shoulder but two.

‘Bobby," she sad, looking a him, with shining dazed eyes. They hurt me'

She was in shock, of course. He was in shock himsdf by then, running on ingdinct. He tried
to pick her up and she screamed in pain — dear God, what a sound.

I'll run and get help,’ he said, lowering her back. "Y ou just Sit there and try not to move!

She was shaking her heed — caefully, so as not to joggle her am. Her blue eyes were
nearly black with pain and terror. 'No, Bobby, no, dont leave me here, wha if they come
back? What if they come back and hurt me worse? Parts of wha hgppened on that long hot
Thursday were log to him, logt in the shockwave, but that pat adways stood clear: Cad
looking up a him and saying What if they come back and hurt me worse?

‘But...Caol...'

I canwadk. If you hdp me, | canwak.'

Bobby put a tentative am aound her was, hoping she wouldnt scream again. Tha had
been bad.

Carol got dowly to her feet, usng the trunk of the tree to support her back. Her left am
moved a little as she rose. That grotesque double shoulder bulged and flexed. She moaned but
didn't scream, thank God.

'Y ou better stop,’ Bobby said.

'No, | want to get out of here. Help me. Oh God, it hurts!’

Once she was dl the way up it seemed a little better. They made their way out of the grove
with the dow Sde-by-9de solemnity of a couple aout to be maried. Beyond the shade of
the trees the day seemed even haotter than before and blindingly bright. Bobby looked around
and saw no one. Somewhere, degper in the pak, a bunch of little kids (probably Sparows or
Robins from Sterling House) were snging a song, but the area around the basebdl fidds was
utterly deserted: no kids, no mothers wheding baby cariages no dgn of Officer Raymer, the
locd cop who would sometimes buy you an ice cream or a bag of peanuts if he was in a good
mood. Everyone was ingde, hiding from the hest.

Sill moving dowly, Bobby with his am around Cardl's wag, they waked dong the path
which came out on the corner of Commonwedth and Broad. Broad Street Hill was as
desarted as the pak; the paving shimmered like the ar over an incinerator. There wasn't a



sngle pedestrian or moving car in Sght.

They depped onto the sdewak and Bobby was about to ask if she could make it across the
dreat when Carol said in ahigh, whispery voice: 'Oh Bobby I'm fainting.

He looked a her in darm and saw her eyes roll up to glisgening whites. She swayed back
and forth like a tree which has been cut dmog dl the way through. Bobby bent, moving
without thinking, catching her around the thighs and the back as her knees unlocked. He hed
been standing to her right and was ade to do this without hurting her left am any more than
it dready had been hurt; dso, even in her fant Carol kept her right hand cupped over her left
ebow, holding the arm mostly steedy.

Caol Gerber was Bobby's height, perhagps even a little tdler, and close to his weight. He
should have been incgpable of even daggering up Broad Stregt with her in his ams but
people in shock are cgpable of amazing bursts of strength. Bobby carried her, and not & a
stagger; under that burning June sun he ran. No one sopped him, no one asked him what was
wrong with the little girl, no one offered to help. He could hear cars on Asher Avenue, but
this part of the world seemed exrily like Midwich, where everyone had gone to deep a once.

Teking Carol to her maher never crossed his mind. The Gerber gpartment was farther up
the hill, but that waan't the reason. Ted was dl Bobby could think of. He had to take her to
Ted. Ted would know whet to do.

His preternatural strength began to give out as he dimbed the steps to the front porch of his
building. He daggered, and Cardl's grotesque double shoulder bumped againg the raling.
She diiffened in hisarms and cried out, her haf-lidded eyes opening wide.

‘Almogt there' he told her in a panting whisper that didnt sound much like his own voice
'Almost there, I'm sorry | bumped you but were dmost — '

The door opened and Ted came out. He was wearing gray suit pants and a drapdyle
undershirt. Suspenders hung down to his knees in swinging loops He looked surprised and
concerned but not frightened.

Bobby managed the last porch step and then swayed backward. For one terrible moment he
thought he was going to go crashing down, maybe plitting his skull on the cement wak.
Then Ted grabbed him and steadied him.

'Give her to me' hesad.

'Get over on her other Sde firg, Bobby panted. His ams were twanging like guitar drings
and his shoulders seemed to be on fire. That's the bad sde’

Ted came around and sood next to Bobby. Carol was looking up & them, her sandy-blond
hair hanging down over Bobby's wrist. "They hurt me' she whipered to Ted. ‘Willie . . . |
asked him to make them stop but he wouldnt!

‘Dont tak, Ted sad. 'Y ou're going to be dl right.'

He took her from Bobby as gently as he could, but they couldnt help joggling her left am
a littte. The double shoulder moved under the white smock. Carol moaned, then began to ary.
Fresh blood trickled from her right nodtril, one brilliant red drop agang her skin. Bobby had
amomentary flash from his dream of the night before: the eye. Thered eye.

'Hold the door for me, Bobby.'

Bobby held it wide Ted caried Carol through the foyer and into the Garfidd apatment.
At tha same moment Liz Gafidd was descending the iron geps leeding from the Harwich
dop of the New York, New Haven & Hartford Ralroad to Man Sireet, where there was a
taxi dand. She moved with the dow ddiberation of a chronic invdid. A suitcase dangled
from each hand. Mr Burton, proprietor of the newsstand kiosk, hgppened to be standing in his
doorway and having a smoke. He watched Liz reach the bottom of the seps turn back the
vel of her little hat, and gingerly dab a her face with a bit of handkerchief. She winced at
eech touch. She was wearing makeup, a lot, but the makeup didnt hep. The makeup only
drew atention to what had hgppened to her. The vel was better, even though it only covered



the upper pat of her face, and now she lowered it again. She goproached the firgt of three
iding taxis, and the driver got out to help her with her bags.

Burton wondered who had given her the busness. He hoped whoever it had been was
currently getting his head massaged by big cops with hard hickories. A person who would do
somehing like that to a woman deserved no better. A person who would do something like
that to awoman had no business running around loose. That was Burton's opinion.

Bobby thought Ted would put Carol on the couch, but he didnt. There was one draght
backed chair in the living room and that was where he sa, holding her on his lgp. He hed her
the way the Grant's department sore Santa Claus held the little kids who came up to him as
he sat on histhrone.

'Where e se are you hurt? Besides the shoulder?

"They hit mein the somach. And on my side!

'Which side?

‘Theright one!'

Ted gently pulled her blouse up on that Sde. Bobby hissed in ar over his lower lip when
he sav the bruise which lay diagondly across her ribcage. He recognized the basebdl-bat
shape of it & once He knew whose bat it had been: Harry Doalin's the pimply gadoot who
saw himsdf as Robin Hood in whatever stunted landscape passed for his imagination. He and
Richie OMeara and Willie Shearman had come upon her in the pak ad Hary had worked
her over with his bal-ba while Richie and Willie hed her. All three of them laughing and
cdling her the Gerber Baby. Maybe it had darted as a joke and gotten out of hand. Wasnt
that pretty much wha had happened in Lord of the Flies? Things hed just gotten a little out of
hend?

Ted touched Carol's wagt; his bunchy fingers spread and then dowly did up her sde. He
did this with his head cocked, as if he were ligening rather than touching. Maybe he wes
Carol gasped when he reached the bruise.

"Hurt? Ted asked.

‘A little. Not as bad as my shshoulder. They broke my arm, didn't they?

'No, | don't think o, Ted replied.

I heard it pop. So did they. That'swhen they ran.’

‘I'm sure you did heer it. Yesindeed.'

Tears were running down her cheeks and her face was 4ill ashy, but Carol seemed camer
now. Ted held her blouse up againg her ampit and looked & the bruise. He knows what that
shapeisjust aswell as| do, Bobby thought.

‘How many were there, Carol ?

Three, Bobby thought.

Ththree!

Three boys?

Shenodded.

Three boys agang one little girl. They must have been afrad of you. They must have
thought you were alion. Areyou alion, Carol?

I wish | was,' Carol sid. She tried to amile. 'l wish | could have roared and made them go
away. They h-h-hurt me.’

I know they did. | know." His hand did down her sde and cupped the bat-bruise on her
ribcage. '‘Bregthein.'

The bruise swdled agang Ted's hand;, Bolby could see its purple shepe between his
nicotine-stained fingers. 'Does that hurt?



She shook her heed.

‘Not to bregthe?

'No.'

'And not when your ribs go againg my hand?

'‘No. Only sore. What hurts is . . . ' She glanced quickly a the terrible shape of her double

shoulder, then away.

I know. Poor Carol. Poor darling. Well get to that. Where dse did they hit you? In the
gomach, you sad?

Yes'

Ted pulled her blouse up in front. There was another bruise, but this one didnt look s
deep or s0 angry. He prodded gently with his fingers, fird above her bdlybutton and then
bdow it. She sad there was no pan like in her shoulder, that her belly was only sore like her
ribswere sore.

They didn' hit you in your back?

'N-no.'

'In your head or your neck?

‘Huhuh, just my sde and my stomach and then they hit me in the shoulder and there was
that pop and they heard it and they ran. | used to think Willie Shearman was nice’ She gave
Ted awoeful look.

Turn your head for me, Carol . . . good . . . now the other way. It doesn't hurt when you
turnit?

'No!'

'And you're sure they never hit your head.

‘No. | mean yes, I'm sure!

‘Lucky girl.'

Bobby wondered how in the hell Ted could hink Carol was lucky. Her left am didn't look
just broken to him; it looked hdf torn off. He suddenly thought of a roes-chicken Sunday
dinner, and the sound the drumgtick mede when you pulled it loose. His someach knotted. For
a moment he thought he was going to vomit up his breskfast and the day-old bread which hed
been his only lunch.

No, he told himsdf. Not now, you can't. Ted's got enough problems without adding you to
theligt.

‘Bobby? Ted's voice was clear and sharp. He sounded like a guy with more solutions then
problems, and whet ardlief that was. 'Areyou dl right?

"Yeah." And he thought it was true. His ssomach was starting to settle.

'Good. You did wel to get her up here. Can you do well alittle longer?

Yeah.

| need apair of scissors. Can you find one?

Bobby went into his mother's bedroom, opened the top drawer of her dresser, and got out
her wicker sawing basket. Insgde was a medium-sized pair of shears. He hurried back into the
living room with them and showed them to Ted. 'Are these dl right?

'FHne' he sad, taking them. Then, to Cad: 'I'm going to spoil your blouse Caol. I'm
sorry, but | have to look a your shoulder now and | dont want to hurt you any more than |
canhdp.’

That's okay," she sad, and again tried to smile. Bobby wes a little in awe of her bravery; if
his shoulder had looked like that, he probably would have been blatting like a shegp caught in
abarbed-wire fence.

'Y ou can wear one of Bobby's shirts home. Can't she, Bobby?

'Sure, | don't mind afew cooties!

'Fun-nee,' Card sad.



Working carefully, Ted cut the smock up the back and then up the front. With that done he
pulled the two pieces off like the shdl of an egg. He was very careful on the left Sde, but
Caol uttered a hoarse scream when Ted's fingers brushed her shoulder. Bobby jumped and
his heart, which had been dowing down, began to race again.

'I'm sorry,’ Ted murmured. ‘Oh my. Look & this!

Cadl's shoulder was ugly, but not as bad as Bobby had feared — perhagps few things were
once you were looking right a them. The second shoulder was higher than the normd one,
and the skin there was dretched 0 tight that Bobby didn't understand why it didnt just split
open. It had gone a peauliar lilac color, aswell.

'How bad is it? Cardl aked. She was looking in the other direction, across the room. Her
sndl face had the pinched, darved look of a UNICEF child. So far as Bobby knew she never
looked &t her hurt shoulder after that sngle quick peek. 'I'll bein acast dl summer, won't 1?

'l don't think you're going to beinacag a al.'

Carol looked up into Ted's face wonderingly.

‘It's not broken, child, only didocated. Someone hit you on the shoulder —

‘Harry Dodlin— "

" — and hard enough to knock the top of the bone in your upper left am out of its socket. |
can put it back in, | think. Can you sand one or two moments of quite bad pain if you know
things may be dl right again afterward?

'Yes,' shesad at once. 'Fix it, Mr Brautigan. Pleasefix it.

Bobby looked a him alittle doubtfully. 'Can you redly do that?

'Yes. Give me your bet.

‘Huh?"

"Your bdt. Giveit to me!

Bobby dipped his bdt — a farly new one hed gotten for Chrigsmas — out of its loops and
handed it to Ted, who took it without ever ghifting his eyes from Cardl's 'What's your last
name, honey?

'Gerber. They cdled me the Gerber Baby, but I'm not a baby.’

I'm sure youre not. And this is where you prove it.' He got up, sdttled her in the chair, then
kndt before her like a guy in some old movie geting ready to propose He folded Bobby's
bdt over twice in his big hands then poked it & her good hand until she let go of her dbow
and closed her fingers over the loops. ‘Good. Now put it in your mouth.’

'Put Bobby's belt inmy mouth?

Ted's gaze never left her. He began droking her unhurt am from the ebow to the wridt.
His fingers trailed down her foream . . . Sopped . . . rose and went back to her ebow . . .
traled down her foream agan. It's like he's hypnotizing her, Bobby thought, but there was
redly no 'like about it; Ted was hypnotizing her. His pupils had begun to do that weird thing

agan, growing and drinking . . . growing and srinking . . . growing and drinking. Ther
movement and the movement of his fingers were exactly in rhythm. Carol dared into his
face, her lips parted.

Ted...youreyes...'

'Yes, yes' He sounded impetient, not very interesed in whet his eyes were doing. 'Pain
rises, Caral, did you know that?

‘No...'

Her eyes on his. His fingers on her arm, going down and risng. Going down . . . and risng.
His pupils like a dow heartbest. Bobby could see Cardl rdaxing in the char. She was ill
holding the bdt, and when Ted sopped his finge-gtroking long enough to touch the back of
her hand, she lifted it toward her face with no protest.

'Oh yes' he sad, 'pain rises from its source to the brain. When | put your shoulder back in
its socket, there will be a lot of pan — but youll catch mog of it in your mouth as it rises



toward your brain. You will bite it with your tegth and hold it againg Bobby's bdt 0 tha
only a little of it can get into your head, which is where things hurt the most. Do you
understand me, Carol?

'Yes . . . ' Her voice had grown digant. She looked very smdl gtting there in the straight-
backed char, wearing only her shorts and her sneskers. The pupils of Ted's eyes, Bobby
noticed, had grown steedy again.

"Put the belt in your mouth.’

She put it between her lips

‘Bitewhen it hurts'

‘When it hurts.’

'Catch the pain.’

'l catchit.'

Ted gave a find droke of his big forefinger from her ebow to her wrid, then looked at
Bobby. 'Wish meluck, he said.

‘Luck, Bobby replied fervently.

Digant, dreaming, Carol Gerber said: '‘Bobby threw aduck a aman.’

'Did he? Ted asked. Very, very gently he closed hisleft hand around Cardl's left wrigt.

'Bobby thought the man was alow man.’

Ted glanced a Bobby.

‘Not that kind of low man,’ Bobby sad. 'Jut . . . oh, never mind.'

'All the same,' Ted said, they are very dosa. The town dlock, the town whistle —

| heard, Bobby sad grimly.

I'm not going to wait until your mother comes back tonight —I dont dare. Il spend the
day in a movie or a pak o somewhere ds If dl dse fals there ae flophouses in
Bridgeport. Carol, are you ready?

'Ready.’

'When the pain rises, what will you do?

‘Catchit. Biteit into Bobby's belt.’

'Goaod girl. Ten seconds and you are going to fed alot better.'

Ted drew in a degp breath. Then he reached out with his right hand until it hovered just
above the lilac-colored bulge in Cardl's shoulder. 'Here comes the pain, darling. Be brave.’

It wasn't ten seconds;, not even five. To Bobby it seemed to happen in an ingant. The hed
of Teds right hand pressed directly againg that knob rising out of Carol's dretched flesh. At
the same time he pulled shaply on her wrig. Cardl's jaws flexed as she cdamped down on
Bobby's bet. Bobby heard a brief cresking sound, like the one his neck sometimes made
when it was iff and he turned his head. And then the bulge in Carol's arm was gone.

'Bingo!" Ted cried. 'Looks good! Carol?

She opened her mouth. Bobby's bdt fdl out of it and onto her Igp. Bobby saw a line of tiny
points embedded in the leather; she had bitten nearly dl the way through.

It doesnt hurt anymore' she said wonderingly. She ran her right hand up to where the skin
was how turning a darker purple, touched the bruise, winced.

Thet'll be sore for a week or s0, Ted warned her. 'And you musint throw or lift with thet
arm for a least two weeks. If you do, it may pop out again.’

Tll be careful.’ Now Carol could look & her am. She kept touching the bruise with light,
testing fingers.

‘How much of the pain did you caich? Ted asked her, and dthough his face was 4ill grave,
Bobby thought he could heer alittle amilein hisvoice

‘Mogt of it, she sad. ‘It hardly hurt a al." As soon as these words were out, however, she
dumped back in the charr. Her eyes were open but unfocused. Carol had fainted for the
second time.



a.in.:

Ted told Bobby to wet adoth and bring it to him. 'Cold weter,' he sad. 'Wring it out, but not
too much.’

Bobby ran into the bathroom, got a facedoth from the shdf by the tub, ard wet it in cold
water. The bottom hdf of the bathroom window was frosted glass, but if he hed looked out
the top hdf he would have seen his mother's taxi pulling up out front. Bobby didnt look; he
was concentrating on his chore. He never thought of the green keyfab, ether, dthough it was
lying on the shdlf right in front of his eyes

When Bobby came beck into the living room, Ted was dtting in the draight-backed chair
with Caol in his lgp agan. Bobby noticed how taned her ams had dready become
compared to the rest of her <kin, which was a pure, smooth white (except for where the
bruises sood out). She looks like she's wearing nylon stockings on her arms, he thought, a
little amused. Her eyes had begun to clear and they tracked Bobby when he moved toward
her, but Carol Hill didn't look exactly grest — her hair was mussed, her face was al swesty,
and there was that drying trickle of blood between her nostril and the corner of her mouth.

Ted took the cloth and began to wipe her cheeks and forehead with it. Bobby kndt by the
am of the char. Caol st up a little, raisng her face graefully agang the cool and the wet.
Ted wiped away the blood under her nose, then put the facedoth asde on the endtable He
brushed Cardl's sweaty har off her brow. When some of it flopped back, he moved his hand
to brush it away again.

Befae he could, the door to the porch banged open. Footfdls crossed the foyer. The hand
on Carol's damp forehead froze. Bobby's eyes met Ted's and a single thought flowed between
them, strong telepathy congsting of asingle word: Them

'No,' Card sad, 'not them, Bobby, itsyour m — '

The gpatment door opened and Liz stood there with her key in one hand and her hat — the
one with the vell on it — in the other. Behind her and beyond the foyer the door to dl the hot
outsde world sood open. Sde by sde on the porch welcome mat were her two suitcases,
where the cab driver had put them.

‘Bobby, how many times have | told you to lock this damn —*

She got that far, then topped. In later years Bobby would replay that moment again and
agan, seeing more and more of what his mother had seen when she came back from her
disadtrous trip to Providence: her son kneding by the chair where the old man she had never
liked or redly trused sa with the little girl in his lgp. The little girl looked dazd. Her hair
was in sweaty dumps. Her blouse had been torn off — it lay in pieces on the floor — ad
even with her own eyes puffed modly shut, Liz would have seen Cad's bruises one on the
shoulder, one on the ribs, one on the gomech.

And Caol ad Bobby and Ted Brautigan saw her with that same amazed stop-time darity:
the two black eyes (Lizs right eye was redly nothing but a glitter degp in a puffbdl of
discolored flesh); the lower lip which was swdled and it in two places and Hill wearing
flecks of dried blood like old ugly lipdick; the nose which lay askew and had grown a
misbegotten hook, meking it dmogt into a caricature Witch Hazd nose.

Slence, a moment's conddering dlence on a hot summer aftemoon. Somewhere a car
backfired. Somewhere a kid shouted 'Come on,you guys' And from behind them on Colony
Sregt came the sound Bobby would identify most srongly with his childhood in generd and
that Thursday in paticula: Mrs OHads Bowser baking his way ever degper into the
twentieth century: roop-roop, roop-roop-roop.

Jack got her, Bobby thought. Jack Merridew and his nimrod friends.

'Oh jeez, what happened? he asked her, bresking the slence. He didnt want to know; he



had to know. He ran to her, garting to cry out of fright but aso out of grief: her face, her poor
face. She didnt look like his mom a dl. She looked like some old woman who bedonged not
on shady Broad Stregt but down there, where people drank wine out of bottles in paper sacks
and had no lagt names. 'What did he do? What did that bastard do to you?

She pad no atention, seemed nat to her him a dl. She lad hald of him, though; lad hold
of his shoulders hard enough for him to fed her fingars snking into his flesh, hard enough to
hurt. She lad hold and then set him asde without a sSngle look. 'Let her go, you filthy man,
shesadinalow and rusty voice. 'Let her go right now.'

‘Mrs Gafidd, please dont misunderstand.’” Ted lifted Carol off his lap — careful even now
to keep his hand wel away from her hurt shoulder — and then stood up himsdf. He shook
out the legs of his pants, a fussy little gesture that was dl Ted. 'She was hurt, you see. Bobby
found her — '

'BASTARD!" Liz screamed. To her right was a table with a vase on it. She grabbed the vase
and threw it @ him. Ted ducked, but too dowly to avoid it completdy; the bottom of the vase
struck the top of his head, skipped like a stone on a pond, hit the wal and shattered.

Carol screamed.

‘Mom, no!" Bobby shouted. 'He didn't do anything bad! He didn't do anything bad!"'

Liz took no notice. 'How dare you touch her? Have you been touching my son the same
way? You have, havent you? You dont care which flavor they are, just as long as
they're_young!

Ted took a sep toward her. The empty loops of his sugpenders swung back and forth
besde his legs Bobby could see blooms of blood in the scant hair on top of his head where
the vase had dipped him.

‘Mrs Garfidld, | assureyou — '

'‘Assure this, you dirty bastard!" With the vase gone there was nothing left on the table and
0 she picked up the teble itsdf and threw it. It sruck Ted in the chex and drove him
backward; would have floored him if not for the draightbacked chair. Ted flopped into it,
looking a her with wide, incredulous eyes. His mouth was trembling.

'Was he hdping you? Liz asked. Her face was dead white. The bruises on it sood out like
birthmarks. 'Did you teach my son to help?

'Mom, he didn't hurt her!" Bobby shouted. He grabbed her around the waist. 'He didn't hurt
her, he—"

She picked him up like the vase, like the table, and he would think later she hed been as
gdrong as he had been, carying Cardl up the hill from the park. She threw him across the
room. Bobby sruck the wall. His head snapped back and connected with the sunburst clock,
knocking it to the floor and stopping it forever. Black dots flocked across his vison, making
him think briefly and confusedly

(coming closing in now the posters have his name on them)

of the low men. Then he did to the floor. He tried to sop himsdf but his knees wouldnt
lock.

Liz looked a him, ssemingly without much interest, then back a Ted, who sa in the
draight-backed char with the table in his Igp and the legs poking a his face. Blood was
dripping down one of his cheeks now, and his har was more red than white He tried to spesk
and what came out instead was a dry and flailing old man's cigarette cough.

‘Hithy men. Filthy, filthy man. For two cents I'd pull your pants down and yank thet filthy
thing right off you' She tumned and looked a her huddled son again, and the expression
Bobby now saw in the one eye he could redly see — the contempt, the accusation — meade
him cry harder. Shedidn't say You too, but he saw it in her eye. Then she turned back to Ted.

'Know what? Youre going to jal.' She pointed a finger & him, and even through his tears
Bobby saw the nail that had been on it when she left in Mr Biderman's Merc was gone; there



was a bloody-ragged wed where it had been. Her voice was mushy, seeming to Soread out
somehow as it crossed her overszed lower lip. ‘I'm going to cdl the police now. If youre
wise youll st gill while | do it. Jugt kegp your mouth shut and St Hill.' Her voice was risng,
risng. Her hands scratched and sweled a the knuckles as wel as broken a the nails, curled
into fists which she shook a him. 'If you run I'll chase you and carve you up with my longest
butcher knife. See if | dont. Il do it right on the dreat for everyone to see, and I'll gart with
the pat of you that seems to give you . . . you boys . . . O much trouble. So st dill,
Brattigan. If you want to live long enough to go to jall, don't you move!

The phone was on the table by the couch. She went to it. Ted sat with the table in his lap
and blood flowing down his cheek. Bobby huddled next to the fdlen dodk, the one his
mother had gotten with trading samps. Drifting in the window on the breeze of Teds fan
came Bowsar's cry: roop-roop-roop.

'You dont know what happened here, Mrs Gafidd. What hgppened to you was terible
and you have dl my sympathy . . . but what happened to you is not what happened to Cardl.’

'Shut up.” She waan't listening, didn't even look in his direction.

Cadl ran to Liz, reached out for her, then stopped. Her eyes grew large in her pde face
Her mouth dropped open. They pulled your dress off? It was hdf a whisper, hadf a moan. Liz
stopped diding and turned dowly to look a her. "Why did they pull your dress off?

Liz seemed to think about how to answer. She seemed to think hard. 'Shut up,” she sad a
last. "Just shut up, okay?

‘Why did they chase you? Who's hitting? Carol's voice had become uneven. 'Who's
hitting?

'‘Shut up!" Liz dropped the telephone and put her hands to her ears. Bobby looked a her
with growing horror.

Caal turned to him. Fresh tears were rolling down her cheeks. There was knowing in her
eyes — knowing. The kind, Bobby thought, that he had fet while Mr McQuown had been
trying to fool him.

"They chased her,” Carol said. 'When she tried to leave they chased her and made her come
back.'

Bobby knew. They had chased her down a hotd corridor. He had seen it. He couldn't
remember where, but he hed.

‘Make them stop doing it! Make me stop seeing it!" Carol screamed. 'She's hitting them but
she can't get away! She's hitting them but she can't get away!"

Ted tipped the table out of his Igp and druggled to his feet. His eyes were blazing. 'Hug
her, Carol! Hug her tight! That will makeit stop!'

Caal threw her good am around Bobby's mother. Liz staggered backward a step, dmost
fdling when one of her shoes hooked the leg of the sofa She stayed up but the telephone
tumbled to the rug beside one of Bobby's outstretched sneskers, burring harghly.

For a moment things stayed that way — it was as if they were playing Statues and 'it' hed
just ydled Freeze! 1t was Carol who moved fird, rdeesng Liz Garndd's wais and stepping
back. Her sweety hair hung in her eyes. Ted went toward her and reached out to put a hand
on her shoulder.

‘Dont touch her, Liz sdd, but she spoke mechanicdly, without force Whatever hed
flashed indde her & the sght of the child on Ted Brautigan's lgp had faded a little, a lesst
temporarily. She looked exhausted.

Nonetheless, Ted dropped his hand. Y oure right,’ he said.

Liz took a degp bregth, hed it, let it out. She looked & Bobby, then away. Bobby wished
with dl his heat that she would put her hand out to him, hdp him a little, hdp him get up,
just that, but she turned to Carol instead. Bobby got to hisfeet on his own.

'What happened here? Liz asked Caral.



Although she was dill cying and her words kept hitching as she druggled for breath.
Cad told Bobby's mom about how the three big boys had found her in the park, and how a
firg it had seemed like just another one of their jokes a bit meaner than mogt but dill just a
joke. Then Hary had redly darted hitting her while the others hedd her. The popping sound
in her shoulder scared them and they ran away. She told Liz how Bobby hed found her five or
ten minutes laer — she didnt know how long because the pain had been so bad — and
caried her up here. And how Ted hed fixed her arm, after giving her Bobby's bdlt to caich the
pan with. She bent, picked up the bdt, and showed Liz the tiny toothrmarks in it with a
mixture of pride and embarrassment. 'l didn't catch al of it, but | caught alot.’

Liz only glanced a the bdt before turning to Ted. "Why'd you tear her top off, chief?

‘It's not torn!" Bobby cried. He was suddenly furious with her. 'He cut it off so he could
look a her shoulder and fix it without hurting her! | brought him the scissors, for cripes sskel
Why are you so stupid, Mom? Why can't you see —

She swung without turning, catching Bobby completdy by surprise The back of her open
hand connected with the Sde of his face her forefinger actudly poked into his eyes sending
a zag of pan deep into his head. His tears sopped as if the pump controlling them hed
suddenly shorted out.

‘Dont you cdl me stupid, Bobby-O,' she said. 'Not on your ever-loving tintype!

Caol was looking fearfully a the hook-nosed witch who had come back in a taxi wearing
Mrs Gafidds dothes Mrs Garfidd who had run and who had fought when she couldn't run
anymore. But in the end they had taken what they wanted from her.

'Y ou shouldn't hit Bobby,' Carol said. 'He's not like those men.”

'Is he your boyfriend? She laughed. 'Yesh? Good for you! But I'll let you in on a secret,
sweetheart — he's jugt like his daddy and your deddy and dl the ret of them. Go in the
bathroom. I'll dean you up and find something for you to wear. Christ, what amess!'

Caol looked a her a moment longer, then turned and went into the bathroom. Her bare
back looked smdl and vulnerable. And white. So white in contragt to her brown arms.

'Cardl!" Ted cdled after her. ‘Is it better now? Bobby didnt think he was talking about her
am. Not thistime.

'Yes' she said without turning. 'But | can ill hear her, far away. She's screaming.

'Who's screaming? Liz asked. Carol didnt answver her. She went into the bathroom and
closd the door. Liz looked & it for a moment, as if to make sure Carol wasn't going to pop
back out again, then turned to Ted. 'Who's screaming?

Ted only looked at her warily, asif expecting another ICBM attack & any moment.

Liz began to amile. It was a smile Bobby knew: her I'mlosng-my-temper smile Weas it
possible she had any Ieft to lose? With her black eyes, broken nose, and swollen lip, the amile
mede her ook horrid: not his mother but some lunatic.

‘Quite the Good Samaritan, arent you? How many feds did you cop while you were fixing
her up? She hasnt got much, but | bet you checked what you could, didnt you? Never miss
an opportunity, right? Come on and fess up to your mamma’’

Bobby looked a her with growing despair. Carol had told her everything — dl of the truth
— and it made no difference. No difference! God!

Thereis adangerous adult in thisroom," Ted said, 'but it isnt me.!’

She looked firs uncomprehending, then incredulous then furious. 'How dare you? How
dare you?

'He didn't do anything!" Bobby screamed. 'Didn't you hear what Carol said? Didn't you —'

‘Shut your mouth, she sad, not looking a him. She looked only & Ted. The cops ae
going to be very interested in you, | think. Don caled Hartford on Friday, before . . . before. |
asked him to. He has friends there. You never worked for the State of Connecticut, not in the
office of the Comptroller, not anywhere dse. You werein jail, weren't you?



'In away | suppose | was,’ Ted said. He seemed camer now in spite of the blood flowing
down the sde of his face. He took the cigarettes out of his shirt pocket, looked a them, put
them back. 'But not the kind you're thinking of .

And nat in thisworld, Bobby thought.

'What wasit for? she asked. 'Making little girls fed letter in the first degree?

I have something vauable' Ted sad. He reached up and tgpped his temple. The finger he
tapped with came away dotted with blood. There are others like me. And there are people
whose job it is to caich us keep us, and useus for . . . wdl, use us, leave it a that. | and two
others escaped. One was caught, one was killed. Only | remain free. If, that is. . . ' He looked
around. ' . . . you cdl this freedom.’

'Youre crazy. Crazy old Brattigan, nuttier than a holiday fruitcake. I'm caling the police.
Let them decide if they want to put you back in the jal you broke out of or in Danbury
Asylum." She bent, reached for the spilled phone.

'No, Mom!" Bobby said, and reached for her. '‘Dont—

'‘Bobby, no!" Ted sad sharply.

Bobby pulled back, looking first a his mom as she scooped up the phone, then at Ted.

‘Not as sheisnow, Ted told him. 'As she is now, she can't sop biting.'

Liz Gafidd gave Ted a brilliant, dmos ungpeskable smile — Good try, you bastard —
and took the recaiver off the cradle.

'What's hgppening? Caral cried from the bathroom. ‘Can | come out now?

‘Not yet, darling,” Ted cdled back. ‘A little longer.

Liz poked the tdephongs cutoff buttons up and down. She sopped, ligened, seemed
satidfied. She began to did. 'Were going to find out who you are' she sad. She spoke in a
drange, confiding tone. That should be pretty interesting. And what youve done. That might
be even more interesting.’

'If you call the palice, they'll dso find out who you are and what you've done,’ Ted said.

She dopped diding and looked a him. It was a cunning Sdeways dare Bobby had never
seen before. 'What in God's name are you talking about?

‘A foolish woman who should have chosen better. A foolish woman who had seen enough
of her boss to know better — who had overheard him and his cronies often enough to know
better, to know that any "semina™ they atended mosly had to do with booze and sexparties.
Maybe a little recfer, as well. A foolish woman who let her greed overwhem her good sense

'What do you know about being done? she cried. 'l have a son to raisel" She looked at
Bobby, asif remembering the son she had to raise for the firgt timein alittle while.

'How much of this do you want him to hear? Ted asked.

'Y ou don't know anything. You can't.

I know everything. The question is, how much do you want Bobby to know? How much
do you want your neighbors to know? If the police come and take me, theyll know whet |
know, that | promise you. He paused. His pupils remained seady but his eyes seemed to
grow. '| know everything. Bdlieve me— don't put it to the test.’

'Why would you hurt me thet way?

'‘Given a choice | wouldnt. You have been hurt enough, by yoursdf as well as by others.
Let me leave, that's dl I'm asking you to do. | was leaving anyway. Let me leave | did
nothing but try to help!’

'Oh yes'' she sad, and laughed. 'Help. Her Sitting on you precticaly neked. Help.'

I wouldhdp you if | —*

'Oh yeeh, and | know how.' She laughed again.

Bobby darted to spesk and saw Ted's eyes waning him not to. Behind the bathroom door,
water was now running into the snk. Liz lowered her heed, thinking. At last she rased it



n.

‘All right; she sad, 'herés what I'm going to do. Il hdp Bobby's little girlfriend get
deaned up. Il give her an aspirin and find something for her to wear home. While I'm doing
those things, Il ask her a few quedions. If the answers are the right answers, you can go.
Good riddance to bad rubbish.’

‘Mom—"'

Liz hedd up a hand like a traffic cop, slencing him. She was daing a Ted, who was
looking back &t her.

Tl wak her home, I'll waich her go through her frat door. What she decides to tdl her
mother is between the two of them. My job is to see her home sdfe, that's dl. When it's done
I'l wak down to the park and st in the shade for a little while. | had a rough night lagt night.'
She drew in bresth and let it out in a dry and rueful sgh. 'Very rough. So Il go to the park
and gt in the shade and think about what comes next. How I'm going to kesp him and me out
of the poorhouse.

If I find you gill here when | get back from the park, sweetheart, | will cdl the police . . .
and don't you put that to the test. Say whatever you want. None of it's going to matter much
to anyone if | say | waked into my gpatment a few hours sooner than you expected and
found you with your hand ingde an devenryear-dd girl's shorts!

Bobby dsared a his mother in dlent shock. She didn't see the sare; she was 4ill looking at
Ted, her swollen eyesfixed on him intently.

If, on the other hand, | came back and youre gone, bag and baggage, | won't have to cd
anyone or say anything. Tout finis'

I'll go with you! Bobby thought & Ted. | don't care about the low men. I'd rather have a
thousand low men in yellow coats looking for me — a million — than have to live with her
anymore. | hate her!

'Well? Liz asked.

Itsaded. Il be gonein an hour. Probably less!

‘No!" Bobby cried. When hed awakened this morning he had been resigned to Ted's going
— sad but resigned. Now it hurt dl over again. Worse than before, even. 'No!'

‘Be quiet, Hs mother said, Hill not looking & him.

It's the only way, Bobby. You know that.' Ted looked up a Liz. Take care of Carol. I'll
talk to Bobhy.'

Youre in no pogdtion to give ordes' Liz sad, but she went. As she crossed to the
bethroom, Bolby saw she was limping. A hed had broken off one of her shoes but he didnt
think that was the only reason she couldn't wak right. She knocked briefly on the bathroom
door and then, without waiting for a response, dipped indde.

Babby ran across the room, but when he tried to put his ams around Ted, the old man took
his hands, squeezed them once briefly, then put them againgt Bobby's chest and let go.

Teke me with you, Bobby sad fiercdy. Il help you look for them. Two sats of eyes ae
better than one. Take me with you!

I can't do that, but you can come with me as far as the kitchen, Bobby. Carol isn't the only
one who needs to do some cleaning up.’

Ted rose from the chair and swayed on his fegt for a moment. Bobby reached out to steady
him and Ted once more pushed his hand gently but firmly away. It hurt. Not as much as his
mother's falure to hep him up (or even look a him) after she had thrown him agang the
wall, but enough.

He waked with Ted to the kitchen, not touching him but dose enough to grab him if he
fdl. Ted didnt fdl. He looked a the hazy reflection of himsdf in the window over the sink,
sghed, then turned on the water. He wet the dishdoth and began to wipe the blood off his
chesk, checking his window-reflection every now and then for reference.



Your mother needs you more now than she ever has before' he sad. 'She needs someone
she can trust.’

'She doesn't trust me. | don't think she even likesme!'

Ted's mouth tightened, and Bobby understood he had struck upon some truth Ted had seen
in his mother's mind. Bobby knew she didnt like him, he knew that, so why were the tears
threatening again?

Ted reached out for him, seemed to remember that was a bad idea, and went back to work
with the dishcloth ingead. ‘All right, he sad. 'Perhgps she doesn't like you. If thet's true, it
isn't because of anything you did. It's because of what you are.’

‘A boy," he sad hitterly. ‘A fucking boy.'

'‘And your father's son, don't forget that. But Bobby . . . whether she likes you or not, she
loves you. Such a gredting-card that sounds, | know, but it's true. She loves you and she needs
you. You're what she has. She's badly hurt right now — '

'Getting hurt was her own fault!" he burg out. 'She knew something was wrong! You sad
20 yoursdf! She's known for weekd Months! But she wouldnt leave that job! She knew and
she dill went with them to Providence! She went with them anyway!"

‘A liontamer knows, but he dill goes into the cage. He goes in because that's where his
paycheck is!

'She's got money,’ Bobby almost spat.

‘Not enough, gpparently.’

'Shelll never have enough,” Bobby said, and knew it was the truth as soon as it was out of
his mouth.

'Sheloves you.'

'l don't care! | don't love her!"

‘But you do. You will. You mudt. Itiska.'

'Ka? What's that?

‘Dedtiny.” Ted had gotten most of the blood out of his har. He turned off the water and
mede one find check of his ghos-image in the window. Beyond it lay dl of that hot summer,
younger than Ted Brautigan would ever be agan. Younger than Bobby would ever be agan,
for that matter. 'Kais destiny. Do you care for me, Bobby?

You know | do, Bobby sad, beginning to cry again. Latdy crying was dl he seemed to
do. His eyes ached fromit. ‘Lots and lots!

Then try to be your mother's friend. For my sske if not your own. Stay with her and help
this hurt of hersto hed. And every now and then I'll send you a postcard.’

They were waking back into the living room again. Bobby wes dating to fed a little bit
better, but he wished Ted could have put his am around him. He wished that more than any-
thing.

The bathroom door opened. Carol came out firs, looking down a her own feet with
uncharacterisic shyness. Her hair had been wetted, combed back, and rubber-banded into a
ponytal. She was wearing one of Bobby's mother's old blouses; it was o big it came dmost
down to her knees, like adress. Y ou couldn't see her red shorts at dl.

'Go out on the porch and wait,' Liz said.

‘Okay.'

'Y ou won't go walking home without me, will you?

'‘No!' Cardl said, and her downcast face filled with darm.

'Good. Stand right by my suitcases!

Caol darted out to the foyer, then turned back. Thanks for fixing my am, Ted. | hope you
don't get in trouble for it. | didn't want— '

'Go out on the damned porch,’ Liz snapped.

' — anyore to get in trouble, Caral finished in a tiny voice, dmog the whisper of a mouse in a



cartoon. Then she wett out, LiZs blouse flapping around her in a way tha would have been
comicd on ancther day. Liz turned to Bobby and when he got a good look a her, his heat
sank. Her fury had been refreshed. A bright red flush had soread over her bruised fece and
down her neck.

Oh cripes, what now? Bobby thought. Then she held up the green keyfob, and he knew.

‘Where did you get this, Bobly-O?

1...it..." But hecould think of nothing to say: no fib, no outright lie, not even the truth.
Suddenly Bobby fet very tired. The only thing in the world he wanted to do was cregp into
his bedroom and hide under the covers of his bed and go to deep.

I gaveitto him, Ted said mildly. 'Y esterday.’

Y ou took my son to abookie joint in Bridgeport? A poker -parlor in Bridgeport?

It doesn't say bookie joint on the keyfob, Bobby thought. It doesn't say poker-parlor, either
. . . became those things are against the law. She knows what goes on there because my father
went there. And like father like son. That's what they say, like father like son.

1 took him to a movie' Ted sad. 'Village of the Damned, at the Criterion. While he was
watching, | went to The Corner Pocket to do an errand.’

'What sort of errand?

I placed a bet on a prizefight' For a moment Bobby's heat sank even lower and he
thought, What's wrong with you? Why didn't you lie? If you knew how she felt about stuff like
that —

But hedid know. Of course he did.

‘A bet on a prizefight” She nodded. 'Uh-huh. You left my son done in a Bridgeport movie
theater so you could go make a bet on a prizefight.” She laughed wildly. 'Oh wel, | suppose |
should be grateful, shouldnt 1? You brought him such a nice souvenir. If he decides to ever
meke a bet himsdf, or lose his money playing poker like his father did, helll know where to
go.
1 left him for two hours in a movie theater, Ted said. "You left him with me. He seems to
have survived both, hasn't he?

Liz looked for a moment as if she had been dgpped, then for a moment as if she would cry.
Then her face smoothed out and became expressonless. She curled her fist around the green
keyfob and dipped it into her dress pocket. Bobby knew he would never see it again. He
didnt mind. He didnt want to see it again.

‘Babby, go in your room,’ she said.

'No!'

'‘Bobby, go in your room!"

‘No! | wont!"

Sanding in a bar of awnlignt on the welcome ma by Liz Gafidd's suitcases, floating in
Liz Gafidds old blouse, Cardl began to ary a thesound of the raised voices,

'Go in your room, Bobby,' Ted said quietly. 'l have enjoyed meeting you and knowing you.'

'Knowing you,’ Bobby's mom sad in an angry, insnudaing voice, but Bobby didnt
understand her and Ted took no notice of her.

'Go in your room," he repested.

‘Will you be dl right?Y ou know what | mean.’

'Yes! Ted amiled, kissed his fingers, and blew the kiss toward Bobby. Bobby caught it and
mede afig around it, holding it tight. 'I'm going to be judt fine'

Bobby waked dowly toward his bedroom door, his head down and his eyes on the toes of
his sneskers. He was dmogt there when he thought | can't do this, | can't let him go like this.

He ran to Ted, threw his ams around him, and covered his face with kisses — forehead,
cheeks, chin, lips, the thin and slky lids of hiseyes. Ted, | love you!'

Ted gave up and hugged him tight. Bobby could smel a ghost of the lather he shaved with,



and the gronger aroma of his Chesterfidd cigarettes. They were smdls he would carry with
him a long time, as he would the memories of Teds hig hands touching him, sroking his
back, cupping the curve of his skull. ‘Bobby, | love you too," he said.

'Oh for Christ's sake!' Liz nearly screamed. Bobby turned toward her and what he saw was
Don Bidemen pushing her into a corner. Somewhere the Benny Goodman Orchestra was
playing 'One OClock Jump' on a hifi turned dl the way up. Mr Biderman had his hand out
as if to dgp. Mr Biderman was asking her if she wanted a little more, was that the way she
liked it, she could have a little more if that was the way she liked it. Bobby could dmog teste
her horrified undersanding.

You redly didn't know, did you? he sad. ‘At leest not dl of it, dl they wanted. They
thought you did, but you didnt.

'Go in your room right now or I'm cdling the police and teling them to send a squedcar,’
his mother sad. 'I'm not joking, Bobby-O.'

1 know youre not, Bobby sad. He went into his bedroom and dosed the door. He thought
a firg he was dl right and then he thought that he was going to throw up, or fant, or do bath.
He waked across to his bed on tottery, ungtable legs. He only meant to St on it but he lay
back on it crosswise indead, as if dl the muscles had gone out of his somach and back. He
tried to lift his feet up but his legs only lay there, the musdes gone from them, too. He had a
udden image of Sully-John in his bahing suit, dimbing the ladder of a swimming flod,
running to the end of the board, dving off. He wished he was with S-J now. Anywhere but
here. Anywhere but here. Anywhere at dl but here,
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When Bobby woke up, the light in his room had grown dim and when he looked & the floor
he could bardy see the shadow of the tree outside his window. He had been out — adeep or
unconscious — for three hours, maybe four. He was covered with sweet and his legs were
numb; he had never pulled them up onto the bed.

Now he tried, and the burs of pins and needles which resulted dmos made him scream
He did onto the floor indead, and the pins and needles ran up his thighs to his crotch. He sat
with his knees up aound his ears, his back throbbing, his legs buzzing, his head cottony.
Something terrible had heppened, but & firs he couldnt remember what. As he sat there
propped againg the bed, looking across a Clayton Moore in his Lone Ranger mask, it began
to come back. Cardl's am didocated, his mother beaten up and hdf-crazy as wel, shaking
that green keyfob in hisface, furiouswith him. And Ted . . .

Ted would be gone by now, and that was probably for the best, but how it hurt to think of.

He got to his feet and waked twice around the room. The second time he stopped a the
window and looked out, rubbing his hands together a the back of his neck, which was Hiff
and swveay. A little way down the dregt the Sigsby twins, Dina and Dianne, were jumping
rope, but the other kids had gone in, ether for supper or for the night. A car did by, showing
its parking lights. It was even later than he had a firg thought; heavenly shades of night were
fdling.

He made ancther drcuit of his room, working the tingles out of his legs feding like a
prisoner pacing his cdl. The door hed no lock on it — no more than his mom's did but he fet
like a jalbird just the same. He was afrad to go out. She hadnt cdled him for supper, and
dthough he was hungry — a little, anyway — he was drad to go out. He was afraid of how
he might find her . . . or of not finding her a dl. Suppose she had decided shed findly hed
enough of Bobby-O, dupid lying litle Bobly-O, his father's son? Even if she was here, and
seemingly back to normd . . . was there even such a thing as normd? People had terrible
things behind their faces sometimes. He knew that now.



When he reached the closed door of his room, he stopped. There was a scrgp of paper lying
there. He bent and picked it up. There was Hlill plenty of light and he could reed it eeglly.

Dear Bobby—

By the time you read this, I'll be gone.. . . but I'll take you with me in my
thoughts. Please love your mother and remember that she loves you. She
was afraid and hurt and ashamed this afternoon, and when we see people
that way, we see them at their worst. | have left you something in my room. |
will remember my promise.

All my love,

Tl

The postcards, that's what he promised. To send me postcards.

Feding better, Bobby folded up the note Ted had dipped into his room before leaving and
opened his bedroom door.

The living room was empty, but it had been set to rights. It looked dmost okay if you
didn't know there was supposed to be a sunburst clock on the wal besde the TV; now there
was judt the little screw where it had hung, jutting out and holding nothing.

Bobby redized he could hear his mother snoring in her room. She dways snored, but this
was a heavy sore, like an old person or a drunk snoring in a movie. That's because they hurt
her, Bobby thought, and for amoment he thought of

(Howya doin Sport howza boy)

Mr Bidermman and the two nimrods ebowing each other in the back seat and grinning Kill
the pig, cut her throat, Bobby thought. He didn't want to think it but he did.

He tiptoed across the living room as quiglly as Jack in the giant's castle, opened the door b
the foyer, and went out. He tiptoed up the firg flight of dars (waking on the banniger Sde,
because hed read in one of the Hardy Boys myderies that if you waked that way the dars
didn't cresk so much), and ran up the second.

Ted's door stood open; the room beyond it was dmogt empty. The few things of his own
hed put up — a picture of a man fishing a sunset, a picture of Mary Magddene washing
Jesus feet, a cdendar — were gone. The ashtray on the table was empty, but gtting beside it
was one of Teds caryhandle bags Insde it were four paperback books Animal Farm, The
Night of the Hunter, Treasure Idland, and Of Mice and Men. Written on the Sde of the paper
bag in Teds shaky but compledy legible handwriting was Read the Seinbedk first. 'Guys
like us, George says when he tells Lennie the story Lennie always wants to hear. Who are
guys like us? Who were they to Seinbeck? Who are they to you? Ask yourself this.

Bobby took the paperbacks but left the bag — he was afraid tha if his mom saw one of
Ted's caryhandle bags she would go crazy dl over again. He looked in the refrigerator and
saw nothing but a bottle of French's mustard and a box of baking soda He dosad the fridge
again and looked around. It was as if no one hed ever lived here at dl. Except —

He went to the adhtray, hedd it to his nose, ad bregthed in deeply. The smdl of
Chetefidds was drong, and it brought Ted back completdy, Ted gtting here a his table
and taking about Lord of the Flies, Ted standing & his bathroom mirror, shaving with that
scay razor of his ligening through the open door as Bobby read him opinion pieces Bobby
himsdf didn't understand.

Ted leaving one find quedtion on the Sde of a paper bag: Guys like us Who are guys like
us?

Bobby bresthed in again, sucking up little flakes of ash and fighting back the urge to



seeze, halding the samdl in, fixing it in his memory as best he could, dodng his eyes, and in
through the window came the endless inductable cry of Bowser, now cdling down the dark
likeadream: roop-roop-roop, roop-roop-roop.

He put the ashtray down again. The urge to sneeze had passed. I'm going to smoke
Chesterfields, he decided. 1'm going to smoke them all my life,

He went back downdars, holding the pgpebacks in front of him and waking on the
outsde of the daircase again as he went from the second floor to the foyer. He dipped into
the gpartment, tiptoed across the living room (his mother was 4ill snoring, louder than ever),
and into his bedroom. He put the books under his bed — deep under. If his mom found them
he would say Mr Burton had given them to him. That was a lie, but if he told the truth shed
take the books away. Beddes lying no longer seemed s0 bad. Lying might become a
necessty. In time it might even become aplessure.

Wha next? The rumble in his somach decided him. A couple of peanut butter and jely
sandwiches were next.

He dated for the kitchen, tiptoeing past his mother's partly open bedroom door without
even thinking about it, then paused. She was shifting around on her bed. Her snores had
become ragged and she was taking in her deegp. It was a low, moaning tak Bobby couldnt
meke out, but he redized he didnt have to make it out. He could hear her anyway. And he
could see stuff. Her thoughts? Her dreams? Whatever it was, it was awful.

He managed three more steps toward the kitchen, then caught a glimpse of something so
terrible his breath froze in his throa like ice HAVE YOU SEEN BRAUTIGAN! He is an OLD
MONGREL but WE LOVE HIM!

‘No," he whispered. ‘Oh Mom, no.'

He didnt want to go in there where she was, but his feet turned in tha direction anyway.
He went with them like a hosage. He weatched his hand reach out, the fingers spread, and
push her bedroom door open dl the way.

Her bed was 4ill made. She lay on top of the coverlet in her dress, one leg drawvn up SO her
knee dmost touched her chest. He could see the top of her stocking and her garter, and that
meade him think of the lady in he cdendar picture & The Corner Pocket, the one getting out
of the car with most of her skirt in her lap . . . except the lady getting out of the Packard
hadn't had ugly bruises above the top of her stocking.

Liz's face was flushed where it wasn't bruised; her har was matted with swest; her cheeks
were smeary with tears and gooey with makeup. A board cresked under Bobby's foot as he
Sepped into the room. She cried out and he froze, sure her eyes would open.

Ingead of awakening she rolled away from him toward the wal. Here, in her room, the
jumble of thoughts and images coming out of her was no dearer but ranker and more
pungent, like sweet pouring off a dck person. Running through everything was the sound of
Benny Goodmen playing 'One O'Clockdump' and the taste of blood running down the back of
her throat.

Have you seen Brautigan, Bobby thought. He is an old mongrel but we love him. Have you

She had pulled her shades before lying down and the room was very dark. He took another
dep, then dopped agan by the table with the mirror where she sometimes st to do her
mekeup. Her purse was there Bobby thought of Ted hugging him — the hug Bobby hed
wanted, needed, 0 badly. Ted droking his back, cupping the curve of his skull. When |
touch, | pass on a kind of window, Ted had told him while they were coming back from
Bridgeport in the cab. And now, danding by his mother's mekeup table with his fids
denched, Bobby looked tentatively through that window into his mother's mind.

He caught a glimpse of her coming home on the train, huddling by hersdf, looking into ten
thousand back yards between Providence and Hawich so as few people as possble would



se her face he saw her spying the bright green keyfob on the shdf by the toothglass as Carol
dipped into her old blouss sawv her waking Caol home asking her quedions the whole
way, one ater another, firing them like bullets out of a meachine-gun. Carol, too sheken and
worn out to dissemble had answered them dl. Bobby saw his mother waking — limping —
down to Commonwedth Park, heard her thinking If only some good could be salvaged from
this nightmare, if only some good, anything good —

He saw her gt on a bench in the shade and then get up after awhile, waking toward
Spicar's for a headache powder and a Nehi to wash it down with before going back home.
And then, just before leaving the park, Bobby saw her spy something tacked to a tree. These
somethings were tacked up al over town; she might have passed a couple on her way to the
park, so logt in thought she never noticed.

Once again Bobby fdt like a passenger in his own body, no more then that. He watched his
hand reach out, saw two fingers (the ones that would bear the yelow smudges of the heavy
anoker in anather few years) make a scissoring motion and caich what was protruding from
the mouth of her purse. Bobby pulled the paper free, unfolded it, and reed the first two lines
in the fant light from the bedroom doorway:

HAVE YOU SEEN BRAUTIGANI!
Heisan OLD MONGREL but WE LOVE HIM!

His eyes skipped hdfway down to the lines that had no doubt riveted his mother and driven
every other thought from her heed:

Wewill pay A VERY LARGE REWARD
$$%9

Here was the something good she had been wishing for, hoping for, praying for; here was
A VERY LARGE REWARD.

And had she hestated? Had the thought 'Wait a minute, my kid loves that old bastardbdl!
even crosed her mind?

Nah.

You couldn't hestate. Because life was full of Don Bidermans, and life wasn't fair.

Bobby left the room on tiptoe with the poder Hill in his hand, mincing away from her in
big soft seps, freezing when a board creeked under his fedt, then moving on. Behind him his
mom's muttering tak had subsded into low snores agan. Bobby mede it into the living room
and dosed her door behind him, holding the knob a full cock until the door was shut tight,
not wanting the latich to dick. Then he hurried across to the phone, aware only now tha he
was away from her that his heat was racing and his throat wes lined with a tagte like old
pennies. Any vestige of hunger had vanished.

He picked up the tdephongs handsst, looked around quickly and narrowly to meke sure
his mom's door was ill shut, then dided without referring to the poster. The number was
burned into his mind: HOustonic 58337.

There was only dlence when he finished diding. That waan't surprisng, ether, because
there was no HOustonic exchange in Harwich. And if he fet cold dl over (except for his
bells and the soles of his feet, which were strangely hot), that was just because he was afraid
for Ted. That wasdl. Just —

There was a sondike cdlick as Bobby was about to put the handsat down. And then a voice
sad, 'Yeah?

It's Biderman! Bobby thought wildly. Cripes, it's Biderman!

'Yeah? the voice sad again. No, not Biderman's. Too low for Biderman's But it was a



nimrod voice, no doubt about thet, and as his skin temperature continued to plummet toward
absolute zero, Bobby knew that the man on the other end of the line had some sort of ydlow
coat in hiswardrobe.

Suddenly his eyes grew hot and the backs of them began itching. Is this the Sagamore
Family? was wha hed meant to ask, and if whoever answered the phone said yes, hed meant
to beg them to leave Ted done To tdl them he Bobby Gafidd, would do something for
them if they'd judt leave Ted be — hed do anything they asked. But now that his chance hed
arived he could say nothing. Until this moment he dill hadn't completly beieved in the low
men. Now something was on the other end of the ling, something that had nothing in common
with life as Bobby Garfidd undersood it.

‘Bobby? the voice sad, and there was a kind of indnuaing plessure in the voice a
sensuous recognition. ‘Bobby, it sad again, this time without the question-mark. The flecks
began to dream across Bobby's vison; the living room of the gpatment suddenly filled with
black snow.

‘Pease . . . ' Bobby whisgpered. He gathered dl of his will and forced himsdf to finish.
‘Please let him go.'

‘No can do,' the voice from the void told him. 'He beongs to the King. Stay away, Bobby.
Dont interfere. Ted's our dog. If you don't want to be our dog, too, Say away.'

Click.

Bobby hed the tdephone to his er a moment longer, needing to tremble and too cold to
do it. The itching behind his eyes began to fade, though, and the threads fdling across his
vison began to merge into the generd murk. At lagt he took the phone away from the sSde @
his head, darted to put it down, then paused. There were dozens of little red cirdes on the
handset's perforated earpiece. It was as if the voice of the thing on the other end had caused
the telephone to bleed.

Panting in soft and rapid little whimpers, Bobby put it back in its cradle and went into his
room. Don't interfere, the man a the Sagamore Family number had told him. Ted's our dog.
But Ted wasn't adog. He was aman, and he was Bobby's friend.

She could have told them where he'll be tonight, Bobby thought. | think Carol knew. If she
did, and if shetold Mom —

Bobby grabbed the Bike Fund jar. He took al the money out of it and left the gpatment.
He consdered leaving his mother a note but didnt. She might cdl HOustonic 58337 again if
he did, and tdl the nimrod with the low voice what her Bobby-O was doing. That was one
reason for not leaving a note. The other was that if he could warn Ted in time, héd go with
him. Now Ted would have to let him come And if the low men killed him or kidnapped him?
W, those things were dmogt the same as running away, weren't they?

Bobby took a find look around the gpartment, and as he ligened to his mother snore he fdt
an involuntary tugging a his heat and mind. Ted was right: in spite of everything, he loved
her dill. If there was ka, then loving her was part of his.

Still, he hoped to never see her again.

‘Bye, Mom," Bobby whispered. A minute later he was ruming down Broad Stregt Hill into
the degpening gloom, one hand wrapped around the wad of money in his pocket so none of it
would bounce out.
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Down There Agan. Comer Boys
Low Menin Yelow Coas The Payout.

He cdled a cab from the pay tdephone a Spicer's, and while he waited for his ride he took
down a BRAUTIGAN los-pet poster from the outsde bulletin board. He dso removed an
upsde-down file-card advertisng a '57 Rambler for sde by the owner. He crumpled them up
and threw them in the trash bard by the door, not even bothering to look back over his
shoulder to see if Old Man Spicer, whose foul temper was legendary among the kids on the
west Sde of Harwich, had seen him do it.

The Sgsby twins were down here now, their jumpropes put asde s0 they could play
hopscotch. Bobby walked over to them and observed the shapes —
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— drawn besde the grid. He got down on his knees and Dina Sgsby, who had been about to
toss her done a the 7, stopped to watch him. Dianne put her grimy fingers over her mouth
and gigged. Ignoring them, Bobby used both of his hends to sweep the shapes into chak
blurs When he was done he stood up and dusted his hands off. The pole-light in Spicer's tiny
threecar parking lot came on; Bobby and the girls grew sudden shadows much longer than
they were.

'Why'd you do that, stupid old Bobby Garfiedd? Dina asked. They were pretty.'

They're bad luck,’ Bobby sad. 'Why arent you a home? Not that he didn't have a good
ideg; it was flashing in their heeds like the beer-signs in Spicer's window.

‘Mumma-Daddy havin a fight, Dianne said. 'She says he got a girlfriend. She laughed and
her dger joined in, but their eyes were frightened. They reminded Bobby of the littluns in
Lord of the Flies

'Go home before it gets dl the way dark,' he said.

‘Mummasad stay out,' Dinatold him.

Then she's gupid and so is your father. Go on!'

They exchanged a glance and Bobby understood that he had scared them even more. He
didnt care. He watched them grab their jumpropes and go running up the hill. Fve minutes
laer the cab hed cdled pulled into the parking area besde the dore its headlights fanning
the gravel.

‘Huh," the cabbie sad. 'l dunno about teking any little kid to Bridgeport after dark, even if
you do got the fare.’

It's okay, Bobby sad, getting in back. If the cabbie meant to throw him out now, he better
have a crowbar in the trunk to do it with. 'My grandfather will meet me' But not a The
Corner Pocket, Bobby had dready decided; he wasnt going to pull up to the place in a
Checker. Someone might be weatching for him. ‘At the Wo Fat Noodle Company. That's on



Narragansett Avenue' The Corner Pocket was dso on Naragansett. He hadnt remembered
the street-name but had found it eesily enough in the Y dlow Pages &fter calling the cab.

The driver had darted to back out into the dreet. Now he paused again. 'Nasty Gansett
Street? Chrigt, that's no part of town for akid. Not even in broad daylight."

'My grandfather's mesting me,' Bobby repeaied. 'He said to tip you hdf a rock. You know,
fifty cents.’

For a moment the cabbie testered. Bobby tried to think of some other way to persuade him
and couldnt think of a thing. Then the cabbie Sghed, dropped his flag, and got rolling. As
they passad his building, Bobby looked to see if there were any lights on in their gpartment.
There weren't, not yet. He sat back and waited for Harwich to drop behind them.

The cabbies name was Roy Delois, it was on his taxi-meter. He didn't say a word on the ride
to Bridgeport. He was sad because hed had to take Pete to the vet and have him put down.
Pete had been fourteen. That was old for a Collie. He had been Roy Deloiss only red friend.
Go on, big boy, eat up, it's on me, Roy DelLois would say when he fed Pete. He said the same
thing evay night. Roy Delois was divorced. Sometimes he went to a dripper dub in
Hartford. Bobby could see ghost-images of the dancers, most of whom wore feathers and
long white gloves. The image of Pete was sharper. Roy Delois had been okay coming back
from the vet's, bu when he saw Petes empty dish in the pantry a home, he had broken down
crying.

They passed The William Penn Grille Bright light Sreamed from every window and the
Sreet was lined with cars on both sides for three blocks, but Bobby saw no crazy DeSbtos or
other cars that fdt like thinly disguised living cregtures. The backs of his eyes didnt itch;
there were no black threads.

The cab crossed the cand bridge and then they were down there. Loud Spanish-sounding
musc played from agpatment housss with fire escgpes zig-zagging up the Sdes like iron
lightning. Clugers of young men with gleaming combedback har dood on some
dreetcorners, clusters of laughing girls sood on others. When the Checker stopped a a red
light, a brownskinned man santered over, hips sseming to roll like oil in gabardine dacks
that hung bedow the wastband of his bright white underwear shorts, and offered to wash the
cabbies windshidd with a filthy rag he hdd. Roy Delois shook his head curdy and squirted
away theingant the light changed.

'‘Goddam spies’ he sad. 'They should be bared from the country. Aint we got enough
niggers of our own?

Naragansatt Street looked different a night — dightly scarier, dightly more fabulous as
well. Locksmiths . . . check-cashing sarvices . . . a couple of bars silling out laughter and
jukebox music and guys with beer bottles in their hands . . . ROD'S GUNS . . . and yes, just
beyond Rod's and next to the shop sdling SPECIAL SOUVENIRS the WO FAT NOODLE co. From
here it couldnt be more than four blocks to The Corner Pocket. It was only eght o'dock.
Bobby wasin plenty of time.

When Roy Delois pulled up to the curb, there was eghty cents on his meter. Add in a
fifty-cent tip and you were taking aout a big hole in the old Bike Fund, but Bobby didnt
care. He was never going to make a big ded out of money the way she did. If he could warn
Ted before the low men could grab him, Bobby would be content to walk forever.

'I dont like leaving you off here' Roy Del_ois said. "Where's your grandpa?

'Oh, hell be right dong,’ Bobby sad, driving for a chearful tone and dmog making it. It
was redly amazing what you could do when your back was againg the wall.

He held out the money. For a moment Roy DelLois hedtated inseed of taking the dough;



thought about driving him back to Spicar's, but if the kid's not telling the truth about his
grandpa what's he doing down here? Roy Deloisthought. HE's too young to want to get laid.

I'm fine, Bobby sent back . . . and yes, he thought he could do that, too — a little, anyway.
Go on, stop worrying, I'mfine.

Roy Delois findly took the cumpled dolla and the trio of dimes This is redly too
much,' hesad.

‘My grandpa told me to never be gingy like some people ae’ Bobby sad, getting out of
the cab. "Maybe you ought to get anew dog. Y ou know, a puppy.’

Roy Del_ois was maybe fifty, but surprise made him look much younger. 'How . . .

Then Bobby heard him decide he didnt care how. Roy Delois put his cab in gear and
drove away, leaving Bobby in front of the Wo Fat Noodle Company.

He good there until the cab's tallights disgppeared, then began waking dowly in the
direction of The Corner Pocket, pausng long enough to look through the dusty window of
SPECIAL SOUVENIRS The bamboo blind was up but the only specid souvenir on dislay wes a
ceramic ashtray in the shape of a toilet. There was a groove for a cigarette in the seat. PARK
YOUR BUTT was written on the tank. Bobby consdered this quite witty but not much of a
window display; he had sort of been hoping for items of a sexud nature. Especidly now thet
the sun had gone down.

He waked on, past B'PORT PRINTING and SHOES REPAIRED WHILE U WAIT and SNAPPY KARDS
FOR ALL OKASIONS Up ahead was another bar, more young men on the corner, and the sound
of The Cadillacs Brrrrr, black dacks, make ya cool, Daddy-0, when ya put em on you're &
rarin to go. Bobby crossed the dredt, trotting with his shoulders hunched, his head down, and
his handsin his pockets.

Across from the bar was an out-of-busness restaurant with a tattered awning dill
overhanging its sogped windows Bobby dipped into its shedow and kept going, shrinking
back once when someone shouted and a bottle shattered. When he reached the next corner he
recrossed Nasy Gansett Street on the diagond, getting back to the sde The Corner Pocket
was on.

As he went, he tried to tune his mind outward and pick up some sense of Ted, but there
was nothing. Bobby wasnt dl that surprised. If he had been Ted, he would have gone
someplace like the Bridgeport Public Libray where he could hang around without being
noticed. Maybe after the library closed hed get a bite to edt, kill a litle more time that way.
Eventudly hed cd ancther cab and come to collect his money. Bobby didnt think he was
anywhere cdose ye, but he kept ligening for him. He was ligening so hard that he waked
into aguy without even seeing him.

'Hey, cabron!' the guy sad - laughing, but not in a nice way. Hands grabbed Bobby's
shoulders and held him. "'Where was you think you goin, putino?

Bobby looked up and saw four young guys wha his mom would have cdled corner boys
danding in front of a place caled BODEGA. They were Puerto Ricans, he thought, and dl
wearing sharpcreased dacks Black boots with pointed toes poked out from benegth ther
pants cuffs. They were dso wearing blue silk jackets with the word DIABLOS written on the
back. The 1 was a devil's pitchfork. Something seemed familiar about the pitchfork, but
Bobby had no time to think about that. He redized with a snking heart that he had wandered
into four members of some gang.

I'm sorry," hesaid in adry voice. 'Redlly, | .. . 'scuse me!’

He pulled back from the hands holding his shoulders and sarted around the guy. He made
just a sngle step before one of the others grabbed him. 'Where you goin, tio? this one asked.
'Whereyou goin, tio? Mio?

Bobby pulled free, but the fourth guy pushed him back a the second. The second guy
grabbed him again, not s0 gently this time It was like beng surrounded by Hary and his



friends, only worse.

"Y ou got any money, tio? asked the third guy. 'Cause this atoll-road, you know.'

They dl laughed and moved in closer. Bobby could smdl ther spicy dftershaves, ther har
tonics, his own fear. He couldn't hear ther mindvoices, but did he need to? They were
probably going to beat him up and sted his money. If he was lucky that was dl they'd do . . .
but he might not kelucky.

‘Little boy, the fourth guy amost sang. He reached out a hand, gripped the brigles of
Bobby's crewcut, and pulled hard enough to meke tears wdl up in Bobby's eyes 'Little
muchacho, what you got for money, huh? How much of the good old dinero? You have
something and we going to let you go. Y ou have nothing and we going to bust your bals!

‘Leave him done, Juan.'

They looked aound — Bobby too — and here came a fifth guy, dso wearing a Diablos
jacket, dso wearing dacks with a darp creass; he had on loafers instead of pointy-toed
boots, and Bobby recognized him a once It was the young man who had been playing the
Frontier Petrol game in The Corner Pocket when Ted was making his bet. No wonder that
pitchfork shgpe had looked famliar — it was tattooed on the guy's hand. His jacket had been
tied ingde-out around his waist (no club jacket in here, he had told Bobby), but he wore the
sgn of the Diablosjust the same.

Bobby tried to look into the newcome’s mind and saw only dim shapes. His ability was
fading again, as it had on the day Mrs Gerber took them to Savin Rock; shortly after they left
McQuown's gand a the end of the midway, it had been gone This time the winkle had lasted
longer, but it was going now, al right.

'Hey, Deg’ sad the boy who had pulled Bobby's har. 'We just gonna sheke this little guy
out alittle. Make him pay hisway across Diablo turf.

‘Not thisone,' Dee sad. 'l know him. HEsmy compadre.’

'He look like a pansy uptown boy to me' sad the one who had cdled Bobby cabrén and
putino. 'l teach im alittle respect.’

'He don't need no lesson from you,' Dee said. 'Y ou want one from me, Moso?'

Moso stepped back, frowning, and took a cigarette out of his pocket. One of the others
sngpped him alight, and Dee drew Babby allittle farther down the stredt.

‘What you doing down here, amigo? he asked, gripping Bobby's shoulder with the tattooed
hand. Y ou stupid to be down here done and you fuckin loco to be down here a night done.’

I cant help it; Bobby sad. 'l have to find the guy | was with yesterday. His name is Ted.
Hes old and thin and pretty tdl. He waks kinda hunched over, like Boris Kaloff — you
know, the guy in the scary movies?

I know Boris Karloff but | don't know no fuckin Ted,” Dee sad. ‘I don't ever see him. Man,
you ought to get outta here!

'l haveto go to The Corner Pocket,’ Bobby said.

'l wasjudt there, Dee said. 'l didn't see no guy like Boris Karloff.

It's il too early. | hink hell be there between nine-thirty and ten. | have to be there when
he comes, because therés some men after him. They wear yelow coats and white shoes . . .
they drive big flashy cars. . . one of them'sa purple DeSoto, and —*

Dee grabbed him and soun him againg the door of a pawnshop so hard that for a moment
Bobby thought he had decided to go dong with his corne-boy friends after dl. Indde the
pavnshop an old men with a par of glasses pushed up on his bad head looked around,
annoyed, then back down at the newspaper he was reading.

The jefes in the long ydlow coats' Dee breathed. 'I seen those guys. Some of the others
Seen em, too. You dont want to mess with boys like thet, chico. Something wrong with those
boys. They dont look right. Make the bad boys hang around Mdlory's Sdoon look like good
boys'



Something in Deds expresson reminded Bobby of Sully-John, and he remembered SJ
saying hed seen a couple of weird guys outdsde Commonwedth Park. When Bobby asked
what was werd about them, Sully sad he didnt exactly know. Bobby knew, though. Sully
had seen the low men. Even then they had been sniffing around.

"When did you see them? Bobby asked. Today?

'Cat, give me a bresk,’ Dee said. 'l ain't been up but two lours and mog of that | been in
the bathroom, makin mysdf pretty for the dreet. | seen em comin out of The Corner Pocket, a
par of em — day before yesterday, | think. And that place funny lady." He thought for a
moment, then called, Y o, Juan, get yaur ass over here!

The crewcut-puller came trotting over. Dee spoke to him in Spanish. Juan spoke back and
Dee responded more briefly, pointing to Bobby. Juan leaned over Bobby, hands on the knees
of his sharp pants.

"Y ou seen 'ese guys, huh?

Bobby nodded.

'One bunch in abig purple DeSoto? One bunch in a Cri'der? One bunch in an Olds 987

Bobby only knew the DeSoto, but he nodded.

‘Those cars ant red cars' Juan sad. He looked sdeways a Dee to see if Dee was
laughing. Dee waan't; he only nodded for Juan to keep going. They something dse!

'l think they're dive,' Bobby said.

Juan'seyeslit up. 'Yeah! Likedive! And‘osemen —'

'What did they look like? I've seen one of their cars, but not them'

Juen tried but couldnt say, & leest not in English. He lgpsed into Spanish ingead. Dee
trandated some of it, but in an absent fashion; more and more he was converang with Juan
and ignoring Bobby. The other corner boys - and boys were what they redly were, Bobhy
saw - drew dose and added their own contributions. Bobby couldn't understand ther tak, but
he thought they were scared, dl of them. They were tough enough guys - down here you hed
to be tough just to meke it through the day - but the low men had frightened them dl the
same. Bobby caught one find cdear imege a tdl driding figure in a cdf-length mustard
colored coat, the kind of coa men sometimes wore in movies like Gunfight at the OK Corral
and The Magnificent Seven.

I see four of em comin out of that barber shop with the horse-parlor in the back,' the one
who seemed to be named Flio sad. Tha's what they do, those guys, go into places and ask
guestions. Always leave one of their big cars runnin a the curb. Youd think itd be crazy to
do that down here, leave a car runnin a the curb, but whod sted one of those goddam
things?

No one, Bobby knew. If you tried, the steering whed might turn into a sneke and srangle
you; the seet might turn into a quicksand pool and drown you.

They come out dl in a bunch’ Flio went on, 'dl weain 'oe long ydlow coats even
though the day's so hot you could a fried a egg on the fuckin sdewak. They was dl wearin
these nice white shoes — sharp, you know how | adways notice what people got on their fedt,
| get hard for that shit — and | don't think . . . | dont think . . . ' He paused, gathered himsdif,
and said something to Dee in Spanish.

Bobby asked what hed said.

'He sayin their shoes wasn' touchin the ground,’ Juan replied. His eyes were big. There was
no scorn or dishdief in them. 'He sayin they got this big red Cri'der, and when they go back
to it, ther fuckin shoes ant quite touchin the ground.” Juan forked two fingers in front of his
mouth, oat through them, then crossed himsdif.

No one sad anything for a moment or two &fter that, and then Dee bent gravdy over
Bobby again. These are the guys lookin for your frien?

That'sright,’ Bobby said. 'l have to warn him.’



He had a mad idea tha Dee would offer to go with him to The Corner Pocket, and then the
rex of the Diablos would join in; they would wak up the drest sngpping their fingers in
unison like the Jets in West Sde Sory. They would be his friends now, gang guys who
happened to haveredly good hearts.

Of course nothing of the sort happened. What happened was Moso wandered off, back
toward the place where Bobby had waked into him. The others followed. Juan paused long
enough to sy, 'You run into those caballeros and you gonna be one dead putino, tio nio.'
Only Dee was left and Dee sad, 'He's right. You ought to go back to your own part of the
worP, my frien'. Let your amigo teke care of himsdlf.'

'l cant,’ Bobby said. And then, with genuine curiosity: 'Could you?

‘Not againg ordinary guys, maybe, but these ain't ordinary guys. Wasyou just lissen?

'Yes' Bobby sad. 'But.

'Y ou crazy, little boy. Poco loco.'

'l guess s0." He felt crazy, dl right. Poco loco and then some. Crazy as a shithouse mouse,
his mother would heve said.

Dee dated away and Bobby fet his heat cramp. The big boy got to the corner — his
buddies were waiting for him on the other sde of the sreet — then wheded back, made his
finger into agun, and pointed it a Bobby. Bobby grinned and pointed his own back.

‘Vaya con Dios, mi amigo loco,’ Dee sad, then sauntered across the dreet with the collar of
his gang jacket turned up againg the back of his neck.

Bobby turned the other way and dtarted waking again, detouring around the pools of light
cedt by fizzing neon signs and trying to keep in the shadows as much as he could.

..E..:

Across the dreet from The Corner Pocket was a mortuary — DESPEGNI FUNERAL PARLOR, it
sad on the green awning. Hanging in the window was a clock whose face was outlined in a
chilly circle of blue neon. Bdow the clock was a sign which read TIME AND TIDE WAIT FOR NO
MAN. According to the dock it was twenty past eight. He was 4ill in time, in plenty of time,
and he could see an dley beyond the Pocket where he might wait in rdative safety, but
Bobby couldnt just park himsdf and wait, even though he knew that would be the smart
thing to do. If héd redly been smat, he never would have come down here in the firg place.
He wasnt a wise old owl; he was a scared kid who needed hdp. He doubted if there was any
in The Corner Pocket, but maybe he was wrong.

Bobby waked under the banner reading COME IN IT'S KOOL INSIDE. He had never felt less
in need of ar conditioning in hislife it was a hot night but he wes cold dl over.

God, if You're there, please help me now. Help meto be brave. . . and help me to be lucky.

Bobby opened the door and wertt in.

g

The smdl of beer was much dronger and much fresher, and the room with the pinbal
mechines in it banged and jangled with lights and noise. Where before only Dee had been
playing pinbal, there now seemed to be a least two dozen guys dl of them smoking, dl of
them wearing drapdyle undershirts and Frank Sindra hdlo-young-lovers hats, dl of them
with battles of Bud parked on the glass tops of the Gaittlieb machines.

The area by Len Fless desk was brighter than before because there were more lights on in
the bar (where every ool wes teken) as wdl as in the pinbal room. The poolhdl itsdf,
which had been mogtly dark on Wednesday, was now lit like an operating thegter. There were
men a every table bending and cirding and making shots in a blue fog of cigarette smoke



the chairs dong the wadls were dl taken. Bobby could see Old Gee with his feet up on the
shoeshine pogts, and —

'What the fuck are you doing here?

Bobby turned, sartled by the voice and shocked by the sound of that word coming out of a
woman's mouth. It was Alanna Files. The door to the livingroom aea behind the desk was
just swinging shut behind her. Tonight she was wearing a white slk blouse that showed her
shoulders — pretty shoulders, creamy-white and as round as breasts — and the top of her
prodigious bosom. Bdow the white blouse were the largest pair of red dacks Bobby had ever
seen. Yederday, Alanna had been kind, smiling . . . dmogt laughing a him, in fact, dthough
in away Bobby hadn't minded. Tonight she looked scared to death.

I'm sorry . .. | know I'm not supposed to be in here, but | need to find my friend Ted and |
thought . . . thought thet . . . ' He heard his voice shrinking like a baloon that's been let loose
to fly around the room.

Something was horribly wrong. It was like a dream he sometimes had where he was & his
dek gudying spdling or science or just reading a story and everyone darted laughing a him
and he redized he had forgotten to put his pants on before coming to school, he was dtting at
his desk with everything hanging out for everyone to look &, girls and teechers and just
everyone.

The beat of the bels in the gameroom hadn't completly quit, but it had dowed down. The
flood of conversation and laughter from the bar had dried up dmog entirdy. The dick of
pool and hilliard bdls had cessed. Bobby looked around, feding those snakes in his somach
again.

They werent dl looking & him, but mogt were. Old Gee was daing with eyes that looked
like holes burned in dirty pgper. And dthough the window in Bobby's mind was dmog
opague now — ogped over — he fdt tha a lot of the people in here had sort of been
expecting him. He doubted if they knew it, and even if they did they wouldnt know why.
They were kind of adeep, like the people of Midwich. The low men had been in. The low
men had —

'Get out, Randy,” Alanna said in a dry little whisper. In her distress she had cdled Bobby
by hisfather's name. 'Get out while you 4ill can.’

Old Gee had did out of the shoeshine chair. His wrinkled seersucker jacket caught on one
of the foot-pedestals and tore as he darted forward, but he paid no dtention as the slk lining
floated down besde his knee like a toy parachute. His eyes looked more like burned holes
than ever. 'Get him," Old Gee said in awavery voice. 'Get thet kid.'

Bobby had seen enough. There was no help here. He scrambled for the door and tore it
open. Behind him he had the sense of people starting to move, but dowly. Too dowly.

Bobby Garfield ran out into the night.

ni-:

He ran dmog two full blocks before a gitch in his Sde forced him to firs dow down, then
dop. No one was following and that was good, but if Ted went into The Corner Pocket to
collect his money he was finished, done, kaput. It wasnt just the low men he had to worry
about; now there was Old Gee and the rest of them to worry about, too, and Ted didnt know
it. The question was, what could Bobby do about it?

He looked around and saw the gtorefronts were gone; hed come to an area of warehouses.
They loomed like giant faces from which most of the features had been erased. There was a
smdl of fish and sawdust and some vague rotted perfume that might have been old mest.

There was nothing he could do about it. He was just a kid and it was out of his hands
Bobby redized that, but he dso redized he couldnt let Ted wak into The Corner Pocket



without a least trying to warn him. There was nothing Hardy Boysheroic about this, either;
he smply couldn't leave without making the effort. And it was his mother who had put him in
this podition. His own mother .

I hate you, Mom, he whispered. He was ill cold, but sweat was pouring out of his body;
eveay inch of his skin fdt wet. 'I dont care what Don Biderman and those other guys did to
you, youre abitch and | hate you.'

Bobby turned and began to trot back the way he had come, keeping to the shadows Twice
he heard people coming and crouched in doorways meking himsdf amdl until they hed
passed by. Making himsdlf small was easy. He had never felt smdler in hislife.

..E..:

This time he turned into the adley. There were garbage cans on one side and a stack of cartons
on the other, full of returnable bottles that smelled of beer. This cardboard column was hdf a
foot tdler than Bobby, and when he stepped behind it he was pefectly conceded from the
dret. Once during his wat something hot and furry brushed againg his ankle and Bobby
darted to scream. He gifled most of it before it could get out, looked down, and saw a scruffy
dleycat looking back up a him with green heedlamp eyes

'Sca, Pat, Bobby whispered, and kicked a it. The ca reveded the needles of its teeth,
hissed, then did a dow srut back down the dley, weaving around the dots of refuse and
drews of broken glass its tal lifted in what looked like disdan. Through the brick wal
besde him Bobby could hear the dull throb of The Corner Pocket's juke. Mickey and Sylvia
were Snging 'Love Is Sirange!’ It was strange, dl right. A big Srange painin the ass.

From his place of concedment Bobby could no longer see the mortuary dock and hed lost
any sense of how much or how little time was passing. Beyond the beer-and-garbage reek of
the dley a summer dredlife opera was going on. People shouted out to esch other,
sometimes laughing, somelimes angry, sometimes — in English, sometimes in one of a dozen
other languages. There was a rattle of explosons tha made him diffen — gunshots was his
fird idea — and then he recognized the sound as firecrackers, probably ladyfingers, and
rdaxed a little again. Cars blaged by, many of them brightly panted raljobs and jackjobs
with chrome pipes and glasspack mufflers Once there was what sounded like a figtfight with
people gathered around yeling encouragement to the scufflers Once a lady who sounded
both drunk and sad went by snging 'Where the Boys Are in a beautiful durry voice. Once
there were police sirens which approached and then faded away again.

Bobby didnt doze, exactly, but fdl into a kind of daydream. He and Ted were living on a
fam somewhere, maybe in Horida They worked long hours, but Ted could work pretty hard
for an dd guy, espedidly now tha he had quit smoking and had some of his wind back.
Bobby went to school under another name — Rdph Sullivan — and & night they sat on the
porch, eding Ted's cooking and drinking iced tea Bobby reed to him from the newspaper and
when they went in to bed they dept deeply and their degp was pesceful, interrupted by no
bad dreams. When they went to the grocery store on Fridays, Bobby would check the bulletin
boad for los-pet poders or upsde-down file-cards advertisng items for sde by owner, but
he never found any. The low men had log Ted's scent. Ted was no longer anyones dog and
they were safe on their fam. Not father and son or grandfather and grandson, but only
friends.

Guys like us, Bobby thought drowsly. He was leening againg the brick wal now, his heed
dipping downward until his chin was dmogt on his ches. Guys like us, why shouldn't there
be a place for guys like us?

Lights solashed down the dley. Each time this had hgppened Bobby hed peered around the
dack of catons This time he dmog didnt — he wanted to close his eyes and think about the



fam — but he forced himsdf to look, and what he saw was the subby ydlow talfin of a
Checker cab, just pulling up in front of The Corner Pocket.

Adrendine flooded Bobby and turned on lights in his head he hadnt even known about. He
dodged around the stack of boxes, soilling the top two off. His foot struck an empty garbage
can and knocked it againg the wdl. He dmost sepped on a hissng furry something — the
cat agan. Bobby kicked it asde and ran out of the dley. As he turned toward The Corner
Pocket he dipped on some sort of greasy goo and went down on one knee He saw the
nmortuary dock in its cool blue ring: 9:45. The cab was idling a the curb in front of The
Corner Pocket's door. Ted Brautigan was standing benegth the banner reading COME IN IT'S
KOOL INSIDE, paying the driver. Bent down to the driver's open window like that, Ted looked
more like Boris Karloff than ever.

Across from the cab, parked in front of the mortuary, was a huge Oldsmobile as red as
Alannas pants. It hadnt been there earlier, Bobby was sure of that. Its shape wasn't quite
lid. Looking a it ddn't jus make your eyes want to water; it made your mind want to
water.

Ted! Bobby tried to ydl, but no ydl came out — dl he could produce was a Srawlike
whisper. Why doesn't he fedl them? Bobby thought. How come he doesn't know?

Maybe because the low men could block him out somehow. Or maybe the people indde
The Corner Pocket were doing the blocking. Old Gee and dl the res. The low men had
perhaps turned them into human sponges that could soek up the waning sgnds Ted usudly
fdlt.

Mare lights splashed the dreet. As Ted draghtened and the Checker pulled away, the
purple DeSoto sporang around the corner. The cab had to swerve to avoid it. Beneath the
dredlights the DeSoto looked like a huge blood-clot decorated with chrome and glass Its
headlights were moving and shimmering like lights seen underwater . . . and then they
blinked. They weren't headlights & al. They were eyes.

Ted! Sill nothing but that dry whisper came out, and Bobby couldnt seem to get back on
his feet. He was no longer sure he even wanted to get back on his feet. A terrible fear, as
disorienting as the flu and as debilitating as a caaclysmic cae of the squitters was
envdoping him. Passng the blood-cdot DeSoto outsde the William Penn Grille had been
bad to be caught in its oncoming eydights was a thousand times worse. No — a million
times.

He was aware tha he had torn his pants and scraped blood out of his knee, he could hear
Little Richard howling from someones upgars window, and he could ill see the blue cirde
around the mortuary dock like a flashbulb afterimage tettooed on the reting, but none of that
seemed red. Nasty Gansett Avenue suddenly seemed no more than a badly painted backdrop.
Behind it was some unsuspected redity, and redity was dark.

The DeSoto's grille was moving. Snarling. Those cars ain't real cars, Juan had sad. They
something else.

They were something d<g, dl right.

Ted . . . " A little louder this time . . . and Ted heard. He turned toward Bobby, eyes
widening, and then the DeSoto bounced up over the curb behind him, its blazing ungteady
headlights pinning Ted and meking his shadow grow as Bobby's and the Sgsby girls
shadows hed grown when the pole-light came on in Spicer'slittle parking lot.

Ted wheded back toward the DeSoto, rasing one hand to shidd his eyes from the glare.
More light swept the dreet. This time it was a Cadillac coming up from the warehouse
didrict, a shot-green Cadillac that looked a leest a mile long, a Cadillac with fins like grins
and sdes tha moved like the lobes of a lung. It thumped up over the curb just behind Bobby,
sopping less than a foot from his back. Bobby heard a low panting sound. The Cadillac's
motor, he redlized, was bregthing.



Doors were opening in dl three cars. Men were getting out — or things that looked like
men a fird glance. Bobby counted sx, counted eght, sopped counting. Each of them wore a
long mustardcolored coat — the kind that was cdled a duster — and on the right front |apel
of each was the staring crimson eye Bobby remembered from his dream. He supposed the red
eyes were badges. The creatures wearing them were . . . what? Cops? No. A poss, like in a
movie? That was alittle doser. Vigilantes? Closer il but till not right. They were —

They're regulators. Like in that movie me and SJ saw at the Empire last year, the one with
John Payne and Karen Sedle.

That was it — oh yes. The regulators in the movie had turned out to be just a bunch of bad
guys, but a firg you hought they were ghosts or mongers or something. Bobby thought thet
these regulatorsredly were mongers.

One of them grasped Bobby under the am. Bobby cried out — the contact was quite the
mog horrible thing he had ever experienced in his life. It made being thrown againg the wall
by his mother seem like very smdl change indeed. The low man's touch wes like being
grasped by a hot-water bottle that had grown fingers . . . only the fed of them kept shifting. It
would fed like fingers in his ampit, then like claws. Fingers . . . claws. Fingers . . . claws.
That unspeskable touch buzzed into his flesh, reaching both up and down. It's Jack's stick, he
thought crazily. The one sharpened at both ends

Bobby was pulled toward Ted, who was surrounded by the others. He sumbled dong on
legs that were too wesk to wak. Had he thought he would be able to warn Ted? Tha they
would run away together down Naragansett Avenue, perhaps even kipping a little, the way
Carol used to? That was quite funny, wasnt it?

Incredibly, Ted didnt seem &frad. He sood in the semicirde of low men and the only
emotion on his face was concern for Bobby. The thing gripping Bobby — now with a hand,
now with loathsome pulsng rubber fingers now with a dutch of tdons — suddenly let him
go. Bobby daggered, reded. One of the others uttered a high, barking ay and pushed him in
the middle of the back. Bobby flew forward and Ted caught him.

Sobbing with terror, Bobby pressed his face agang Teds shirt. He could srdl the
comforting aromas of Ted's cigarettes and shaving sogp, but they werent drong enough to
cove the gench tha was coming from the low men — a meay, gabagey andl — and a
higher smdll like burning whiskey that was coming from ther cars.

Bolby looked up a Ted. ‘It was my mother,” he said. 'It was my mother who told.'

Thisisnt her fault, no matter what you may think," Ted replied. ‘| Smply stayed too long.

‘But was it a nice vacdion, Ted? one of the low men asked. His voice had a gruesome
buzz, as if his vocad cords were packed with bugs — locusts or maybe crickets. He could
have been the one Bobby spoke to on the phone, the one whod said Ted was ther dog . . . but
maybe they dl sounded the same. If you don't want to be our dog, too, stay away, the one on
the phone had said, but he had come down here anyway, and now . . . chnow . ..

'Wasn't bad,’ Ted replied.

I hopeyou at least got laid," another said, 'because you probably won't get another chance!”

Bobby looked around. The low men sood shoulder to shoulder, surrounding them, penning
them in their amdl of sweat and maggoty meet, blocking off any sght of the dregt with ther
yellow coas They were darkskinned, degp-eyed, redipped (as if they had been eding
charies) . . . but they werent what they looked like. They werent what they looked like at dl.
Ther faces wouldn't stay in ther faces for one thing; their cheeks and chins and har kept
trying to soread outsde the lines (it was the only way Bolby could interpret what he was
seeing). Benegth ther dark skins were skins as white as their pointed reetpetite shoes. But
their lips are ill red, Bobby thought, their lips are always red. As their eyes were dways
black, not redly eyes a dl but caes. And they are s0 tdl, he redized. So tall and so thin.
There are no thoughts like our thoughts in their brains, no feelings like our feglings in their



hearts.

From across the dreat there came a thick dobbering grunt. Bobby looked in that direction
and saw that one of the Oldsmobil€s tires had turned into a blackishgray tentacle. It reached
out, snared a cigarette wrapper, and pulled it back. A moment later the tentacle was a tire
again, but the cigarette wrapper was gicking out of it like something half swallowed.

'Reedy to come back, hoss? one of the low men asked Ted. He bent toward him, the folds
of his ydlow coa rudling diffly, the red eye on the Igpd daring. 'Ready to come back and do
your duty?

T'll come’ Ted replied, 'but the boy stays here!’

More hands settled on Bobby, and something like a living branch caressed the nape of his
neck. It st off tha buzzing again, something that was both an darm and a dckness. It rose
into his heed and hummed there like a hive. Within that lunatic hum he heard firg one bell,
tolling rgpidly, then many. A world of bdls in some terible black night of hot hurricane
winds. He supposed he was sendng wherever the low men had come from, an dien place
trillions of miles from Connecticut and his mother. Villages were burning under unknown
congdlations, people were screaming, and that touch on hisneck . . . that awful touch . . .

Bobby moaned and buried his head againgt Ted's chest again.

'He wants to be with you, an unspegkable voice crooned. 'l think well bring him, Ted. He
has no naturd ability as a Bresker, but ill . . . dl things sarve the King, you know." The
unspeskable fingers caressed again.

‘All things serve the Beam)' Ted said in adry, correcting voice. His teacher's voice.

‘Not for much longer,” the low man sad, and laughed. The sound of it loosened Bobby's
bowds

‘Bring him," said another vaice. It hdd a note of command. They did dl sound sort of dike,
but this was the one he had spoken to an the phone; Bobby was sure.

‘No!" Ted said. His hands tightened on Bobby's back. 'He stays here!’

'Who are you to give us orders? the low man in charge asked. 'How proud you have grown
during your little time of freedom, Ted! How haughty! Yet soon youll be back in the same
room where you have spent so many years, with the others, and if | say the boy comes, then
theboy comes'

If you bring him, youll have to go on taking what you need from me' Ted sad. His voice
was very quiet but very srong. Bobby hugged him as tight as he could and shut his eyes. He
didnt want to look a the low men, not ever again. The worg thing about them was that ther
touch wes like Teds in a way: it opened a window. But who would want to look through
such a window? Who would want to see the tdl, redHipped stissor-shgpes as they redly
were? Who would want to see the owner of that red Eye?

'Youre a Bresker, Ted. You were made for it, born to it. And if we tel you to bregk, youll
break, by God.'

You can force me, I'm not so foolish as to think you can't . . . but if you leave him here, Il
give what | have to you fredy. And | have more to give than you could . . . wel, perhgps you
could imagineit.

‘I want the boy," the low man in charge sad, but now he sounded thoughtful. Perhaps even
doubtful. 'l want him as a pretty, something to give the King.'

I doubt if the Crimson King will thank you for a meaningess pretty if it interferes with his
plans’ Ted sad. Thereisagundinger — '

‘Gundinger, pah!'

'Yet he and his friends have reeched the borderland of End-World, Ted sad, and now he
was the one who sounded thoughtful. ‘If | give you what you want ingead of forcing you to
take it, | may be ae to goeed things up by fifty years or more. As you say, I'm a Bresker,
made for it and born to it. There arent many of us. You need every one, and mog of dl you



need me. Because I'm the best.’

'Y ou flatter yoursdlf . . . and you overestimate your importance to the King.'

‘Do 1?7 | wonder. Until the Beams bresk, the Dark Tower stands — surdy | don't need to
remind you of that. Is one boy worth the risk?

Bobby hadn't the dightest idea what Ted was taking about and didnt care. All he knew
was that the course of his life was being decided on the Sdewdk outsde a Bridgeport hilliard
parlor. He could hear the rugle of the low men's coas he could smdl them; now tha Ted
hed touched him again he could fed them even more dearly. That horrible itching behind his
eyes hed begun again, too. In a weird way it harmonized with the buzzing in his head. The
black specks drifted across his vison and he was suddenly sure what they meant, what they
were for. In Clifford Smak's book Ring Around the Sun, it was a top that took you off into
other worlds, you followed the risng spirds. In truth, Bobby suspected, it was the specks thet
did it. The black specks. They weredive. . .

And they were hungry.

‘Let the boy decide' the leader of the low men sad a last. His living branch of a finger
caessed the back of Bobby's neck again. 'He loves you so much, Teddy. Youre his te-ka.
Aren't you? Tha means destiny's friend, Bobby-O. Isnt that what this old smoky-smdling
Teddy-bear isto you? Y our destiny's friend?

Bobby sad nothing, only pressed his cold throbbing face agang Ted's shit. He now
repented coming here with al his heat — would have gayed home hiding under his bed if he
had known the truth of the low men — but yes, he supposed Ted was his te-ka. He didn't
know about Suff like degtiny, he was only a kid, but Ted was his friend. Guys like us, Bobby
thought miserably. Guys like us.

'So how do you fed now tha you see us? the low man asked. 'Would you like to come
with us 0 you can be dose to good dd Ted? Perhaps see him on the odd weekend? Discuss
literature with your dear old te-ka? Learn to eat what we eat and drink what we drink? The
awful fingers again, caressing. The buzzing in Bobby's head increesed. The black specks
fatened and now they looked like fingers — beckoning fingers. 'We eet it hot, Bobby,' the
low man whispered. 'And drink it hot aswell. Hot . . . and sweet. Hot . . . and swveet.’

'Stop it,” Ted sngpped.

'‘Or would you rather stay with your mother? the crooning voice went on, ignoring Ted.
'Surely not. Not a boy of your principles. Not a boy who has discovered the joys of friendship
and literature Surdy youll come with this wheezy old ka-mai, wont you? Or will you?
Decide, Bobby. Do it now, and knowing tha what you decide is what will bide Now and
forever.'

Bobby had a ddirious memory of the lobsterback cards blurring benesth McQuown's long
white fingers: Now they go, now they slow, now they rest, her€'s the test.

| fail, Bobby thought. | fail the test.

‘Let me go, migter," he said miserably. 'Please don't take me with you.'

‘Even if it means your teka has to go on without your wondeful and revivifying
company? The voice was amiling, but Bobby could dmog taste the knowing contempt under
its cheery surface, and he shivered. With relief, because he understood he was probably going
to be let free dfter dl, with shame because he knew what he was doing — crawling,
chintzing, chickening out. All the things the good guys in the movies and books he loved
never did. But the good guys in the movies and books never had to face anything like the low
men in the ydlow coas or the horror of the black specks. And what Bobby saw of those
things here, outsde The Corner Pocket, was not the worst of it either. Whet if he saw the
rex? Whet if the black specks drew him into a world where he saw the men in the ydlow
coats as they redly were? Wha if he saw the shapes ingde the ones they wore in this world?

'Yes,' he sad, and began to cry.



Yeswhat?

‘Evenif he hasto go without me!

‘Ah. And even if it means going back to your mother?

Ve

'Y ou perhaps understand your bitch of a mother alittle better now, do you?

'Yes' Bobby sad for the third time. By now he was nearly moaning. 'l guess| do.’

"That'senough, Ted said. 'Stopit.’

But the voice wouldnt. Not yet. "You've learned how to be a coward, Bobby . . . havent
you?

Yed' he cried, ill with his face agangt Ted's shirt. 'A baby, a little chickenshit baby, ys
yes yes! | don't carel Just let me go home!l' He drew in a great long unsteady breeth and let it
out in a scream. ‘I waNT MY MOTHER!' It was the howl of a terified litlun who has findly
glimpsad the beast from the weter, the beest from the air.

‘All right; the low men sad. 'Snce you put it that way. Assuming your Teddy-bear
confirmsthat hell go to work with awill and not have to be chained to his oar as previoudy.'

I promise’ Ted let go of Bobby. Bobby remaned as he was dutching Ted with panicky
tightness and pushing his face againgt Ted's chest, until Ted pushed him gently away.

'Go indde the poolhdl, Bobby. Tdl Files to give you a ride home. Tdl him if he does tha,
my friendswill leave himadone.’

I'm sorry, Ted. | wanted to come with you. | meant to come with you. But | can't. I'm so
sorry.!

You shouldnt be hard on yoursdf.! But Teds look wes heavy, as if he knew tha from
tonight on Bobby would be able to be nothing dse.

Two of the ydlowcoats grasped Teds ams Ted looked a the one standing behind Bobby
— the one who had been caressng the nape of Bobby's neck with that horrible gicklike
finger. They don't need to do that, Cam. I'll walk.

‘Let him go,’ Cam sad. The low men holding Ted reeased his ams. Then, for the last
time, Cam's finger touched the back of Bobby's neck. Bobby uttered a choked wail. He
thought, If he does it again I'll go crazy, | won't be able to help it. I'll start to scream and |
won't be able to stop. Even if my head bursts open I'll go on screaming. 'Get indde there,
little boy. Do it before | change my mind and take you anyway.'

Bobby sumbled toward The Corner Pocket. The door sood open but empty. He climbed
the single step, then turned back. Three of the low men were clustered around Ted, but Ted
was waking toward the blood-clot DeSoto on hisown.

Ted!

Ted turned, smiled, stated to wave. Then the one cdled Cam legped forward, seized him,
whirled him, and thrus him into the car. As Cam swung the DeSoto's back door shut Bobby
saw, for jus an indant, an incredibly tdl, incredibly scrawny being dandng indde a long
ydlow coat, a thing with flesh as white as new snow and lips as red as fresh blood. Degp in
its eyesockets were savage points of light and dancing flecks of darkness in pupils which
swelled and contracted as Ted's had done. The red lips peded back, reveding needly teeth
that put the dleycat's to shame. A black tongue lolled out from between those teeth and
wagged an obscene goodbye. Then the creature in the yelow coat sorinted around the hood
of the purple DeSoto, thin legs gnashing, thin knees pumping, and plunged in behind the
whed. Across the dreat the Olds Sarted up, its engine sounding like the roar of an awakening
dragon. Perhgps it was a dragon. From its place skewed hdfway across the sdewadk, the
Cadillac's engine did the same. Living heedlights flooded this pat of Naragansgtt Avenue in
a pulsng glae. The DeSoto skidded in a U-turn, one fenderskirt scrgping up a brief  train of
sparks from the dredt, and for a moment Bobby saw Ted's face in the DeSoto's back window.
Bobby rased his hand and waved. He thought Ted raised his own in return but could not be



aure. Once more his head filled with a sound like hoofbezts.
He never saw Ted Brautigan again.

..5...:

‘Bug out, kid, Len Fles sad. His face was cheesy-white, searming to hang off his skull the
way the flesh hung off his Sgter's upper ams. Behind him the lights of the Gottlieb machines
in the little arcade flashed ad flickered with no one to watch them; the cool cats who made
an evening specidty of Corner Pocket pinbdl were dudered behind Len Fles like children.
To Len's right were the pool and hilliard players many of them dutching cues like dubs Old
Gee dood off to one sde by the cigaette machine. He didnt have a podl-cue from one
gnarled old hand there hung a smdl automatic pigol. It didnt scare Bobby. After Cam and
his ydlowcoat friends, he didnt think anything would have the power to scare him right now.
For the time being he was dl scared out.

'Put an egg in your shoe and best it, kid. Now.'

‘Better do it, kiddo." That was Alanna, standing behind the desk. Bobby glanced & her and
thought, If | was older | bet I'd give you something. | bet | would. She saw his glance — the
qudity of hisglance— and looked away, flushed and frightened and confused.

Bobby looked back a her brother. "Y ou want those guys back here?

Len's hanging face grew even longer. 'Y ou kidding?

'‘Okay, then, Bobby sad. 'Give me what | want and Il go away. Youll never see me
again.' He paused. 'Or them!

‘Whatchu want, kid? Old Gee aked in his wavering voice Bobby was going to get
whetever he asked for; it was flashing in Old Gegs mind like a big bright sgn. That mind
was as dear now as it had been when it had belonged to Young Gee, cold and cdculating and
unpleasant, but it seemed innocent after Cam and his regulaors. Innocent asice cream.

‘A ride home' Bobby sad. That's number ore’ Then — speaking to Old Gee rather than
Len— he gave them number two.

ni-:

Len's car was a Buick: big, long, and new. Vulgar but not low. Just a car. The two of them
rode to the sound of danceband music from the forties. Len spoke only once during the trip to
Harwich. 'Don't you go tuning that to no rock and rall. | have to ligen to enough of thet shit
a work.'

They drove past the Asher Empire, and Bobby saw there was a lifesized cardboard cutout
of Brigitte Bardot standing to the left of the ticket booth. He glanced a it without very much
interest. He felt too old for B.B. now.

They turned off Asher; the Buick dipped down Broad Stregt Hill like a whisper behind a
cupped hand. Bobby pointed out his building. Now the gpatment was lit up, dl right; every
light was blazing. Bobby looked & the dock on the Buick's dashboard and saw it was dmogt
devenP.M.

As the Buick pulled to the curb Len Files found his tongue again. 'Who were they, kid?
Who were those gonifs?

Bobby dmog grinned. It reminded him of how, a the end of dmos every Lone Ranger
episode, someone said Who was that masked man?

‘Low men, hetold Len. 'Low men in yelow coas!

I wouldn't want to be your pa right now.’

‘No, Bobby sad. A shudder shook through him like a gust of wind. ‘Me nether. Thanks
for theride.’



‘Dont mention it. Just say the fuck clear of my fdts and greens from now on. Youre
banned for life!

The Buick — a boat, a Detroit cabin-cruiser, but not low — drew away. Bobby wetched as
it turned in a driveway across the street and then headed back up the hill past Caral's building.
When it hed disgppeared around the corner, Bobby looked up a the sars —dacked hillions a
spilled bridge of light. Stars and more stars beyond them, spinning in the black.

There is a Tower, he thought. It holds everything together. There are Beams that protect it
somehow. There is a Crimson King, and Breakers working to destroy the Beams . . . not
because the Breakers want to but because it wants them to. The Crimson King.

Was Ted back among the rest of the Breskers yet? Bobby wondered. Back and pulling his
oar?

I'm sorry, he thought, sarting up the wak to the porch. He remembered stting there with
Ted, reading to him from the newgaper. Just a couple of guys. | wanted to go with you but |
couldn't. Intheend | couldn't.

He stopped a the bottom of the porch steps, ligening for Bowser around on Colony Street.
There was nothing. Bowser had gone to deep. It was a miracle. Smiling wanly, Bobby got
moving again. His mother must have heard the cresk of the second porch step —it was pretty
loud — because she cried out his name and then there was the sound of her running footsteps.
He was on the porch when the door flew open and she ran out, ill dressed in the clothes she
had been wearing when she came home from Providence. Her hair hung around her face in
wild curlsand tangles.

‘Bobby!" she cried. ‘Bobby, oh Bobby! Thank God! Thank God!'

She swept him up, turning him around and around in a kind of dance, her tears wetting one
Sdeof hisface.

I wouldnt take their money,” she babbled. They cdled me back and asked for the address
0 they could send a check and | sad never mind, it was a miseke, | was hurt and upse, |
sad no, Bobby, | said no, | said | didn't want their money.'

Bobby saw she was lying. Someone had pushed an envelope with her name on it under the
foyer door. Not a check, three hundred dollars in cash. Three hundred dollars for the return of
ther best Bresker; three hundred lousy rocks. They were even bigger chegpskates than she
was.

I sad | didn't want it, did you hear me?

Carying him into the gpatment now. He weighed amos a hundred pounds and was too
heavy for her but she carried hm anyway. As she babbled on, Bobby redized they wouldnt
have the police to contend with, a least; she hadnt cdled them. Mosly she had just been
gtting here, plucking & her wrinkled skirt and praying incoherently that he would come
home. She loved him. That beat in her mind like the wings of a bird trapped in a ban. She
loved him. It didnt hdp much . . . but it helped alittle. Even if it was atrap, it heped alittle.

1 sad | didn't want it, we didnt need it, they could keep their money. | sad . . . | told them

That's good, Mom," he said. That's good. Put me down.'

'Where have you been? Are you dl right? Are you hungry?

He answvered her quedions back to front. ‘I'm hungry, yesh, but I'm fine. | went to
Bridgeport. | got this'

He reached into his pants pocket and brought out the remains of the Bike Fund money. His
ones and change were mixed into a messy green wad of tens and twenties and fifties His
mother dared a the money as it raned down on the endteble by the sofa her good eye
growing bigger and bigger until Bobby was drad it might tumble right out of her face The
other eye remained squinched down in its thunderdoud of blue-black flesh. She looked like a
batered old pirate gloating over freshly unburied tressure, an imege Bobby could have done



without . . . and one which never entirdy left him during the fifteen years between that night
and the night of her death. Yet some new and not particularly plessant part of him enjoyed
that look — how it rerdered her old and ugly and comic, a person who was stupid as wel as
avaicious. That's my ma, he thought in a Jmmy Durante voice That's my ma. We both gave
himup, but | got paid better than you did, Ma, didn't I”? Yeah! Hotcha!

‘Bobby," she whispered in a trembly voice She looked like a pirae and sounded like a
winning contestant on that Bill Cullen show, The Price is Right 'Oh Bobby, so much money!
Where did it come from?

Ted'sbet, Bobby said. ‘Thisisthe payout.’

‘But Ted . .. wont he—"'

'Hewon't need it anymore.’

Liz winced as if one of her bruises had suddenly twinged. Then she began sweeping the
money together, sorting the hills even as she did s0. 'I'm going to get you that bike' she sad.
Her fingers moved with the speed of an experienced three-card monte dedler. No one beats
that shuffle, Bobby thought. No one has ever beaten that shuffle. 'Hrs thing in the morning.
Soon as the Western Auto opens. Then well —*

I don't want abike," he said. ‘Not from that. And not from you.'

She froze with her hands full of money and he fdt her rage bloom & once, something red
and dectrica. 'No thanks from you, are there? | was a fool to ever expect any. God damn you
if youre not the spitting image of your father!' She drew back her hand again with the fingers
open. The difference this time was that he knew it was coming. She had blindsded him for
the last time.

‘How would you know? Bobby asked. 'Youve told so many lies about him you dont
remember the truth.'

And this was s0. He had looked into her and there was dmost no Randdl Gafidd there,
only a box with his name on it . . . his name and a faded image that could have been dmost
anyone. This was the box where she kept the things that hurt her. She ddnt remember about
how he liked that Jo Stafford song; didn't remember (if she had ever known) that Randy
Gafidd had been a red sweetie who'd give you the shirt right off his back. There was no
room for things like that in the box she kept. Bobby thought it must be awful to need a box
like that.

'He wouldn't buy adrunk adrink, he said. 'Did you know that?

'What are you talking about?

'You cant make me hate him . . . and you cant meke me into him." He turned his right hand
into a fig and cocked it by the d9de of his head. ‘| wont be his ghost. Tdl yoursdf as many
lies as you want to about the bills he didn't pay and the insurance policy he logt out on and al
the ingde draights hetried to fill, but don't tell them to me. Not anymore.'

‘Dont raise your hand to me, Bobby-O. Don't you ever raise your hand to me!'

In answver he hed up his other hand, dso figed. 'Come on. You want to hit me? I'll hit you
back. Y ou can have some more. Only thistime you'l deserveit. Come an.

She fdtered. He could fed her rage disspating as fast as it had come, and wha replaced it
was a terrible blackness. In it, he saw, was fear. Fear of her son, fear that he might hurt her.
Not tonight, no— nat with those grimy little-boy fists. But little boys grew up.

And was he s much better than her that he could look down his nose and give her the old
la-de-dah? Was he any better? In his mind he heard the unspeskable crooning voice asking if
he wanted to go back home even though it meant Ted would have to go on without him. Yes,
Bobby had sad. Even if it meant going back to his bitch of a mother? Yes, Bobby had sad.
You underdand her a little bit better now, do you? Cam had asked, and once agan Bobby
had said yes.

And when she reaognized his sep on the porch, there had a firg been nothing in her mind



but love and rdief. Those things hed been redl.

Bobby unmade his fiss He reached up and took her hand, which was ill hed back to
dgp . . . dthough now without much conviction. It ressted a firgt, but Bobby at last soothed
the tenson from it. He kissed it. He looked a his mother's battered face and kissed her hand
agan. He knew her s0 well and he didnt want to. He longed for the window in his mind to
cose, longed fa the opacity that made love not just possble but necessry. The less you
knew, the more you could beieve.

Itsjust abikel don't want," he said. 'Okay? Just a bike.!

‘What do you want? she asked. Her voice was uncertain, dreary. 'What do you want from
me, Bobby?

'Pancakes,’ he sad. 'Lots' He tried asmile. 'l am so-000 hungry.

She made enough pancekes for both of them and they ae breskfast & midnight, Stting
across from eech other a the kitchen table. He indsted on helping her with the dishes even
though it was going on toward one by then. Why not? he asked her. There was no school the
next day, he could deep aslate as he wanted.

As dhe was letting the water out of the snk and Bobby was putting the lagt of ther
slveware away, Bowser began barking over on Colony Stregt: roop-roop-roop into the dark
of a new day. Bobby's eyes met his mother's, they laughed, and for a moment knowing was
al right.

.;.|

At fird he lay in bed the old way, on his back with his heds soread to the lower corners of the
méttress, but the old way no longer felt right. It felt exposed, as if anything that wanted to bag
a boy could smply burg out of his dosst and unzip his upturned bdly with one daw. He
rolled over on his dde and wondered where Ted was now. He reached out, feding for
something that might be Ted, and there was nothing. Just as there had been nothing ealier,
on Nasty Gansett Street. Bobby wished he could cry for Ted, but he couldn't. Not yet.

Outsde, crossng the dak like a dream, came the sound of the clock in the town square
one sngle bong. Bobby looked a the luminous hands of the Big Ben on his desk and saw
they were standing & one o'clock. That was good.

They're gone' Bobby said. 'The low men are gone' But he dept on his Sde with his knees
drawn up to his chest. His nights of deegping wide open on his back were over.
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Wolves and Lions. Bobby a Bad.
Officer Raymer. Bobly and Caral.
Bad Times. An Envelope

Quly-John returned from camp with a tan, ten thousand heding mosguito bites, and a million
tdes to tdl . . . only Bobby didn't hear many of them. That was the summer the old essy
friendship among Bobby and Sully and Cardl broke up. The three of them sometimes walked
down to Seling House together, but once they got there they went to different activities.
Cao and her girlfriends were sgned up for crafts and softbadl and badminton, Bobby and
Sully for unior Safaris and bassball.

Sully, whose sills were dready maturing, moved up from the Wolves to the Lions And
while dl the boys went on the svimming and hiking safaris together, stting in the back of the
batered old Serling House pand truck with ther bathing suits and their lunches in paper
sacks, SJ more and more often sa with Ronne Olmauis and Duke Wenddl, boys with
whom he had been a camp. They told the same old dories aout short-sheeting beds and
sending the little kids on snipe hunts until Bobby was bored with them. Youd think Sully hed
been & camp for . . ., fifty years.

On the Fourth of July the Wolves and Lions played ther annua headto-head game. In the
decade and a hdf going back to the end of World War Il the Wolves had never won one of
these matches, but in the 1960 contest they a least made a game of it — mostly because of
Bobby Gafidd. He went three-for-three and even without his Alvin Dak glove made a
spectacular diving catch in center fidd. (Getting up and hearing the gpplause, he wished only
briefly for his mother, who hadn't come to the annua holiday outing & Lake Canton.)

Bobby's lagt hit came during the Wolves find turn a bat. They were down by two with a
runner a second. Bobby drove the bal deep to left fidd, and as he took off toward fird he
heard SJ grunt 'Good hit, Bob!" from his catcher's postion behind the plate. It was a good hit,
but he was the potentid tying run and should have stopped a second base. Ingtead he tried to
dretch it. Kids under the age of thirteen were dmost never able to get the bdl back into the
infiedd accurady, but this time Sully's Camp Winnie friend Duke Wenddl threw a bullet
from left fidd to Sully's other Camp Winnie friend, Ronnie Olmauist. Bobby did but fdt
Ronnigs glove dap his ankle a split second before his snesker touched the bag.

Yerrrrr-ROUT! cried the umpire, who hed raced up from home plate to be on top of the
play. On the Sddines, the friends and relatives of the Lions cheered hysterically.

Bobby got up daing a the ump, a Seling House counsdlor of about twenty with a
whigtle and awhite smear of zinc oxide on hisnose. 'l was safe!’

‘Sorry, Bob,' the kid sad, dropping his ump impersonation and becoming a counsdlor
agan. 'lt was agood hit and agreet dide but you were out.'

'Was not! Y ou cheater! Why do you want to cheet?

Throw im out!" someone's dad called. Therés no cdl for guff like that!"

'Go gt down, Babby,' the counsdlor said.

'l was safel Bobby shouted. 'Safe by a mile!' He pointed a the man who had advised he be
tossed from the game. 'Did he pay you to make sure we lot? That fatso there?

'Quit it, Bobby,' the counsdlor sad. How gupid he looked with his little beenie hat from



some nimrod college fraternity and hiswhigtle! ‘I'm warning you.'

Ronnie OImauit turned awvay asif disgusted by the argument. Bobby hated him, too.

‘Youre nothing but a cheater, Bobby sad. He could hold back the tears pricking the
corners of his eyes but not the waver in hisvoice.

That'sthe lagt I'll take," the counsdllor said. ‘Go st down and coal off. You—'

'Cheating cocksucker. That'swhat you are.’

A woman doseto third gasped and turned away.

That'sit,' the counsdlor said in atoneless voice. 'Get off the fidld. Right now.’

Bobby waked hdfway down the besdine between third and home, his sneskers scuffling,
then turned back. '‘By the way, a bird shit on your nose. | guess you're too dumb to figure that
out. Better go wipe it off.'

It sounded funny in his head but supid when it came out and nobody laughed. Sully was
draddling home plate, big as a house and serious as a heart dtack in his ragtags of catching
gear. His mask, mended dl over with black tgpe, dangled from one hand. He looked flushed
and angry. He aso looked like a kid who would never be a Wolf again. SJ had been to Camp
Winnie, had short-shegted beds, had stayed up late telling ghost stories around a campfire. He
would be a Lion forever and Bobby hated him.

'What's wrong with you? Sully asked as Bobby plodded by. Both benches had Hlen gSlent.
All the kids were looking & him. All the parents were looking a him, too. Looking a him as
though he was something disgusting. Bobby guessed he probably was. Jugt not for the
reasons they thought.

Guess what, S.J, maybe you been to Carmp Winnie, but | been down there. Way down there.

‘Bobby?

‘Nothings wrong with me' he sad without looking up. 'Who caes? I'm moving to
Massachusetts. Maybe there's less twinkydink cheatersthere!

‘Ligen, man—"'

'Oh, shut up,’ Bobby sad without looking a him. He looked a his sneskers ingead. Just
looked at his snegkers and kept on walking.

Liz Gafidd didnt meke friends (I'm a plan brown moth, not a socd buttefly, she
sometimes told Bobby), but during her fird couple of years & Home Town Red Edae she
had been on good terms with a woman named Myra Cdhoun. (In Liz-ese she and Myra saw
eye to eye, marched to the same drummer, were tuned to the same waveength, etc., ec.) In
those days Myra had been Don Biderman's secretary and Liz had been the entire office pooal,
shuttling between agents meking their gppointments and their coffee, typing their
correspondence. Myra had left the agency abruptly, without much explanation, in 1955. Liz
had moved up to her job as Mr Biderman's secretary in early 1956.

Liz and Myra had remaned in touch, exchanging holiday cards and the occasond letter.
Myra — who was what Liz cdled 'a maden lady' — had moved to Massachusetts and
opened her own little regtestate firm. In late June of 1960 Liz wrote her and asked if she
could become a patner — a junior one to dat with, of course — in Cdhoun Red Edae
Solutions. She had some cepitd she could bring with her; it wasnt a lot, but neither was
thirty-five hundred dollars a spit in the ocean.

Maybe Miss Cdhoun had been through the same wringer his mom had been through,
maybe not. What mattered was that she sad yes — she even sent his mom a bouquet of
flowers, and Liz was happy for the firg time in weeks. Perhgps truly happy for the firg time
in years. What mattered was they were moving from Hawich to Danvers, Massachusetts.
They were going in Augud, 0 Liz would have plenty of time to get her Bobby-O, her newly



quiet and often glum Bobby-O, enrolled in anew schodl.
What dso matered was that Liz Garfied's Bobby-O had a piece of business to take care of
before leaving Harwich.

He was too young and sndl to do wha needed doing in a draghtforward way. He would
have to be careful, and héd have to be sneeky. Sneaky was dl right with Bobby; he no longer
had much interest in acting like Audie Murphy or Randolph Scott in the Saturdaymetinee
movies, and besdes some people neaded ambushing, if only to find out what it fdt like The
hidng-place he picked was the little copse of trees where Caral had taken him on the day he
went al ushy-gushy and darted crying; a fitting spot in which to wait for Hary Dodlin, old
Mr Robin Hood, Robin Hood, riding through the glen.

Hary had gotten a parttime sockboy job a Totd Grocery. Bobby had known that for
weeks, had seen him there when he went shopping with his mom. Bobby had dso seen Harry
waking home after his shift ended a three o'dock. Harry was usudly with one or more of his
friends. Richie OMeara was his mos common Sdekick; Willie Shearman seemed to have
dropped out of old Robin Hoods life just as Sully had pretty much dropped out of Bobby's
But whether done or in company, Hary Doolin dways cut across Commonwedth Pak on
his way home.

Bobby darted to drift down there in the afternoons. There was only morning basebdl now
that it was redly hot and by three o'clock Fields A, B, and C were deserted. Sooner or later
Harry would wak back from work and past those desarted fidds without Richie or any o his
other Marie Men to kegp him company. Meanwhile, Bobby spent the hour between three and
four P.M. each day in the copse of trees where he had cried with his head in Cardl's lap.
Sometimes he reed a book. The one aout George and Lennie made him cry again. Guys like
us, that work on ranches, are the loneliest guys in the world. That was how George saw it.
Guys like us got nothing to look ahead to. Lennie thought the two of them were going to get a
farm and raise rabbits, but long before Bobby got to the end of the story he knew there would
be no fams and no rabbits for George and Lennie. Why? Because people needed a beest to
hunt. They found a Raph or a Figgy or a big supid hulk of a Lennie and then they turned
into low men. They put on ther ydlow coats, they sharpened a gick a both ends, and then
they went hunting.

But guys like us sometimes get a little of our own back, Bobby thought as he waited for the
day when Harry would show up done. Sometimes we do.

Augus sixth turned out to be the day. Harry dtrolled through the park toward the corner of
Broad and Commonwedth 4ill wearing his red Totd Grocery goron — what a fucking
nimrod — and snging ‘Mack the Knifé in a voice tha could have meted screws Careful not
to rudle the branches of the close-growing trees, Bobby stepped out behind him and cdosed
in, waking softly on the path and not cocking back his basgbdl bat until he was dose enough
to be sure. As he raised it he thought of Ted saying Three boys against one little girl. ey
must have thought you were a lion. But of course Carol wasn't a lion; neither was he. It was
Sully who was the Lion and Sully hadn't been there, wasn't here now. The one cresping up
behind Harry Doolin wasnt even a Wolf. He was jus a hyena, but so whet? Did Harry
Doolin deserve any better?

Nope, Bobby thought, and swung the ba. It connected with the same satiffying thud hed
fdt a Lake Canton when heéd gotten his third and best hit, the one to deegp left. Connecting
with the amdl of Harry Dooalin's back was even better.

Hary screamed with pan and surprise and went sprawling. When he rolled over, Bobby
brought the bat down on his leg a once, the blow this time landing just below the left knee



'Owwwuuuu!' Harry screamed. It was mogt satisfying to hear Harry Doolin scream; dose to
bliss, in fact 'Owwwuuu, that hurts! That hurrrts!’

Can't let him get up, Bobby thought, picking his next oot with a cold eye. He's twice as
big asme, if | missonce and let him get up, he'll tear me limb from limb. He'll fucking kill me.

Harry was trying to refredt, digging a the gravd path with his sneskers, dragging a groove
with his butt, padding with his ebows. Bobby swung the bat and hit him in the somach.
Hary log his ar and his ebows and soravled on his back. His eyes were dazed, filled with
sunbright tears. His pimples sood out in big purple and red dots His mouth — thin and mean
on the day Rionda Hewson had rescued them — was now a hig loose quiver. 'Owwwuuu,
stop, | give, | give, oh Jeezid!'

He doesn't recognize me, Bobby redized. The sun's in his eyes and he doesn't even know
whoitis.

That wasnt good enough. 'Not satisfactory, boyd' was what the Camp Winnie counsdlors
sad after a bad cabin ingpection — Slly hed tod him that, not that Bobby cared; who gave a
shit about cabin ingpections and making bead walets?

But he gave a shit about this yes indeed, and he leaned close to Harry's agonized face.
'‘Remember me, Robin Hood? he asked. 'Y ou remember me, don't you? I'm the Mdtex Baby.'

Harry stopped screaming. He stared up a Bobby, findly recognizing him. 'Get . . . you . . .
" he managed.

You wont get shit! Bobby sad, and when Harry tried to grab his ankle Bobby kicked him
in theribs

'‘Ouuuuud!” Harry Doolin cried, reverting to his former scripture. What a cregp! Nimrod
Infants on Paradel That probably hurt me more than it hurt you Bobby thought. Kicking
people when you're wearing sneakers is for dumbbells

Hary rolled over. As he scrambled for his feet Bobby uncoiled a home-run swing and
drove the bat squardly across Harry's buttocks. The sound was like a carpetbester hitting a
heavy rug — a wondeful sound! The only thing thet could have improved this moment
would have been Mr Biderman dso sprawled on the path. Bobby knew exactly where heéd
liketo hit him.

Hdf aloaf was better than none, though. Or s0 his mother dways said.

That was for the Gerber Baby,’ Bobby sad. Hary was lying flaa on the path agan,
sobbing. Shot was running from his nose in thick green sreams. With one hand he was fecbly
trying to rub some feding back into hisnumb ass

Bobby's hands tightened on the taped handle of the bat again. He wanted to lift it and bring
it down one find time not on Hary's shin or Hary's backsde but on Hary's heed. He
wanted to hear the crunch of Harry's skull, and redly, wouldn't the world be a better place
without him? Little Irish shit. Low little—

Seady on, Bobby, Ted's voice spoke up. Enough is enough, so just steady on. Control
your self.

Touch her again and Il kill you, Bobby sad. Touch nme agan and I'll burn your house
down. Fucking nimrod.

He had squatted by Harry to say this last. Now he got up, looked around, and waked away.
By the time he met the Sigsby twins hafway up Broad Street Hill, he was whigtling.

In the years which fdllowed, Liz Gafidd dmost got used to seeing policemen a her door.
The firgd to show up was Officer Raymer, the fat locd cop who would sometimes buy the
kids peanuts from the guy in the pak. When he rang the doorbdl of the ground-floor
goatment & 149 Broad Strreet on the evening of Augudst sxth, Officer Raymer didn't look



happy. With him was Harry Doolin, who would not be gble to St in an uncushioned sedt for a
week or more, and his mother, May Dodlin. Hary mounted the porch steps like an old man,
with his hands planted in the smdl of his back.

When Liz opened the front door, Bobby was by her Sde Mary Doolin pointed a him and
cried: That's him, thet's the boy who beat up my Harry! Arrest him! Do your duty!'

‘What's this about, George? Liz asked.

For a moment Officer Raymer didnt reply. He looked from Bobby (five feet four inches
tdl, ninety-seven pounds) to Hary (Sx feet one inch tdl, one hundred and seventy-five
pounds), ingeed. His large moist eyes were doubtful.

Harry Doolin was stupid, but not so stupid he couldn't read that look. 'He snuck up on me.
Got me from behind.

Raymer bent down to Bobby with his chapped, red-knuckled hands on the shiny knees of
his uniform pants. 'Harry Doolin here dams you beat im up in the pak whils he was on his
way home from work." Raymer pronounced work as rurrk. Bobby never forgot thet. 'Says you
hid and then lumped im up widda balbet before he could even turn around. Wha do you say,
laddie? Is hetdling the truth?

Bobby, not stupid a dl, had dready consdered this scene He wished he could have told
Harry in the park that pad was paid and done was done, thet if Harry taitled to anyone about
Bobby beeting him up, then Bobby would tatle right back — would tdl about Hary and his
friends hurting Carol, which would look much worse. The trouble with that wes that Harry's
friends would deny it; it would be Caol's word agang Hary's, Richies and Willies So
Bobby had waked away without saying anything, hoping that Harry's humiliation — beat up
by a litle kid hdf his 9ze — would keep his mouth shut. It hadnt, and looking a Mrs
Doolin's narow face, pinched pantless lips, and furious eyes Bobby knew why. She had
gotten it out of him, that was al. Nagged it out of him, more then likely.

1 never touched him, Bobby told Raymer, and met Raymer's gaze firmly with his own as
hesadit.

Mary Doolin gasped, shocked. Even Harry, to whom lying must have been a way of life by
the age of sixteen, looked surprised.

'Oh, the draghtout barefacedness of it!' Mrs Dodlin cried. 'You le me tdk to him,
Officer! I'll get the truth out of him, seeif | dont!

She darted forward. Raymer swept her back with one hand, not risng or even teking his
eyes from Bobby.

‘Now, lad — why would a gdoat the size of Harry Doolin say such a thing aout a shrimp
the size of you if it wasn't true?

‘Dont you be cdling my boy a gdoot!" Mrs Doolin ghrilled. 'Aint it enough hes been beat
within aninch of hislife by this coward? Why — '

'Shut up, Bobby's mom sad. It was the firg time shéd spoken snce asking Officer
Raymer what this was about, and her voice was deady quiet. ‘Let him answer the question.’

'Hes dill mad a me from lagt winter, that's why, Bobby told Raymer. 'He and some other
big kids from S Gabes chased me down the hill. Harry dipped on the ice and fdl down and
got dl wet. He said hed get me. | guess he thinksthisisa good way to do it

You lia!'" Harry shouted. That wasnt me who chased you, tha was Billy Donahue! That

He stopped, looked around. Hed put his foot in it somehow; a dim gpprecigtion of the fact
wasdawning on hisface.

It wasn't me,' Bobby said. He spoke quietly, holding Raymer's eyes. 'If | tried to beet up a
kid his 9ze, hed totd me!

‘Liars go to hdl!" Mary Doolin shouted.

'Where were you around threethirty this afternoon, Bobby? Raymer asked. 'Can you



answer me that?

‘Here, Bobby said.

‘Miz Garfidd?

'Oh yes' she sad cdmly. 'Right here with me al afternoon. | washed the kitchen floor and
Bobby cleaned the bassboards. Were getting ready to move, and | want the place to look nice
when we do. Bobby complained a litle — as boys will do — but he did his chore. And
afterward we had iced tea"

‘Liar!" Mrs Doolin cried. Hary only looked stunned. 'Shocking liar!" She lunged forward
agan, hands reeching in the generd drection of Liz Gafidds neck. Once more Officer
Raymer pushed her back without looking a her. A bit more roughly thistime.

'Y ou tdl me on your oeth that he was with you? Officer Raymer asked Liz.

'On my oath.'

‘Bobby, you never touched im? On your oath?

‘'Onmy oath.’

'On your oath before God?

'On my oath before God.'

'I'm gonna get you, Garfidd, Harry said. 'I'm gonna fix your litlered w —

Raymer swvung aound 0 suddenly that if his mother hedn't ssized him by one ebow,
Hary might have tumbled down the porch deps renjuring himsdf in old places and opening
fresh wounds in new ones

'Shut your ugly stupid pot, Raymer said, and when Mrs Dodlin darted to spesk, Raymer
pointed a her. 'Shut yours as wel, Mary Dodlin. Maybe if you want to bring bestin charges
agang someone, you ought to dat with yer own damned husbhand. Thered be more
witnesses!

She gawped at him, furious and ashamed.

Raymer dropped the hand hed been pointing with, as if it had suddenly gained weight. He
gazed from Hary and May (nether full of grace) on the porch to Bobby and Liz in the
foyer. Then he stepped back from dl four, took off his uniform cgp, scratched his sweaty
head, and put his cap back on. 'Something's rotten in the gate of Denmark,’ he sad a lad.
‘Someone heres lyin faster'n a hoss can trot.'

'He—' 'You—' Hary and Bobby spoke together, but Officer George Raymer was
interested in hearing from neither.

'‘Shut up!” he roared, loud enough to make an old couple gralling past on the other sde of
the dreet turn and look. 'I'm declarin the case closed. But if theré's any more trouble between
the two of you' — pointing a the boys — 'or you?' — pointing a the mothers — 'there's
going to be woe for someone A word to the wise is suffident, diey say. Hary, will you
shake young Robert's hand and say dl's well? Do the manly thing? . . . Ah, | thought not. The
world's a sad goddamned place. Come on, Dodlins. I'll see you home!'

Bobby and his mother watched the three of them go down the steps, Hary's limp now
exaggerated to the point of a salor's stagger. At the foot of the wak Mrs Doolin suddenly
cuffed him on the back of the neck. 'Dont meke it worsen it is, you little shite' she sad.
Hary dd beter after that, but he ill rolled from saboard to port. To Bobby the boy's
resdud limp looked like the goods Probably was the goods. That last lick, the one across
Harry's ass, had been agrand dam.

Back in the gpatment, spesking in that same cam voice, Liz asked: 'Was he one of the
boys that hurt Carol?

Ves

'Can you Stay out of hisway until we move?

'l think so.'

'Good, she sad, and then kissed him. She hardy ever kissed him, and it was wonderful



when she did.

Less than a week before they moved — the gpatment had by then begun to fill up with
cardboard boxes and to take on a strange denuded look — Bobby caught up to Cardl Gerber
in the park. She was waking dong by hersdf for a change. He had seen her out waking with
her girlfriends plenty of times, but that wasn't good enough, wasnt what he wanted. Now she
was findly done, and it waan't until she looked over her shoulder a him and he saw the fear
in her eyesthat he knew she had been avoiding him.

‘Bobby,' she said. 'How are you?

I don't know," he said. 'Okay, | guess. | haven't seen you around.’

'Y ou haven't come up my house!
‘No, he sad. 'No, | — " What? How was he supposed to finish? 'l been pretty busy,’ he sad
lamdy.

'Oh Uhhuh! He could have handled her being cool to him. What he couldnt hendle wes
the fear she was trying to hide. The fear of him. As if he was a dog that might bite her. Bobby
hed a crazy image of himsalf dropping down on dl fours and garting to go roop-roop-r oop.

'I'm moving away.’

‘Sully told me But he didnt know exactly where | guess you guys dont chum like you
used to.'

'‘No,” Bobby sad. 'Not like we used to. But here’ He reached into his back pocket and
brought out a piece of foldedover pgoer from a school notebook. Carol looked a it
doubtfully, reeched for it, then pulled her hand back.

It'sjust my address,’ he said. 'We're going to Massachusetts. A town named Danvers.!

Bobby hdd out the folded paper but she ill wasnt taking it and he fet like crying. He
remembered being a the top of the Ferris whed with her and how it was like being a the top
of the whale lighted world. He remembered a towd opening like wings, feat with tiny panted
toes pivating, and the smdl of pefume 'Sheés dancin to the drag, the cha-cha rag-amop,
Freddy Cannon sang from the radio in the other room, and it was Cardl, it was Cardl, it wes
Caol.

'l thought you might write" he said. 'I'll probably be homesick, anew town and dll.’

Caral took the paper a last and put it into the pocket of her shorts without looking at it.
Probably throw it away when she gets home, Bobby thought, but he didnt care. She had
taken it, a least. That would be enough springboard for those times when he needed to take
his mind away . . . and there didnt have to be any low men in the vicinity for you to need to
do that, he had discovered.

'Sully says you're different now.'

Bobby didn't reply.

‘Lots of people say that, actudly.’

Bobby didn't reply.

'Did you best Hary Doolin up? she asked, and gripped Bobby's wris with a cold hand.
'Didyou?

Bobby dowly nodded his heed.

Caol threw her ams aound his neck and kissed him 0 hard ther teeth clashed. Ther
mouths parted with an audible smack. Bobby didnt kiss ancther girl on the mouth for three
years. . . and never in hislife did he have one kisshimlike that.

'‘Good!" she said in alow fierce voice. It was dmost a growl. 'Good!"

Then she ran toward Broad Street, her legs — browned with summer and scabbed by many
games and many sdewaks— flashing.



‘Cardl!" he called &fter her. 'Carol, wait!'

Sheran.

‘Cardl, | loveyou!'

She stopped a that . . . or maybe it was just that shed reached Commonwedth Avenue and
had to look for traffic. In any case she paused a moment, head lowered, and then looked back.
Her eyeswere wide and her lips were parted.

‘Carol!"

'l have to go home, | have to meke the sdad,’ she sad, and ran away from him. She ran
across the dreet and out of his life without looking back a second time. Perhgps that was just
aswdl.

He and his mom moved to Danvers. Bobby went to Danvers Elementary, made some friends,
made even more enemies. The fights darted, and not long after, so did the truancies. On the
Comments section of his first report card, Mrs Rivers wrote 'Robert is an extremely bright
boy. He is also extremely troubled. Will you come and see me about him, Mrs Garfield?

Mrs Gafidd went, and Mrs Garfidd helped as much as she could, but there were too many
things about which she could not speek: Providence, a certan logt-pet pogter, and how sheéd
come by the money shed used to buy into a new busness and a new life The two women
agreed that Bobby was suffering from growing pains that he was missng his old town and
old friends as wel. He would eventudly outlest his troubles. He was too bright and too full of
potential not to.

Liz prospered in her new career as a rededae agent. Bobby did wel enough in English
(he got an A-Plus on a paper in which he compared Steinbeck's Of Mice and Men to
Golding's Lord of the Flies and did poorly in the rest of his dasees He began to smoke
Cigarettes.

Caol did write from time to time — hedtant, dmost tentative notes in which she talked
about school and friends and a weekend trip to New York City with Rionda Appended to one
that arived in Mach of 1961 (her letters dways came on deckle-edged paper with teddy
bears dancing down the sides) was a stak P.S.: | think my mom & dad are going to get a
divorce. He signed up for another ‘hitch' and all she does is cry. Modlly, however, she suck
to brighter things she was leaning to twirl, she had gotten new ice skates on her birthday,
she ill thought Fabian was cute even if Yvonne and Tina didn't, she had been to a twigt
party and danced every dance.

As he opened each of her letters and pulled it out Bobby would think, This is the last. |
won't hear from her again. Kids don't write letters for long @en if they promise they will.
There are too many new things coming along. Time goes by so fast. Too fast. She'll forget me.

But he would not help her to do so. After each of her letters came he would St down and
write a response. He told her about the house in Brookline his mother sold for twenty-five
thousand dollars — sx months sday & her old job in a Ingle commisson. He told her
about the A-Plus on his English theme. He told her about his friend Morrie, who was teaching
him to play chess. He didnt tdl her that sometimes he and Morrie went on window-bresking
expeditions, riding their bikes (Bobby had findly saved up enough to buy one) as fast as they
could past the scuzzy old apatment houses on Plymouth Street and throwing rocks out of
their baskets as they went. He skipped the story of how he had told Mr Hurley, the assistant
principd a Danvers Elementary, to kiss his rosy red ass and how Mr Hurley had responded
by daoping him across the face and cdling him an insolent, wearisome little boy. He didn't
confide that he had begun shoplifting or that he hed been drunk four or five times (once with
Morrie, the other times by himsdf) or that sometimes he waked over to the train tracks and



wondered if getting run over by the South Shore Express would be the quickest way to finish
the job. Jus a whiff of diesd fud, a shedow fdling over your face, and then blooey. Or
maybe not that quick.

Each |etter he wrote to Carol ended the same way:

You are sadly missed by
Your friend,

Bobly

Wesks would pass with no mal — not for him — and then there would be another
envelope with hearts and teddy bears stuck to the back, another sheet of deckle-edged paper,
more duff about sketing and baton twirling and new shoes and how she was 4ill suck on
fractions. Each letter was like one more labored bresth from a loved one whose desth now
seemsinevitable. One more breath.

Even Sully-John wrote him a few letters They Stopped early in 1961, but Bobby was
amazed and touched that Sully would try a dl. In S-Js childishly big handwriting and painful
misgpdlings Bobby could make out the goproach of a good-hearted teenage boy who would
play sports and lay cheerleaders with egud joy, a boy who would become logt in the thickets
of punctuaion as essly as he would weave through the defensve lines of opposng footbdl
teams. Bobby thought he could even see the man who was waiting for Sully up ahead in the
seventies and eghties, waiting for him the way youd wait for a taxi to arive a car sdesman
whod eventudly own his own dedership. Honest John's of courss; Honest John's Harwich
Chevrole. Hed have a big somach hanging over his bdt and lots of plagques on the wal of
his office and hed coach youth sports and dat every peptak with Listen up, guys and go to
church and march in parades and be on the city council and dl that. It would be a good life,
Bobby reckoned — the fam and the rabbits instead of the dick sharpened & both ends
Although for Sully the dick turned out to be walting dfter dl; it was wating in Dong Ha
Province dong with the old mamasan, the one who would never completely go away.

Bobby was fourteen when the cop caught him coming out of the convenience sore with two
sxpacks of beer (Naragansett) and three catons of cigarettes (Chestefidds, naturdly;
twenty-one great tobaccos make twenty wonderful smokes). This was the blond Village of the
Damned cop.

Bobby told the cop he hadnt broken in, thet the back door was open and heéd jus walked
in, but when the cop shone his flashlight on the lock it hung askew in the dd wood, haf
gouged out. What about this? the cop asked, and Bobby shrugged. Sitting in the car (the cop
let Bobby st in the front seet with him but wouldn't let him have a butt when Bobby asked),
the cop began filling out a form on a dipboard. He asked the aullen, skinny kid besde him
what his name was Raph, Bobby sad. Raph Gafidd. But when they pulled up in front of
the house where he now lived with his mom — a whole house, updars and downdairs both,
times were good -he told the cop he had lied.

‘My namesredly Jack,' he said.

'Oh yeah? the blond Village of the Damned cop said.

'Yes,' Bobby said, nodding. ‘Jack Merridew Garfidd. That's me.!’

Carol Gerber's letters stopped coming in 1963, which hgppened to be the year of Bobby's firgt



schoal expulson and dso the year of his firgt vidt to Massachusats Youth Correctionad in
Bedford. The cause of this vist was possesson of five marijuana cigarettes, which Bobby
and his friends cdled joysicks Bobby was sentenced to ningty days, the lagt thirty forgiven
for good behavior. He read a lot of books Some of the other kids cdled him Professor.
Babby didnt mind.

When he got out of Bedbug Correctiond, Officer Grandele — the Danvers Juvenile
Officer — came by and asked if Bobby was reedy to straighten up and fly right. Bobby sad
he was, he had learned his lesson, and for awhile that seemed to be true. Then in the fal of
1964 he beat a boy so badly that the boy had to go to the hospitd and there was some
guestion of whether or not he would completdly recover. The kid wouldnt give Bobby his
guitar, so Bobby beat him up and took it. Bobby was playing the guitar (not very wdl) in his
room when he was arrested. He had told Liz héd bought the guitar, a Slvertone acoudtic, in a
pawnshop.

Liz good weeping in the doorway as Officer Granddlle led Bobby to the police car parked
a the curb. 'I'm going to wash my hands of you if you don't stop!" she cried after him. ‘| mean
it! | do!"

'Wash em,' he said, getting in the back. 'Go ahead, Ma, wash em now and savetime!

Driving downtown, Officer Granddle sad, 'l thought you was gonna draighten up and fly
right, Bobby.'

‘Metoo, Bobby said. That time he wasin Bedbug for Sx months

When he got out he cashed in his Tralways ticket and hitched home. When he let himsdf
into the house, his mother didnt come out to greet him. "'You got a letter, she sad from her
darkened bedroom. 'It's on your desk.'

Bobby's heart began to bang hard againg his ribs as soon as he saw the enveope. The
hearts and teddy bears were gone — she was too old for them now — but he recognized
Cardl's handwriting & once. He picked up the letter and tore it open. Insde was a sSngle sheet
of paper — deckle-edged — and ancther, smdler, envelope. Bobby read Carol's note, the last
he ever received from her, quickly.

Dear Bobby,

How are you. | am fine. You got something from your old friend, the
one who fixed my arm that time. It ame to me because | guess he didn't
know where you were. He put a note in asking me to send it along. So | am.
Say hi to your mom.

Carol

No news of her adventures in twirling. No news of how she was doing with math. No news
of boyfriends, ether, but Bobby guessed she probably had had afew.

He picked up the seded envedope with hands that were shaky and numb. His heat was
pounding harder than ever. On the front, written in soft pencil, was a single word: his name.
It was Ted's handwriting. He knew it a once. Dry-mouthed, unaware that his eyes had filled
with tears, Bobby tore open the envedope, which was no bigger then the ones in which
children send their firg-grade vaentines.

What came out fird was the sweetest smell Bobby had ever experienced. It made him think
of hugging his mother when he was smdl, the smdl of her pefume and deodorant and the
duff she put on her har; it made him think of how Commonwedth Pak andled in the
summer; it made him think of how the Harwich Library dtacks hed smdled, spicy and dim



and somehow explosve. The tears in his eyes ovearspilled and began to run down his chesks
Hed gotten usad to feding old; feding young agan — knowing he could fed young agan —
was aterrible disorienting shock.

There was no ldter, no note, no writing of any kind. When Bobby tilted the envelope, what
showered down on the surface of his desk were rose petds of the deegpedt, darkest red he had
ever seen.

Heart's blood, he thought, exdted without knowing why. All a once, and for the firg time
in years, he remembered how you could teke your mind awvay, how you could jus put it on
paole And even as he thought of it he fdt his thoughts lifting. The rose petds gleamed on
the scarred surface of his desk like rubies like secret light spilled from the world's secret
heart.

Not just one world, Bobby thought. Not just one. There are other worlds than this, millions
of worlds, all turning on the spindle of the Tower.

And then hethought: He got away from them again. He'sfree again.

The petds left no room for doubt. They were dl the yes anyone could ever need; dl the
you-may, dl the you-can, dl theit'strue.

Now they go, now they dow, Bobby thought, knowing he had heard those words before,
not remembering where or knowing why they hed recurred to him now. Not caring, ether.

Ted was free. Not in this world and time, this time he had run in the other direction . . . but
in someworld.

Bobby scooped up the petds, each one like a tiny slk coin. He cupped them like pamfuls
of blood, then raised them to his face. He could have drowned in their sweet reek. Ted was in
them, Ted dear as day with his funny stooped way of waking, his baby-fine white hair, and
the ydlow nicotine spots tatooed on the firgd two fingers of his right hand. Ted with his
carryhandle shopping bags

As on the day when he had punished Hary Doolin for hurting Carol, he heard Ted's voice.
Then it had been mosly imagingtion. This time Bobby thought it was red, something which
had been embedded in the rose petdls and | €ft for him.

Seady on, Bobby. Enough is enough, so just steady on. Control yourself.

He sat a his desk for a long time with the rose petds pressed to his face. At lagt, careful
not to lose a sngle one he put them back into the little enveope and folded down the torn
top.

Hesfree. He's. . . somewhere. And he remembered.

'He remembered me,’ Bobby said. 'He remembered nre.’

He got up, went into the kitchen, and put on the tea kettle. Then he went into his mother's
room. She was on her bed, lying there in her dip with her fest up, ad he could see she had
darted to look old. She turned her face away from him when he sat down next to her, a boy
now dmos as big as a men, but she let him take her hand. He hdd it and dsroked it and
waited for the kettle to whisle. After awhile she turned to look & him. 'Oh Bobby, she sad.
'Weve made such amess of things, you and me. What are we going to do?

The best we can, he sad, ill stroking her hand. He raised it to his lips and kissed the
padm where her lifdine and heartline tangled briefly before wandering away from each other
again. 'The best we can.'



