CHAPTER |

| sit alone in a dead world. The wi nd bl ows hot and
dry, and the dust gathers like particles of menory
waiting to be swept away. | pray for forgetful ness, yet
my menory remains strong, as does the outstretched
arm of the oppressive air. It seens as if the wind has
been there since the beginning of the nightnare.
Sonetimes |oud and harsh, a thousand sharp needl es
scratching at ny reddened skin. Sonetimes a whisper
a curious sigh in the black of night, of words nore
frightening than pain. | know now the wi nd has been
speaking to ne. Only | couldn't understand because
was too scared. | amscared now as | wite these
words. Still, there is nothing else to do.

| don't know where to start, but there nust be a
pl ace. A place of |ove, of hope. He gave me those
things, and others as well. Yes, | will start with him

H s name was Pepper. That wasn't his real name, of
course. Hs parents had christened hi m Paul Pointzel
He didn't have dark freckles or anything-I don't
know where he got his nicknanme. But he was Pepper
when I nmet him and that's how | think of him Pepper
and Rox. My nanme is Roxanne Wells. |'m eighteen, or
rather, | was eighteen. At the noment |'mnot going to
get any ol der. The second hand on ny watch wl|l
nmove forward but won't go anywhere for nme. This
noment is all there is.

W net in high school. He was a babe. | don't know
why he asked me out. | wasn't very nice to him He
was new to the area, but not that new 1'd seen him

around town for a year or so before he nade a nove
on me. |'d heard good and bad thi ngs about him One
friend said he was just out for sex. Another said he
was a romantic at heart. \Wat the hell, | thought.
needed sex and romance in ny life. Sonetines |
believe | would have taken one w thout the other
Even before Pepper cornered nme | decided that, if
given the chance, | would let himget to know ne.

It was lunchtinme at school, a hot early April after-
noon. | was sitting by nyself on a rock at the corner of
canpus staring out at the desert. It was a favorite spot
for me to hang out and eat junk food. School was in
Salem Arizona, a town built on sand with a |lot of
sweat. | had grown up surrounded by an ocean of dust,
yet the sight of the desert never tired ne. | was al ways
glad the city architects had put Sal em Hi gh at the edge
of town, and not in the center. Downtown Sal em was
about as exciting as an enpty novie theater. Things
may have been happening in town, but hardly anyone
was there to acknow edge the fact. Even before the
transformation, Salemfelt barren

Pepper suddenly appeared, standing above me wth
hi s thunbs hooked into the back pockets of his Levi
505s. He was trying to | ook cool, and not doing a bad



job of it. He was too handsone. By that | mean |
wasn't given any chance to dislike him Everything

t hat happened between us had to be. It was inevitable.
H s hair was brown and nmessy. He needed a shave.

H s eyes were as dark as blue prairie grass before a
storm He had a body, every guy does, but his fit him
better than nost. But | didn't snmle at him not right
away. | was cool, too

"Hey, Roxanne,"
your name?"

he said, then paused. "That is

"It had better be." |I had to shield ny eyes to | ook at
him He had the sun behind him which I think was a
strategic nmove on his part. "Wat do you want?"

"CGot a cigarette?"

"l don't snoke," | said.

"I've seen you snoke."

"When?"

"At the park, at night."

"Those weren't cigarettes,” | said.

"To each his own. |I'ma beer nman nysel f."

| shrugged, going back to nmy Honey Bun. "I get
| oaded once in a blue moon." | took a bite of ny bun

"And every Tuesday."

"Mnd if | sit down?" he asked, not waiting for ny
perm ssion to share the rock. At least now | didn't
have to blind nmyself to ook at him "Wat's so speci al
about Tuesdays?" he asked.

"Tuesday means Monday's over."

He gl anced back at canpus-the | ackadai si cal
cromd. "You're a senior, aren't you? You'll be out of
here pretty soon. What are you going to do after
gr aduati on?"

| laughed. "Look at you. W haven't even been
i ntroduced and you want to know what |'mgoing to
do with the rest of nmy life."

He just stared at ne a noment. Then he offered ne

his hand. "My nane's Pepper," he said.

"That's a weird nanme." | shook his hand. "Is it a
ni cknane?"

"I guess. | hear everyone calls you Rox."

"Only ny friends."



"What should | call you?" he asked.
"You don't have to call ne anything."
"You're a real sweetheart, you know that ?"

| smled sweetly. "Thank you. Is that a persona
observation or is that something el se you' ve heard?"

"Do you want ne to | eave?"
"\What ever gave you that idea?" | asked.
He stood. "Have a nice lunch, Roxanne."

| quickly put a hand on his knee. "You may call ne
Rox, Pepper."

He hesitated, then sat back down and stared at the
ground. Guys often do that-1 don't know why.
There's nothing there. "I'mnot trying to hit on you or
anyt hi ng," he said.

"What are you trying to do?"

He gl anced over. "I was just |ooking for a ciga-
rette.”

"There's a liquor store over on Stills. It sells them
It sells beer as well."

That got himmad. "Do you want ne to stay or
not ?"

| laughed. "I don't know. Now that | know you're
not going to hit on me, probably not."

The tension was broken. He |aughed, too. "What
are you doi ng next Tuesday?"

Like | said, | was gane. "Drinking beer with you
Maybe. "

There was no maybe about it. W went out the

foll ow ng Tuesday. It was the only day | didn't have to
wor k, besi des Sunday, which was never any good

because it cane before blue Mnday. | was a seam
stress in a clothes store. It was boring. | never really
got to nake dresses, just sewed the seams. It paid zip,
like every other teen job in Salem Pepper had a job,
too. I'd seen himat it before we nmet. He delivered
flowers. What a joke. He rode to work on a notorcycle
at eighty nmiles an hour in black |eather, then put on a
pansy coat and clinbed in a van and tool ed around

Sal em maki ng young and ol d wonen ali ke ecstatic.

He said the tips weren't bad, and the wonmen were

al ways happy to kiss him

W went to a novie and | rode on the back of his
motorcycle. It was a horror film about the second



expedition to Mars called The Season of Passage. At

the end | wanted to cry because it was so sad, but
Pepper was still eating his popcorn. He was stuffing it
into his face, and | found it inpossible to weep with
someone eating beside ne.

W went for a malt and fries afterward-a typical

date in Salem The place wasn't option city. W drank
a couple of beers on a dark bus stop bench. But then

on the way home, still on the back of his bike, | |eaned
nmy head back and gazed at the stars, bright in the clear
bl ack sky. | said sonething to Pepper about w shing

we had a flying saucer so we could | eave the planet and
he instantly made a sharp U turn

"Where are we going?" | called into the breeze. He
drove fast but smooth, with conplete control. On our
next date, though, | had already decided that we'd go
inm car. | liked ny hair to | ook |ike something
naturally attached to my body when | got to where
was going. And | knew there would be a second date. |
liked himtoo nmuch for there not to be.

"To get a tel escope,” he answered.

"Who has a tel escope?”

"Qur school ."

W ended up breaking into the science lab. It was
easy-we just went up a tree and through a w ndow. |
had never taken astronomny. | was nmore the basic
education kind of girl. Gve ne ny diploma and |'d be
gone. The tel escope sat on a collapsible tripod. Pepper
hoi sted it onto his shoul der and wal ked toward the
door. He assured me we'd bring it back when we were
done with it and nobody woul d even know it had been
on a vacation

"Where are we going with it?" | asked. | didn't
mnd alittle adventure.

"To the reservoir."

That sounded fine to me except for the obvious.
"But we're on a notorcycle,” | said

"It's not that big a tel escope, Rox."

"What el se are we going to do at the reservoir?"
asked, suspi cious.

He cocked an eyebrow. "Nothing you won't enjoy."
"I'"'mnot that kind of girl."
"They all say that."

| socked him "Sone of us nean it."



But | don't knowif |I was one of them W didn't
have sex the first night anyway. We had a hard enough
time getting the tel escope out to the reservoir. Pepper
conplicated matters by roaring through the center of
town so that everyone could see what we were doing. |
al nrost dropped the damm thing a half dozen tines.

The reservoir was cool, especially at night, when the
water was like glass and the air was filled with space.
You coul d stand out there alone at night, with the
M1 ky Way stream ng over head, and inmagi ne you
were standing on a noon circling Saturn. Pepper had
never taken astronony either, so we had a hard tine
finding anything specific. Yet, to me, everywhere we
| ooked there was sonething. Stars, thousands of stars.
It made me wish | was an astronaut, a CGoddess,
anything but a poor girl in a poor town with no future.
| sighed as | renoved ny eye fromthe tel escope
eyepi ece.

"Do you think there's anyone out there?" | asked
Pepper, ny eyes staring straight up.

"No one human." He cane up behind ne and put

hi s hands on ny shoulders. | |eaned back and rested
nmy head in the hollow of his shoul der. The ni ght was
magi c, the silence perfect. | was happy right then

really happy, but sad, too, because | knew the happi -
ness wouldn't last. It never does.

"Wuld that be so bad?" | asked, ny gaze millions
of light-years away, his breath warm and cl ose on ny
cheek.

"What do you nean?" he asked.

"Wuld it be so bad if they weren't human-as | ong

as they were kind?"

He pulled ne around gently until | was facing him
"You're beautiful, Rox. You deserve a sky full of kind
stars."”

| laughed lightly. "Don't tal k. You sound stupid
when you do."

"What should | do then?"

"Kiss nme."
He kissed ne. | nade himdo it. It was good, too
good.

He took ne back to the reservoir that Friday night
after work. We didn't bring the tel escope, but we had
the place to ourselves again. W skinny-dipped in the
cool water. W kissed sone nore, and | let himtouch
nmy breasts, but we didn't make love. O maybe we did
make | ove because | was already in love with him |
don't know why. The best |ove never has a reason.
just had to look at himand there was no reason to | ook
anywher e el se.



Pepper lived with his aunt and uncle. | lived with
nmy dad. Dad was never at hone. He was a | ong-
di stance truck driver. He drove from New York to

L. A., and back again, every week. W had a peculiar
relationship. I was nore his pal than his daughter
Wien he was hone | cleaned his clothes and fed him
but the way we tal ked to each other woul d have nade
a child psychol ogi st cringe. W argued, we swore at
each other, and in the end he usually agreed with ne.
But we | oved each other, too. H s name was Sam

| never knew ny nother. Fromthe things Sam had
to say, it didn't sound |like he knew her very well,
either. She left on a westbound G eyhound bus when |
was forty-eight hours old. Seened she wanted to be an
actress in Hollywod, or sonething.

Pepper's aunt and uncle |lived on the other edge of
town fromthe school, on a nmiserable farm better
known for its horses than its produce. But |ike any
farm good or bad, it had a barn. And it was in that
barn that | lost nmy virginity after a thorough exam na-
tion by Dr. Pepper.

| don't really renmenber how the date started. W
ate, | know that, but | can't renenber where. Then we
went for a long walk, and in Salem it's not possible to
wal k too far without com ng back hone. We ended up
at Pepper's place. H s aunt and uncle were asl eep
Pepper wanted to show ne his horse, Shadowf ax,
named after Gandalf the wi zard' s horse in The Lord of
the Rings. It was a nice horse. It was a nice barn, ful
ni ce, soft hay.

But there was sonething wi cked inside that hay that
al nrost got ne killed. Wen we began to kiss, Pepper
suddenly tickled ne, and I fell back and | anded on the
hay. | missed inmpaling nyself on a pitchfork by

i nches. Pepper was white when | pulled it out of the
straw besi de ne.

"Did you set this up?" | asked, the pitchfork in ny
hand, pointed at him "I can see the headlines now
Poor innocent coed pierced on the eve of greatness."

Pepper grabbed the pitchfork fromnmy hand and
tossed it aside. He wi ped the sweat off his forehead.
could tell he was shaken. He canme and knelt beside
me and spoke seriously.

"You are great," he said.

| grinned. Those three little words neant nore to
me than those other famous three little words-|
think. He had yet to say those words, and | was

determ ned not to say themuntil he said themto ne.

"Why?" | asked. "I'mnot pretty. I'mnot smart. |I'm
not hi ng. "

Yet | knew | wasn't ugly or stupid. My hair was |ong



and red, ny eyes green and bright-a nice conbina-
tion. | was too thin-1 had no tits-but even
girlfriends conplinented me on ny | egs. Those sane

girls, however, said | didn't smle enough. Ml ancholy
Rox. | didn't Iike to smle because of my teeth. They

were crooked, and didn't shine |i ke those of the
actresses on TV.

| also seldomsni|ed because | felt haunted and
cur sed.

Like it was only a matter of tine.
But for what | didn't know

But in the barn, with my Pepper sitting beside ne,
the curse seenmed oh so far away-when actually it
had never been closer. Maybe | was stupid.

"You' re sonething," Pepper said, taking ny hand.
"What ?" | asked.

He moved cl oser. "What do you want to be?"

" Happy. "

He snorted, and scanned the hay, perhaps to deter-
m ne how flamuable it was. "Do you have a ciga-

rette?" he asked.

"That's what you said when we nmet. You're not
supposed to say that right now "

"No?"
"A cigarette's supposed to be for after.”

He moved cl ose, cl ose enough to kiss. "After what,
Rox?"

I was looking at the stars in his eyes, the ones
put there. And | was |ooking far away. Like | said,
was too cute. My determination wavered. | had no
choi ce but to say what | did.

"I love you," | whispered.

The words seened to worry him |ike when | had
m ssed the pitchfork, which had only made nme snile

| wished so much that he would smile right then
"Why?" he asked.

"Because it nmakes ne happy." | hesitated. "Do you
| ove ne?"

Now | had put himon the spot. He was really
m ssing his cigarette. But he didn't | ook away. He

had
he



ki ssed nme instead, lightly, and then sneezed in his lap
| had to | augh.

"Never mind," | said.
He shook his head. "It's not you. It's the hay."

| lifted nmy knee and poked himwith ny foot. "I like
this hay. It's |ike one giant bed."

That was a hint he understood. The way he | ooked

at me changed. It wasn't a lustful |ook. It was nore
like his worry deepened and transformed inside him
becom ng sonmething closer to fear. But being scared
can be fun, and he | ooked interested, too. He took ne
in his arns.

"What do you want to do?" he asked

| brushed his hair back. "What conmes easiest."

"Rox . . ." he began. | closed his lips with ny finger
"Shh. You don't have to say it."

"I love you, too

"I told you," | began. He closed off ny lips, with his
finger.
"I will love you," he corrected hinself. "Is that

good enough?"

| nodded, feeling the hay at the back of ny neck
sliding dowmn ny shirt. "Yeah. Just don't wait too
[ ong. "

"I won't," he prom sed.

And then, just before it all began, and the train
raced down the hill to the bottom | asked himone
gquestion. | didn't want to. His answer stood a fifty
percent chance of ruining everything. But | had to ask
it. | stared at the pitchfork as | spoke, lying so
i nnocently beside us.

"I's this your first time?" | asked.
"I's it yours?"
"Yes."

He kissed the side of nmy face. "It's ny first tine,
t oo, Rox."

| cannot talk too nuch about the sex. It was better
than ice cream It was |ike a sumrer night before
sumer really began, before school let out. For ne
antici pation has al ways been stronger than the reality,
and this was such rich anticipation, so constant, that



it couldn't help but be fulfilled. Wat | nmean is, | was
happy in his arms, like | was that night we were
together in the arms of the stars. | felt so much a part
of himl honestly believed, for a long time afterward,
that | could be a part of everything.

Did | think of protection agai nst pregnhancy? W
only made love that one tine. | hardly had a chance to
t hi nk anything. | suppose the thought of contracep-
tives crossed ny mind after we were done. But that's
t he sane as thinking about your parachute after
you' ve junped. You can think all you want-the
ground doesn't give a dam.

| suspected | was pregnant two weeks later. | wasn't
late on ny period, not yet, but something inside ne
had changed. A doctor would have said it was hor-
nmonal . Maybe, but it was nore than that. / had
changed, not just ny body. But it wasn't |ike sone-
t hi ng had been added inside, the way new not hers
usually talk. It was nore like a part of ne had died.
Then anot her two weeks went by, and ny period
never cane. | didn't tell Pepper. | didn't want to
worry him | went to the drugstore in Lendel -a
near by town-and bought an early pregnancy test.
Those suckers cost nmore than | thought-a big fifteen
bucks. | read the instructions carefully. The bottom
line was that if it tested negative, then you could stil
be pregnant. They weren't maki ng any guarant ees.
But if it tested positive, then you were definitely
| ooking at a nmajor change in lifestyle. | took the test.

| failed it. | mean, | passed it.

| held that pink-colored test tube in ny hand and
started shaking. But no matter how hard | shook, the
test tube didn't turn blue or green.

| was pregnant. CGod

| didn't cry. Howcould I? It was a mracle. It was a
gift fromGod. | threw up instead. Then | got out the
Yel | ow Pages and called a doctor in Lendel. That's
what the instructions inside the test box had said to
do. Just in case your doctor had a different col ored

test tube, | guess. | didn't have my own physi ci an.
sel dom got sick, and when | did | just waited it out.
called Dr. Adans. He was the first one listed. | spoke
to his nurse. She wanted ne to have a blood test and a
urine test, even before | saw the doctor. | asked how
much. Seventy bucks, she replied. My baby was
al ready getting expensive, | thought. | said all right.

| passed these tests. | mean, | passed them

The doctor was finally willing to see me about a

week after | called. He was younger than | thought
he'd be, and better |ooking, which nade nme even
nore nervous. He didn't nake ne take off my clothes
and exam ne ne. We just sat down in his office. He



started of f by asking how | felt.
"I"'mall right," | said.

"I didn't nean physically. Are you upset? Are you
happy?"

"The first choice,"” | said.

"Do you have a boyfriend?"

"I think so."

"Does he know?"

"No. "

"Are you going to tell hin®"

"Yes."

"Do you want to keep the baby?" he asked.

It was such a normal question for a doctor to ask
and | know it sounds inpossible, but |I had never
asked nyself that question. "I don't know," | said,
gesturing helplessly. "I've never been pregnant be-
fore.™

He was synpathetic. "How old are you, Roxanne?"

"Ei ghteen."

"You're legal."

"What do you nean?"

"You can make your own choice." He paused.
Have you told your parents?"

"I only have a father. | haven't told him"

He studied nme. Hi s brown eyes were kind. "You
ook like a girl with a head on her shoul ders. You know
t he choi ces you have?"

| nodded. "There aren't that many of them™

"There's a fanmly planning clinic in Foster. It's a
two- hour drive. If you want to go there, you just have
to give me a call and I'lIl set up an appoi ntnent for
you. "

"I don't want to go there," | said so sharply |
startled us both. He didn't want to say the word, and
didn't want to hear it, but we were both talking about
abortion. Just the sound of it in ny head nade ne fee
sick. | wi shed they had given the procedure initials
i nstead of a nanme. Like, oh, just going to have a ABT.
Be back before lunch. Then |I could pretend it wasn't



much different fromordering a bacon, lettuce, and
tomat o sandwi ch.

Dr. Adans stood and squeezed ny shoul der. "You
t hi nk about what you want to do. Talk to your father
and your boyfriend if you wi sh. But don't |et anyone
make the decision for you. OK?"

"OK. Thank you, doctor."

| paid the nurse at the front and drove home. MWy
car was overheating-1 had to stop twi ce and cool the
radi ator down with water. It was four in the afternoon
on a blue Monday. | knew Pepper was at work, driving
around town with his bright floral arrangenents.
There was no reason | couldn't wait until he was off to

tell himthe news. After all, | had already waited so
long. But | needed a friend. |I didn't really have anyone
except Pepper. My best friend, Susan Duggi n, had

nmoved to Florida the previous year. | realized right

then how superficial the rest of ny friendships were.
My boyfriend was the only one | could imagi ne nyself
tal king to about ny probl em

| caught himas he was | oading the last of his
deliveries in the van. It was funny-lI had never seen
hi m so happy to see nme. He gave ne a big hug and a

ki ss, and plucked a rose froman arrangenent and
fixed it in ny hair. Al that before |I could say a word.

But then | didn't have to say much. He was staring
at ny face now. If he saw half of what | felt he nust
have been in shock. | felt sorry for himright then
Heck, | felt sorry for me. W had our whole lives in
front of us. The | ast few days he had been tal ki ng
about driving to L.A. We'd get a place in Venice by the
beach, he said, and wal k by the water every evening.
just smiled. It sounded so wonderful. But he didn't
even know if he | oved ne.

"What is it, Rox?" he asked.

"I have sone good news and | have sonme bad news.
What do you want to hear first?"

He hesitated. "The good news."
"I't's yours."

"What's mine?"

"The bad news."

"\What ?"

"The baby."

He sagged a little. "What are you talking about?" he
asked.



"I"'mpregnant." | hastily added, "I'msorry."

He tried to swallow. It stuck somewhere in his
throat. Then he just stood there, |ooking at a distant
spot located off to the left side of my eyes. | had never
seen anyone's tan fade so fast.

"Are you sure?" he asked softly, finally.

"I just canme fromthe doctor's.” | buried ny face in
his chest, hugging himtightly. | fought the tears back
and it was probably the only fight I had won all day.
Only a few weeks had passed since | had nout hed of f
to himat school. How everything had changed. Fall -
ing in love had hunbled ne to the point of being
pathetic. "Do you hate nme?" | asked mneekly.

He put his arns weakly around nme. "No, of course
not. Way would | hate you?"

"Because | screwed up."

"No, Rox." He pulled ne gently off him and

| ooked at ny face. "You didn't do anything wong.
W'l get through this together, all right?"

"All right." | took out mny handkerchi ef and bl ew
nmy nose. "What are we going to call her?"

He chuckl ed-it sounded forced. "How do you
know it's a her?"

"I just know," | said. And | did. That shoul d have
told me that sonmething weird was in the air. "How

about if we call her Pebbles? After the baby girl on the
FI i nt stones? Pebbl es and Rox."

Pepper wasn't smiling. "Are you serious?"

"W can call her anything you want."

"That's not what | mean, Rox," he said slowy.

My voice faltered. "You don't want to keep the
baby?" | asked.

"Do you?"

"I'd like to."

n W]y?ll

The question hit ne like a slap. It took nme a no-
ment to find ny tongue. "Because it woul d be our
baby. "

He had to think about that a bit, and the passing
seconds were hard on me. It was an absurd place to be

havi ng such a di scussion-the dirty back lot of a
florist's. | reached up and touched the flower Pepper



had placed in my hair, but | was clumsy and it fell to
the ground. | knelt to pick it up. Pepper stopped ne.

"I't's no good," he said.
| was on edge. "What's no good?"

He gestured. "The flower. Leave it. I'll get you
anot her one." But he didn't reach back into the van.
had given himtoo much to think about, and he

couldn't worry about nme right then. He continued to
stare of into the distance. | had to break the silence.

"It"'s not like it's fatal," | joked.
"Do you really want to keep the baby?"
| paused. "I thought you just asked ne that."

"Rox. "

"Do you want to keep it? If you don't, just tell ne.
"l don't," he said.

| couldn't believe he'd said that. Ch, | knew, of
course, he might want me to have an abortion. But for
hi m not to consider having the child made nme sad. He
didn't even want to sleep on it. But | was no better.
was the child s nother, and all | cared about was
remaining his girlfriend. I would throw away the price
of love to be in love. My response just cane out of ny
mouth. It was fate that spoke.

"AIl right," | said.

He held ne again. He acted all concerned, but there
was sonet hing fake about it and we both knew it. "I1'IlI
help you in any way | can,"” he said. "I'll go with you
"Il pay for it."

Then suddenly | was far away. Mre words cane

out of ny nmouth, but | know | did not speak these

ones. There was no |love in them There was nothing of
what | really felt for Pepper in them Yet | said them
anyway. Because they were supposed to be true.

"Il get rid of it," | said. "Life will go on."

But it was all a lie.

CHAPTER |

THERE is MJUCH DEBATE IN THI S COUNTRY OVER ABORTI ON

| have always found it puzzling. There are the right-to-
lifers who say that abortion is the equival ent of
nmurder. Then there are those who say a woman's ri ght

of free choice nust be preserved. \Wat has al ways
struck me as odd is that each side is convinced that



only it is right, and the other is wong.

| feel they are both wong. No one shoul d take away
anot her person's right to choose. And no one shoul d

kill an unborn infant. O course | could just as easily
say both sides are right, but I won't. It's a paradox that
can't be resolved. | think it is better to admt that than

pretend there is a resolution

But nost people want to believe what they are doing

is right. I guess | have always been uni que in that
respect. | knew snoki ng dope was a |ousy thing to do,
but I did it anyway. | knew | should study nore, but I

couldn't be bothered. | goofed off and got | oaded
because | wanted to, and that was reason enough. Yet
it wasn't as if | had no conscience. These things only
hurt ne, and | was willing to do them because | could
take the hurt. | alnost preferred it. Now, though,
had a baby in nme. The baby could hurt ne. It could
drive ny boyfriend away. It could nake ne work and
slave for the next eighteen years. | could hurt it. |
could kill it. But Dr. Adans assured ne it would be a
pai nl ess death. Wthout consciousness, there could be
no agony, and the doctor said that an i muature fetus
had zero awareness. | believed him

Dr. Adanms nade the appointment for ne at the
fam |y planning clinic on Saturday in Foster. Because
he had already conpleted all the necessary tests it was
not required that I come in beforehand. Al | had to
do was show up for the procedure. The tine was set
for five-thirty in the norning. Apparently the sur-
geons liked to get rid of nasty business early so they
could spend the rest of the day saving lives. The cost
for the abortion would be four hundred and sixty-two
dollars. The clinic wanted to be paid up front. Pepper

i nsisted on covering it all, but | said, no, we'd split it. |
only had three hundred dollars in the bank to begin
wi t h. Condons woul d have been cheaper. A heart
transpl ant woul d have been easier. Al ny talk was
just talk. As we drove to Foster the night before,
Friday, |I felt | was driving to ny death.

W decided to get a notel in Foster and sl eep, but
we ended up talking till it was tinme to go to the clinic.
My dad was out of town, and Pepper's aunt and uncle

t hought he was canping with a friend. The clinic was

| ocated in a small professional office building. It was
still dark as we parked ny car and wal ked inside. A

pl unp m ddl e- aged worman | ooked up from behind a

gray metal desk. She may have been a nurse; she was

all in white. A nmole the size of a quarter, conplete
with fine brown hairs, occupied the left side of her
generous chin. There were no other wonen present.

"Are you Roxanne?" the woman asked.

"Yes. Are we early?" The place was plainly fur-
ni shed and snelled of al cohol



"A few mnutes.” The woman was all business. She
reached for a handful of fornms. "Fill these out, please.
W1l you be paying with cash or check?"

"Il just put it on nmy expense account," | said.

"Pardon?" the woman sai d. She had heard ne, but
didn't like ny sense of hunor.

"Cash," Pepper said sourly, reaching for his wallet.
| knew neither of us had inmagi ned we'd be spending
our hard-earned noney this way.

| filled out the forms. | had the wild thought in the
nm ddl e of themthat one day | would run for presi-
dent, and that the fornms would be dug up by ny
opponent, and used to snear ny good name. So |
changed a few things about mnysel f, including the
spelling of ny last nane, and where | lived, and so on

I mean, it wasn't as if | wanted to receive the clinic's
nmont hly newsl etter.

Pepper sat silently beside ne as | wote. If it had
been himwho was filling out the forms, then | would
have probably hel ped him He did worse in schoo
than | did. Qur child probably woul d have been
retarded, | consoled nyself as | finished the papers
and gave them back to the nean woman. | was tal king
to nyself a nmle a mnute, the whole rationalizing trip,
but | spoke like soneone was listening to me. The

baby, of course-1 inmagined she could hear ny
nment al di al ogue. And al t hough she remmined sil ent
t hroughout, | had a sense of how she felt, and the

feeling was not pleasant.

A man suddenly appeared in the doorway. He was

dressed in a sterile green gown, serious and intimdat-
ing. He was over six and a half feet tall, and seated as |
was, his covered head | ooked like sonmething in orbit.

He gl anced briefly at ne before his eyes noved to the
woman behi nd t he desk.

"I"'mready for our first patient, Carol," he said.

Then he cl osed the door, and was gone. The wonan
| unbered up from behi nd her desk. "Cone this way,"
she said.

| stood, Pepper with me. We hugged each ot her
briefly. "It'll all be over before you know it,"

he sai d.

"I know." | pressed ny nouth to his ear, whisper-
i ng, "Love you."

"Rox-" he began.

"Best we hurry," the woman interrupted.

| let go of Pepper. "Goodbye," | said.



“I'"l1l be right here when you cone out,'
i sed.

he prom

W entered a different door fromthe one the doctor
had di sappeared behind. The snell of al cohol thick-
ened. The clinic was small. A few steps and we were in
the operating room The woman handed me a green
gown and told nme to undress conpletely and Iie on the
table with ny feet up in the stirrups. | could not
bel i eve this was happeni ng. The worman |l eft the room
and | began to unbutton ny bl ouse. What a way to
begin a relationship, | thought.

| was lying on the table with ny | egs crossed when
the doctor entered the rooma few minutes |ater.
wanted to tell himthat the table was naking ny bare
butt cold. | also wanted to tell himthat | was basically
a good person who had nmade a mi stake and that |
didn't nean anybody any harm particularly to the
many tiny babies of the world. But | didn't say
anything. He gently took hold of nmy feet and pl aced
themin the stirrups.

"I"'mgoing to give you a series of shots, Roxanne,"
he said. "It will nunb the area.”

"WIl they hurt?" | asked.
"Yes. But only for a nonent."
"I like an honest doctor."

He reached for a packet on a nearby shelf and
opened it. There was a |l ong needle inside and a small
bottle of clear liquid next to it. He stabbed the needle
into the top of the bottle and slowy filled the syringe,
holding it up to the light. It |ooked Iike Excalibur,
t hought, and he was going to stick it into ne.

"Jesus, " | whispered.
"Don't be afraid," he said.

I chuckled. "It was nore fun getting into this
predi cament than it is getting out of it."

He smiled at ny comment, but only for a nonment.

He wasn't a bad man, but | was just another girl in
trouble to him He probably saw hundreds a year, if
not thousands. This was business to him not a matter
of life or death. It was only then | wondered if an
abortion could be dangerous. | remenbered one of
the forms | signed had said sonething about not

hol ding the clinic responsible in the event | croaked.

He gave ne the shots. They hurt like hell. My eyes
were wet when he finished. Then he started an I.V.
into ny wist and patted my armand told ne he
woul d be back in fifteen mnutes. | could hear a girl in
t he adj acent roomundressing. It did not nake nme fee



any | ess |onely.

The gown was drafty and the doctor had |left the

door open. | tried to pass the tinme by singing softly.
People told me | had an incredible voice, but | didn't
bel i eve them | always just sounded |ike nyself. |

qui ckly had to give up on the ploy. No one had witten
a getting-ready-for-nmy-abortion song.

Time crept by. Deep inside | felt things going nunb.

The doctor finally returned and poked at me with

gl ove-covered fingers. | told himl couldn't feel a thing
and this made hi m happy. He was ready to begin the
procedure. He picked up a long sharp silver instru-

ment that glinted in the harsh overhead light. | closed

ny eyes.

He poked nme again and then suddenly muttered
somet hi ng under his breath and left the roomin a

hurry. | kept my eyes closed. My guts felt strange, as if
they were made of liquid, and were flow ng around

i nside me. My thoughts began to float inside ny head,
too, like colored pictures projected on puffy white
cl ouds caught in a gentle updraft. | thought mainly of
Sal em where | had grown up, and how bright the stars
had been the ni ght Pepper had first kissed ne.

But the thought of Betty Sue MCorm ck al so
flashed inside, her face spread across ny inmagi nary

bl ack sky. It was odd that Betty Sue should cone to
mnd. | had hardly known her. Hers was a sad tale.
She had doused herself with gasoline in an abandoned
gas station at the edge of town, and then she dropped a
flam ng match at her feet. The whol e place had gone
up, and there hadn't been nuch left of Betty Sue to
bury. No one knew why she had done it.

Just the thought of Betty Sue, though, and how she
had thrown away her life, got ne thinking about ny
baby, and what | was doing to it. My inner resolve to
go ahead with the abortion suddenly turned over
sharply inside me. Wiy was | doing this? Had | really
asked nyself that question? If |I had, | had forgotten
the answer to it. Yeah, sure, Pepper wanted ne to get
rid of the kid, and I was worried about | osing Pepper
But if he was going to | eave nme now for this reason, he
woul d I eave nme later for another. | had nothing to
| ose, | thought, by keeping what was ours.

| wanted to stop the procedure. | wanted to go
horre.

"Doctor?" | called, opening nmy eyes. "Are you
t here?"

No answer. | pulled nmy right leg out of the stirrup
then nmy left. | could sense that | was still nunb inside,
but believed I could walk. | didn't think I'd changed
my mind too late. The doctor had only worked on ne
a few minutes before leaving. | could see no bl ood,



and suddenly mny sensation of dizziness vanished. |
felt good, better in fact than | had since | found out
was pregnhant. | swung ny | egs over the side of the
tabl e and stood up.

| called out to the doctor and nurse again. Still no
answer. The green gown was bugging nme, so | pulled it
of f and quickly slipped back into ny clothes. Then
stepped into the hallway.

A dizzy sensation overtook me with a bang.

As | | ooked down the hall, opposite the direction
fromwhich | had entered the operating room the

wal | s suddenly el ongated, stretching the hall into what
could have been a pathway into infinity. At the very
end of the hall was bl ackness. Not hi ngness. | shot out
my right arm and caught the edge of the door frane
with ny hand. | passed the back of nmy hand over ny
eyes and steadied nyself. My vision cleared. The

| ength of the hallway shrunk to normal size. | turned
and wal ked toward the reception area.

Pepper junped up as | cane out. He had been

readi ng a Peopl e magazi ne. The woman at the desk

nmust have been in the back. W were al one.

"Are you done al ready?" he asked.

"Yes."

"You weren't in there long."

"I"'ma quick fix." | opened the door to the outside.
Faint blue light shone in the east. "Let's get out of

here."

Pepper hurried after ne. "Are you sure you're al
ri ght?"

"I"'mperfect," | said stepping outside into the coo
morning air. "Gve ne the keys. | want to drive."

"Rox, you can't. You just had an operation."

| paused on the opposite side of the car fromhim "I
didn't do it."

"You didn't have the abortion?" he asked, shocked.
"No. And | don't want to argue about it."
" Rox?"

| put up ny hand. "I just want to go hone, OK?
G ve ne the keys."

He tossed ne the keys, reluctantly. We clinbed in
the car and drove away. | half expected the ugly fat
nurse to conme bursting out of the clinic shouting for



us to stop. But we left in silence.
And the silence foll owed us.

"I think we should tal k about this," Pepper said
softly, five mnutes |ater when we were on the out-
skirts of Foster. The town was tw ce the size of Salem
but that wasn't saying it was big. Soon we would be in
the desert.

"I"ve decided to have the baby,"” | said calmy. "W

can talk all you want. | think you're right-we should
talk. But 1'mnot going to change ny mnd. If that's

not all right with you, | understand. You won't have to
be responsible for raising our daughter. If you don't
pay child support, | won't take any kind of |egal action
agai nst you. You'll be free to live your life exactly as
you want."

He stared at ne for a while before respondi ng.
couldn't see his expression-lI could only glinpse him
out of the corner of ny eye. | had nmy eyes on the road.
W seened to be the only ones | eaving Foster that
nor ni ng.

"How do you know it's a girl?" he asked agai n.

| chuckled. "I'mnot sure-1 just know "
"Nothing | say will make any difference?"
"Nope. "

He sighed, settling hinmself in the seat as if he were
about to take a nap. "Then | won't say anyt hing,
except that I'lIl see you through this."

| glanced over at him "That makes a difference,"
sai d.

Pepper nodded, and then fell asleep. Men, boys-
they could sleep through the end of the world. O
course we had been up the entire night before. | never
knew Pepper snored. | thought it was cute.

When the sun cane up an hour |ater, Pepper was

still asleep. The sun peeked over the horizon directly
in front of me and burned bright into ny brain. It was
at that exact nmonent that | saw a hitchhi ker at the
side of the road about half a mile in front of us. It

| ooked like a girl, but |I couldn't have sworn to it. It
m ght have been a guy with long, red hair, brighter
than mne. The person had on a | ong dark cape, but
framed against the light of the sun, she was little nore
than a silhouette with flamng hair. | debated whet her
I'd pick her up. | usually did pick people up

| assuned the person was hitchhiking. But as
rai sed nmy hand to shield my eyes fromthe glare, she
di sappeared. There was a cluster of cactuses just off



the road. | assumed she had seen us coming and
ducked behind them | wasn't going to worry about it.
| had enough on ny mnd. | drove by the spot she had
been standi ng without slow ng one bit.

An hour later, about five mles outside of Salem |

cane to a fam liar gas station. | glanced down at ny
gauge. | was on ny last half gallon. | decided to stop
and fill up. Pulling into the station beside the punp, |

reached over and shook Pepper gently. He hadn't
stirred once since we'd |left Foster

"Hey, sleepyhead," | said. "W're al nost hone."
He opened his eyes and yawned. "Wat tinme is it?"

"Al nost eight. W need gas. Do you have any
nmoney?"

He cl osed his eyes again. "The clinic has all ny
nmoney. "

| got out. "Thanks."
"Just stating the facts, miss.”

Like | said, | knew the station. It was always open
You coul d punp your gas before paying. | dug a

mangl ed five-dollar bill out of ny blue jeans. |
woul dn't be filling up, after all. Pepper was snoring
again before | got my four point three gallons in the
tank. | walked up to the windowto pay. A faint breeze
played with nmy hair. The sky was as blue as sunmer. |
knew it was going to be a cooker of a day.

There was no one at the w ndow, although it was
open.

"Hel | 0? Anyone home?"

No answer. The garage doors were pulled down, but
the cash register was |ying open. That was odd,
t hought. Even if the guy on duty had had to go to the
bat hroom he woul d have cl osed the cash register

| mredi ately | thought the place was being held up
The help was in the back with a bullet in the brain and
the villain was this very nonent returning for the
cash. | backed away fromthe wi ndow three steps, then
whirled around and ran for the car.

"Pepper," | said quietly. "Wake up. W have to get
out of here."

He didn't open his eyes or sit up. "The car runs just
as well with nme asleep as it does with nme awake."

| opened the car door. "I think this place is being
hel d up."

He bolted upright and gl anced at the w ndow.



n W]y?"

"I called and no one answered. The cash register's
| yi ng open.”

"The guy could be in the bathroom"

| clinbed in the car. "I don't think so. | have a bad
feeling about this. | want to get out of here." | put the
key in the ignition. Pepper put a hand on ny arm
"Wait a sec,"” he said. "If the place is being held up
we shoul d hel p."

"We can't help. Only people with | oaded guns can
help in situations like this. Let's go!"

"No," Pepper said. "That wouldn't be cool."

"I don't want to be cool. | want to be alive. Let go of
my arm"
He opened his door. "You stay here. 1'Il be back in a

monent. |f you hear gunshots, drive off."

| grabbed his arm "Oh, sure. Ch, great. \Wat a
classic macho attitude. You are coming with me. My
daughter is not going to grow up without a father."

"It could be a boy, for Christsakes." He shook
| oose. "Do as | say-and don't worry."

"I won't worry," | said sarcastically, sitting back

"I"ll take these few nonents to enjoy a peacefu
meditation." He closed the door in ny face. |
pounded t he dashboard. "Dammit!"

| watched as he wal ked casually up to the w ndow.
One thing about Pepper-he was no coward. He
peered in the window, listened for a second, and then
wal ked around the side of the building to a door and
di sappeared inside. Wiy did | go to an abortion clinic
and pay them four hundred bucks? | just had to sit
t hrough a holdup and 1'd abort. | clasped ny hand
over my abdonen and waited. | didn't start the car. If
someone shot Pepper, | thought, they could shoot ne
as well.

He was back a minute later. I was so relieved
al nrost started crying. "There's no one here," he said.

"Are you sure?"

"Positive. There's no one in the back, the bath-
roonms, anywhere."

"Way woul d they just go off and | eave the noney
lying around |ike that?"



Pepper was puzzled. "I don't know. "

I handed himny five-dollar bill. "Well, stick this in
their cash register and let's get out of here."

Pepper stuffed the nobney in his jeans pocket and
clinbed inside. "G me a break," he said.

"That's stealing."

"Yeah, well, turn ne in when we get to town."
"You're mad at nme," | said.

"I'"'mnot mad at you."

"Then why don't you talk to nme?" | asked.

"Because you told ne talking to you would be a
waste of tine. Then | went to sleep, and | don't talk in

ny sleep.”
"You snore, though."

"l don't snore," he said.

"Yeah, you do. | don't mnd. |I knowit's beyond
your control."

"Thank you, Rox. Now can we get out of here. This
place is giving ne the creeps.”

| paused. "Wy did you say that?"

" Rox. "

"No." | glanced at the deserted w ndow agai n.
"There is sonething creepy about this place. Can you
feel it?"

"It's just because it's deserted, that's all."

"But why is it deserted?"

"I told you, | don't know why. Please, let's go
hore. "

| started the car reluctantly. "OK "

We drove into Salem There was no one out. |t was

no big deal. It was still early. But it was odd. W went
to Pepper's house. He clinbed out of the car w thout
gi ving ne a goodbye ki ss.

"What are your plans today?" | asked him

"I want to sleep sone nore."

"And after that? Do you want to get together? | have



the whole day free." 1'd nade sure | had the day off so
| could recover fromnmny operation. | was recovering
all right. In nine nonths | would be fully heal ed.

"Sure," he said without enthusiasm He turned
awnay.

" Pepper ?"

He stopped with his back to me. "I told you, I

under st and. "
"I"'msorry."

He sighed and gl anced over his shoulder. "I hope
we're not both sorry."

"Yeah," | agreed.

| drove horme. On the way | noticed agai n how qui et
the town was. There should have been soneone on the
road. | couldn't even hear a bird singing. Yeah,
noticed the silence, but it didn't nake ne wonder.
was nore amazed at how wi de awake | felt. It was a
while since 1'd slept.

| parked in the driveway and went inside. Like
said, ny dad was out of town. Yet the noment |
st epped through the door | was struck by how enpty
the house felt-as if no one had ever lived there.

"Dad?" | called. OF course no one answered. | think

| just wanted to hear the sound of ny voice. My jitters
fromthe deserted gas station were still with nme. | went
into the kitchen and put on a pot of coffee. | drank a
dozen cups a day. | would have to learn to cut down.
The caffeine wouldn't be good for the baby.

VWhile waiting for the coffee, |I flipped on the radio.
had just bought it the previous nonth. It was a Sony,
and had twi n cassette players and excellent reception

Only static came out of the speakers.

| | eaned over and checked the dial. It was tuned to
my favorite station-98.7 "Rock You Until You Go to

Heaven." Crazy Harry shoul d have been greasing up
the airwaves by now, | thought. | fiddled with the dial
The static continued. | switched to another station
More fuzz.

"Dam," | nuttered. "He told ne it was the better
nodel . "

| turned off the radio. My coffee was ready. | take it

bl ack, with both sugar and Sweet 'N Low. | mi xed
nmysel f a powerful hit and sat in my dad's favorite
chair in the living room sipping and thinking. Qur
house woul d be nothing to filma novie inside. W
had only two box bedroons and one bat hroom t hat

woul d probably be reincarnated as an outhouse. Still,



it was cozy enough. My dad painted in oils in his spare
time, when his back wasn't killing himfromall his
driving. He favored mountain scenes copied from
Nat i onal Geographi ¢ phot ographs. H's works covered

the wal I s around ne.

But the silence, the enptiness-it seemed to seep
into nme fromthe floor. | couldn't explainit. | set ny
cof fee down and wal ked over and turned on the TV.

Static. Fuzz.

"Li ke the radio," | whispered.

| flipped through the channels. Not hing.
"Ch, no," | said.

Suddenly | was afraid. Afraid of nothing, that nost
awful of fears. Especially when nothing is all there is.

| strode over to the wi ndow and | ooked out. |
wat ched for five mnutes and not a single car drove by.
My fear deepened as the silence around nme seened to
expand. The only sound was the faint rustling of the
wind on the walls of the house, the desert sand
scratching at the paint, like long nails craving an
invitation inside.

| sat back in ny dad's favorite chair and picked up

t he phone. The dial tone was reassuring. | dialed
Pepper's nunber. It rang and rang. | called a friend at
school, Sandy Hankins. There was no answer. | called

the [ ocal supermarket. It was open twenty-four hours
a day. Nobody home. | called ny best friend, Susan
Duggin, in Florida. | got her parents' answering
machi ne. | put down the phone and thought of the
deserted gas station. Even before we got into town .

"Where is everybody?" | asked out |oud.

No one answered ne. | al nbst screanmed right then

I would have but the silence wouldn't allowit. The
silence was too strong. | got up and ran out of the
house.

The bl ock was deserted. | went to ny nei ghbors-
the Holl ens. They had two hyperactive kids and a dog
that barked at its own barking. | banged on the door

"Hello.' |Is anyone there? Please answer if you're
there. It's an emergency."

| was talking to a door. | ran to ny nei ghbors on the
ot her side-the Blaines. No kids or animals but two
| oud people who got up early and let the rest of the
world knowit. | called to them too, and injured their
front door with ny fists, but they were definitely not
horre.



It seened no one was.

What did | do next? | began to nove toward the

center of town-six blocks away. | stopped at other

houses, even peeked nmy head in a couple, but | quit

doing it very soon. There was no one around. The

sight of a corpse would have been wel cone to ne right
then. A skeleton, sitting at a kitchen table with a fresh
cup of steanming coffee. Sure, let ne neet him I'm
desperate. Anything, even a goldfish. But | was al one.

| stunbled into the town square and col | apsed on
the I awn beside the statue of David Fitzpatrick-the
town's founding father. He was covered with bird
linme, as usual, but there were no birds. They nust
have all flown away, into a sky above nine

"Help!" | finally screaned. My voice echoed
agai nst the watching buildings, until it becane an
echo of an echo, and was lost. | buried ny face in ny

hands, thankful that they at |east had not deserted ne.
Tears filled ny eyes, and | cried, but only quietly and
to nyself because there was no one there to share
themw th. | was not nmerely confused. | was |ost. Lost
inatow | had lived in all ny life.

Time did not go by. That woul d have been a joke.

Time had al ready packed its bags and left town. But
somet hi ng passed, and then after a while | becane

awar e that sonmeone was standi ng above ne. | raised

nmy eyes. | had to look into the sun to see him Just like
the first time. Just as |'d | ooked into the rising sun
when | spotted the | one hitchhiker on the enpty

hi ghway.

"Pepper," | said.
"Where is everybody?" he asked.

CHAPTER I 11

Pepper told nme his story. His aunt and uncle had been
out when he'd gone into the house. The fact hadn't
di sturbed himgreatly, but when he had |lain down to
sleep, the creepy feeling he'd felt at the gas station
woul dn't go away. He got up and called me, but | nust
have al ready been out and poundi ng on the neighbors
doors. He called a few friends, but no one was hone.
He didn't turn on the radio or TV, but started wal ki ng
toward the center of town as | had done, calling out
for anyone to answer. Finally, of course, he found ne.

W sat on a bench in the center of the town square

as we caught up on each other's stories. To say there
was a feeling of unreality to our situation would have
been |ike saying the sun was hot. W sat on a bench in
t he shade, but we were perspiring. Both our shirts
were stained with cold sweat.



"Why woul d everyone | eave?" | asked.

Pepper grimaced and sat quietly thinking. "The
only thing | can figure is there nust have been sone
ki nd of evacuation. Maybe there was a toxic spill in
the area. The National Guard could have been

brought in Iast night. They mi ght have cl eared every-
one out."

"I'f that was the case they'd have put up road-
bl ocks. "

He nodded. "I know. But it's the only expl anation
t hat makes any kind of sense. There were people here
at nine last night when we left. Now they're gone.
There nust be a reason. There nust be sonething bad
here. | think we better get the hell out of here.™

"But | told you how | called Susan in Florida. Even
she wasn't hone. It's |like everybody's di sappeared.”

"Are you saying the whole world' s deserted?" he
asked.

"Maybe. "
"That's ridicul ous."

"What's happened here is ridiculous.” | stood. "I
want to call more people in nore places."

He got to his feet. "I don't think that's a good i dea.
Let's just get out of here. We can call people from
Foster."

The word hit me like a sharp spike. "I'mnot going
back there!"

He was taken back by ny reaction. "I didn't mean,
Rox-"

"I know," | said quickly. Then |I shrugged. "This is
not nmy day. First I go for an abortion, and then | end
up in the twilight zone." | pointed to Mke's El ectron-

ic Repair, next to Baskin-Robbins. "Look, let's make
a couple of calls. Maybe we can reach soneone who'l Il
tell us what's happening."

Pepper hesitated. "Fine. But let's nake it quick."

The door to Mke's shop was | ocked. Pepper paused
for a second, glanced up and down the bl ock, and then
ki cked in the glass beside the door. | junped at the
sound. Pepper reached inside and undid the latch

"We'll have to tell Mke we did this," | said.
wanted to add, "If we ever see himagain." W stepped
inside. Mke had lived in Salem a hundred years and
there was not hing he couldn't fix-radios, TVs,
refrigerators-as long as they didn't have any



m crochips in them Mke hated any silicon wonders.
He called them microshits. H s shop was sinple,
crammed with the internal organs of nodern conve-
ni ences. An oil-stained phone sat on his cluttered
wor kbench. Pepper picked it up

"Who should we call first?" he asked.

"I nformation."

"Seriously?"
"I amserious," | said. "If they don't answer, call the
operator."

He did as | requested. Information was not there.
He tried the operator. The sane thing. He slamed
down t he phone. "There nust be something wong

with the lines,"” he said.

"Did you get a nornmal dial tone?" | asked.

"Yes, | got a normal dial tone."

| reached for the phone. "I want to call ny grand-
nother in Portland. She hasn't left her house since
was born." | dialed the nunber fromnenory. It rang

forever, although | kept praying for it to stop. But |
couldn't take the phone away from ny ear. Pepper
finally had to put the receiver down. He was studying
me as if he was worried | was about to | ose my mnd.
He had every right to be concerned.

"Rox . " he began.
"There's no one there," | whispered. "The world's
enpty."

"Don't talk |like that. There's been an evacuati on of
the area. The National Guard-"

"Screw the National Guard," | interrupted.

He grabbed ne. "Your grandnother's probably stil
asl eep. Call soneone else."

"No. "
"Do it, damm you! We're not al one!"
"Yes, we are," a voice said behind us.

CHAPTER | V

In wal ked Stan Reese. Short chubby ei ght een-year -
old Stan surprised me so bad | al nost peed ny pants.
Child prodigy. Probable val edictorian of our class.
Good old Stan. Ask hima question about math or
science and if he didn't know the answer, there was



none. Hs brown eyes were huge because his gl asses
were thick. He cane in and sat on Mke's favorite
stool. Hi s pleasant plunp face was a haven of sanity.
He scratched at his dirty blond hair and sniffled.

"I hope | didn't scare you guys," he said calnly.

| let go of Pepper and moved to Stan, huggi ng him
so tightly I could have hurt him But Stan didn't
conplain. He wasn't only snmart, he was cool. He was
the rarest of intellectual s-he never acted superior

He smiled briefly as | let himgo. He reset his gl asses
on his nose.

"It's too bad it took the end of the world for
Roxanne to give me a hug," he said.

"I"'mso glad to see you," | exclained, messing up

his hair. |I knew Stan fairly well. Qur junior year | took
al gebra, and because | had the bad habit of ditching

cl ass every other day, the teacher assigned Stan to
tutor ne. Stan wasn't in ny class, of course. He was

al ready on his second semester of college cal cul us, but
he was doi ng some kind of work-study project. | saw
himtwi ce a week for an hour, and in that tinme he
taught me nore than the teacher could have ever
taught me. | ended up getting a B in the class, and
taking Stan out for ice creamafterward to thank him
He really liked ice cream He had a banana split and a
malt. He had a rather major problemw th his weight.

Pepper stepped forward. W had never tal ked about
Stan, but | suspected Pepper hardly knew him "What
do you nean, the end of the world?" Pepper asked.
"Has there been a nucl ear war?"

"Not that |'maware of," Stan said.

"Then what are you sayi ng?" Pepper denanded.

"Everybody in the world seens to have di sap-
peared," Stan replied.

"That's insane," Pepper sneered.

"Tell me about it," Stan said. He sat for a nonent
wi t hout speaking-we all did. Wen Stan spoke next,

his voice was curiously intrigued, as if our situation
were nothing but a fascinating scientific problem
which | suppose it was in a way. "lI'ma short wave
operator," he said. "Have been for years. | usually talk
to three buddies of mne in Europe every Saturday

nmorni ng. There's one each in France, Cernany, and
Switzerland. The one in France is a thirty-year-old
worman, who's been teaching ne French for the last six

months. Well, to make a long story short, | tried to get
in touch with themthis norning. | couldn't get any of
them | checked out ny equipnent. It was perfect.

tried getting other people | talk to occasionally: a guy
in Australia with chronic insomia, a priest in India



-these guys are al nbst always on the airways. | got

zip. | began to scan all the bans. | was receiving fine.
But nobody was transmitting. | turned on a normal

radio, a TV."

"I did the sane thing!" | exclai ned.

"What did you get?" Stan asked.

"Static," | said. "Fuzz."

Stan nodded. "That's what | got."

"I don't believe any of this," Pepper protested.

Stan pointed. "Turn on Mke's TV right there. That
one's his-it's not in for repair."

Pepper did as he was told. He got a screen of fuzz,
no matter how many tines he flipped the channel. He
snapped it off. "It proves nothing," he said, angry.
"It proves a lot," Stan said. "All the networks and
| ocal stations have suddenly stopped broadcasting."

"Why?" | asked.
"I don't why," Stan said.

"But you're M. Brain," Pepper said. "You get al
t he good grades. Use your brain now. G ve us sone-
t hi ng. "

Stan sighed. "My first reaction would be to say that
there has been a major EMP high in the atnosphere.
That's an el ectronmagnetic pulse. A multiple negaton
war head detonated at say, forty mles altitude, could
knock out all our electronics."

"Then we are at war," | npaned.

"Not that | know of," Stan repeated. "An EMP
woul d have killed this TV here. And ny short wave,
and your radio. W wouldn't be getting fuzz, we'd be
getting nothing. Plus an EMP woul dn't explain the

di sappear ance of everybody."

"Then gi ve us anot her explanation," Pepper said.

"What about a toxic spill or sonething |like that?"
Stan spread his hands. "I got up this norning, and
after realizing that there was no one on ny radio or

TV, | went to ny parents' bedroom There was no one

in their bed. There was no one in the house. If ny
parents had been evacuated in the mddle of the night,
don't you think they'd at | east awaken me? Ask me if |
wanted to come?"

"Was their bed nmessed up?" | asked.



St an nodded. "CGood question. Yes, it was unnade.
My not her never |left a bed unmade nore than ten
mnutes in her whole life. | think they were in bed
when they left."

"When they |eft where?" Pepper asked.
"I don't know," Stan repeated.

| felt faint and couldn't think clearly. Al the rules
had been changed. Reality had fallen asleep at the
wheel and driven off the road. | had to sit down.

Pepper pounded his leg in frustration.
"We can't just sit here," he said. "W have to find
out what's happened. | say we get a car and drive to
anot her town."

"W m ght have to do that eventually," Stan said.
"But | wouldn't start our investigation by traveling.'

"Why not?" Pepper asked.

"What's in another town that's not here?" Stan

asked. "More peopl e? Maybe, maybe not. But we

al ready know for a fact that nost of the people on
earth are gone. | can tell if aradio or a TV s been
damaged. There was nothing wong with mne. |

doubt there was anything wong with Roxanne's. That
means that no one, in any part of the world, is
transmtting. And that neans this effect is not |ocal-
ized to here."

"But we have to find nore people,"”
pr ot est ed.

Pepper

"W may find nore people in Salemitself,"” Stan
said. "We should | ook here first. People freak out
when t he unexpected happens. What's happened to-
day is about as unexpected as you can get. If we go
driving fromtown to town, we might end up getting
shot at by soneone.™

Pepper consi dered. He al ways had strong opi ni ons,
but | ogi c worked wonders on him and everything
Stan had said made sense. "All right," Pepper said
finally. "We'll stay here for now But what do we do
her e?"

Stan paced in front of us. "If there are other people
in town, what would they do first? Once they discov-
ered what had happened?"

"They'd probably go through all the steps we have,"
| said. "Then they'd | eave town."

"What woul d they do just before they left town?"
St an asked.



"Steal a good car and a sack full of cash," Pepper
sai d.

"Ah." Stan raised an approving finger. He had
probably known the answer before asking for our

i nput. "W all want easy money. \Wat a tinme to get
it."

"Let's go to the bank," | said.
"Right," Stan said, agreeing with ne.

"Let's go," Pepper said, anxious to do sonething,
anyt hi ng.

There were two banks in Salem on opposite corners
of the town square. W went to the small one first-a
First Interstate. Qur break-in tactics had lost their
subtl ety already. Pepper sinply kicked the door in.
W | ooked around, called out. No one.

The next bank-a Security Pacific-was Sal em s

mai n center of commerce. | had been in it only a
coupl e of days earlier, when | had w thdrawn ny half
of the abortion nmoney. The teller had asked if | was
going to use the cash for a present or for a vacation
weekend. | had said, "Yeah, right, both." Gve nme the
cash and m nd your own business. It was a big bank

no doubt full of big bucks. As we approached, we
could see the front door had already been smashed in,
whi ch made us hurry toward it. Stan stopped us

before we could enter, though

"\Whoever was here has probably already come and
gone," Stan said. "But nmaybe we should call out
before we enter. W don't want to surprise anybody."

"CGood idea," Pepper said. He stuck his face close to
the hole in the front door. "Hello!" he called. He got
no response. "We rnust have nissed them" he nut-
tered, pulling the door open

A gl ass panel beside the door suddenly shattered
into | ethal-1oo0king shards. A loud roar accomnpani ed
the display. Instinctively we threw ourselves to the
sides of the door, pressing against the brick walls.
was al one on ny side, the left side.

"You shoul d have yelled | ouder,"” Stan told Pepper

"Or not yelled at all,"
all right, Rox?"

Pepper grunbled. "Are you

"Yeah," | gasped. "But naybe we should stop by the
bank later."™ A warm sticky sensation on ny right |eg
got ny attention. | |ooked down and was amazed to
see a dark stain growi ng through ny blue jeans. "I've
been shot," | whispered.

"We've got to get out of here," Stan said, seeing ny



wound.

"That sonof abitch," Pepper swore. "Can you wal k,
Rox?"

G ngerly | probed ny wound. | had never been shot
before. | wanted to be cool l|ike the characters on TV
and just rip off a piece of ny shirt and bandage ny
wound on the spot. But | felt suddenly nauseous. | had
to brace nyself against the wall just to keep from
falling over.

"I think I've just been grazed,"” | managed to get
out. "I don't think there's a bullet in ny leg."

"I"'mgoing over to her," Pepper said to Stan

"Be quick," Stan advised.

Pepper | eapt across the di stance between us. It was a
good thing. A second and third shot disintegrated
what was left of the glass. Pepper put a supporting arm
around rme.

"Il carry you," he said.
| brushed himoff. "No, | can wal k. Let's just get out
of here.”

"I"'mgetting a rifle and com ng back and wasti ng
this guy," Pepper hissed. He grabbed nmy hand and
nodded in the direction of sone buildings out of the
line of sight of the ruined bank doors. "Let's do it."

W were just preparing to launch our getaway, when
a voice called out frominside the bank. "Wo's
there?" it said.

Pepper was enraged. "Who's there?" he screaned.
"We're here! Who are you? And why are you shooting
at us?"

There was a | ong pause. "Is that you, Pepper?"
"Yeah!" Pepper yelled back. "Wo are. you?"
"It's Helter."

Hel ter Skater, better known as Helter Skelter
wanted to be a bad dude. He wanted it so bad, and
took on so many of the trappings of toughness, that he
had ended up as a topic of light gossip. He snoked, he
drank, he had tattoos-all the basics. But he al so
conmitted at | east one significant act of violence a
month. He did it with such regularity it was as if he
marked it off on a cal endar beforehand. In March he
got in an argunment with the football quarterback at
school and ended up breaking the guy's jaw. He was
suspended for the act, but only for a couple of days
because the quarterback had thrown nore intercep-
tions than touchdowns the previous seasons. In Apri



Helter got in a fight with a biker at a local bar. It was
true the bi ker had seen better days in the nineteen-
fifties and was al one and very drunk, but the way

Helter told the story he had taken on a gang of Hell's
Angels with only his fists to defend himself. Now it

was a May stardate and he had just shot Roxanne

Wlls in the | eg.

"Are you done shooting at us?" Pepper called out,
furious. Helter was bigger than my boyfriend, and
obviously nore practiced at the violent arts, but I
suspected if push cane to shove Pepper woul d have
torn Helter's head off.

"Yeah, you can come in," Helter called.

"I"'mcomng in, all right," Pepper said and kicked
the door open. Stan and | chased after him | was stil

bl eeding, but it was going to have to wait. If there were
only four people left alive on the planet, it wasn't
going to do for one to get killed.

"Pepper," | called after him "Don't start any-
t hi ng. "

"I don't have to start it," he snapped. "You're
bl eeding. That's a hell of a start, already. \Were are
you, you yel |l ow bastard?"

Hel ter was, of course, back beside the vault, where
all the nmoney was kept. He had obviously bl own the

| ock off the vault because his bl ack w ndbreaker

pockets were fat with hundreds, and his pants pockets
bul ged with rolled green wads. He carried a nmean rifle
in his left hand, and | believe it was still snoking. He
did not point it at Pepper as ny boyfriend strode up
but he shook it a little. Tucked in his belt was a Colt
.45 revol ver.

"Don't ness with me, Pepper," he said. "I didn't

know who it was out there."

"You just decided when you woke up this norning
that you woul d shoot at anything that noved, huh?"
Pepper demanded, nonentarily halting his advance.

"I'f I wanted to hit you,"
"you'd be dead."

Hel t er snapped back

| raised nmy hand. "Excuse nme, ny leg is bl eeding.
How conme |'m not dead?"

"Ch," Helter munbled, chagrined. | could never

deci de whether he was attractive in a crude way, or
just plain ugly. H's hair was blond, plowed down to
the roots, and his deeply tanned face was surprisingly
featurel ess. He had two expressions: anger or vague
confusion. | suppose he could | ook frightened, too,

but | hadn't been around himall that nuch. He was a
senior like the rest of us, but he noved in different



circles.
"I should kick in your face," Pepper said.

Helter put his attitude back on. "What's stopping
you?"

"I think it's the fact that you're holding two deadly
weapons, " Stan observed.

Helter scow ed. "Wat are you doi ng here?"

"C osing out ny account," Stan replied. Then he
did a very brave thing. He stepped forward and

pl ucked the rifle out of Helter's hand. He didn't touch
the revol ver, however. Helter was so amazed he didn't

even try to stop him Stan set the rifle on a nearby seat,
addi ng, "Let's kiss and make up and get down to

busi ness. Al right guys?"

"It's all right with ne," Helter said, trying to act
bor ed.

"Just our luck he should have been left," Pepper
muttered. He turned to me. "I want to | ook at your
leg. Are you in pain?"

| nodded to all the nmobney in the area. "Yeah. But |
feel a lot better knowing that we're rich.”

Pepper had nme sit and felt ny cut. He decided that
the bullet had just grazed nme. He ripped off a part of
his shirt and tied it tightly over the wound. The
bl eedi ng began to slow i nedi ately.

"Are you strong enough to walk to the drugstore?”
Pepper asked.

"Sure," | said. "It's only next door."

"I can give you a piggyback ride," Helter offered
guilty at |ast.

"No thanks," | said politely. I wasn't really that
mad at him

"Could | have a piggyback ride?" Stan asked Helter
hopeful |y.

"What a group,"” Helter grow ed.

At the drugstore Pepper made the other two stay up
front at the cash register while I sat down in the back
besi de the prescription drugs. | slipped down ny
pants so he could clean and bandage nmy wound. It was
ki nd of romanti c.

"They do this in westerns all the time," | said as he
taped the gauze to nmy thigh. | could tell he was
enjoying the sight of ny |legs; they were good ones.



"I don't remenber any drugstores in westerns," he
sai d.

"That's true." | reached down and held his hands.

Hs eyes met mine. If | was |ooking for strength, it was
there for the taking. The only thing that nade our
situation bearable was that we were together. "Wat

are we going to do?" | asked.

"First we have to figure out what's happened and
then | guess we'll do the right thing." He glanced in
the direction of the others. "W're |ucky we have Stan
with us. The guy's sharp.”

"You like him I'mglad. He really is a wonderfu
person. But be nice to Helter as well. We'Ill get
nowhere if we're at one another's throats."

“I'I'l tolerate him | wll not be nice to him"

Pepper finished with ny |l eg and we rejoined the
others. We hardly had a chance to catch up on Helter's
story, and his ours, when blond, beautiful Leslie Belle
strolled through the door. Her eyes were dry but both
her cheeks were streaked. She had on bright blue
paj amas and no shoes.

"I have a splitting headache," she said flatly. "Any
of you guys got an aspirin?"

CHAPTER V

Leslie Belle was beauty and success. She got good
grades, starred in practically every play at Sal em
H gh-and she gl owed. She was the kind of girl that
girls like nyself were supposed to despise. And yet,
t hough I knew her well enough to know her faults,

had never been able to dislike her. | believed she
deserved her popularity. Her |ooks could not be
deni ed. Her blue eyes were brilliant by day, and

sparkled at night. She had bones and teeth that spelled
sun and fun, and a body that made npbst guys think
party time.

But she wasn't |oose, at least not fromwhat I'd
heard, and even nore renarkabl e, she wasn't a snob
Once when | sprained ny ankle, and had to hobbl e
around on crutches, she carried ny books to and from
the classes we shared. And she performed the service
wi t hout nmaking nme feel self-conscious. O course, she
wasn't perfect. She had a tendency to tal k about
herself. She did so quite innocently, as if she honestly
bel i eved Leslie Belle was what you did want to hear
about. The odd thing was, she was usually right. She
led a much nore exciting life than the average Sal em
Hgh girl.

Now, though, she didn't | ook too excited or excit-
ing. Stan fetched her a bottle of Tylenol and a can of



Coke fromthe drugstore cool er. She swal |l owed three
of the pills in one gulp, and then | eaned agai nst the
counter, staring blankly at a row of diapers.

"Does somebody want to talk or should | just start
scream ng?" she said finally.

"Ni ce pajanas," Helter said.
"Thanks," Leslie nunbl ed.
"Have you seen anybody el se beside us?" | asked.

"Nope," Leslie said. "lIs there anybody el se?"

"We're not sure," Stan said.

Leslie nodded slowy. Then her beautiful face began
to fall to pieces. Her lower lip quivered. Her cheeks
trenbled and the tears fell. Pepper was by her side in a
monent, his conforting arms around her. That was
K, | suppose, though I would have been happy to
confort her nyself.

"Shh, " Pepper crooned. "It's not so bad. We'll be al
right. Don't cry." He drew out a handkerchief. He had
never offered nme one before. "Here, blow your nose.
You'll feel better."”

"I just can't find anybody," Leslie nmoaned in his
chest.

"What a fox," Helter whispered to Stan, shaking his
head.

"Let's go get some ice cream" Stan said. "I think
better when |I'meating."

W broke into Baskin-Robbins. Pepper let Helter

kick in the door, nmuch to Helter's pleasure. Stan's
tastes were sinple, though i nmense. He plucked a
five-gallon tub of chocolate chip out of the freezer
chest, grabbed a spoon, and got to work. Helter didn't
even bother with a spoon, the barbarian. Leslie wasn't
hungry. Pepper and | shared a cup of vanilla. The
situation was hilarious. The world had ended and
there we were eating ice cream

"Shoul d we have our big talk now or should we go
| ooking for nore people first?" Stan asked, | ooking
quite happy to sit there and finish the tub

"I don't want to talk," Helter said. "I want to get
out of here."

"And where do you want to go?" Stan asked
"Los Angeles," Helter said without hesitation. He

had returned to the bank for his rifle and was keeping
it close, along with his revol ver, which he had set on



the table beside his ice cream
"Why there?" | asked.
Hel ter shrugged. "I've always wanted to go there."

Pepper snorted. "So have |, but the situation's
changed a bit, don't you think?"

Helter was not inpressed. "L.A.'s a big city.
There'll be nore survivors there."

"More survivors of what?" Pepper asked.
"OfF whatever's happened," Helter said sinply.
"And what has happened?" Pepper asked him

"l don't know," Helter said. "lIsn't that what Stan
wants to tal k about ?"

"We do need to talk," Stan said diplonmatically.
"Leslie, are you sure you don't want any ice creanf
You can have your choice of thirty-one flavors."
"I'"d rather not," she replied, clutching Pepper's
handkerchi ef to her chest. Her gaze was far off. |
bel i eved she was in shock, and knew that Stan be-
lieved the sane thing about her. He set aside his
spoon and reached out to touch her hands.

"Why don't you tell us what happened to you this
nmor ni ng?" he asked.

She stared at hima nmonment. "Nothing happened. "

"Tell us," Stan insisted gently.

Leslie gestured hel plessly. "I woke up and ny

parents were out. | couldn't understand why they
woul d suddenly | eave without telling me or |eaving ne
a note. | made nyself breakfast. | had a bowl of corn
fl akes and strawberries. Then | turned on the radio,
but it was broken. | called a couple of ny girlfriends,

but no one answered. Then | started to get scared.”

"You felt like you were surrounded by enpti ness?"
| said.

Leslie nodded. "I feel that way still, even with you
guys here. | stepped outside on our porch. There were

no cars on the road, no people. | began to walk up the
street. At first | called out, but no one answered. Then
I just wal ked without saying anything. | wal ked for a
long tinme."

"You must have been happy to see us," Helter said
ganel y.

Leslie remai ned solerm. "I don't even know if you



guys are real. Wy should I be happy?"

"We're real," Pepper said. He, too, reached over

and squeezed her hands. It seened the in thing to do.
No one had squeezed mine in the last half hour, and
had got shot.

"About what tinme did you wake up, Leslie?" Stan
asked.

"I don't know. The sun was up."
Stan nodded. "Helter, tell us your tale.”

"Mne's like hers, except | didn't get all freaked

out," Helter said. "I woke up and realized everybody
had split. | figured I'd split, too. I got a gun, | was
getting sone bread. | was heading for the Coast. Then

you guys showed up."

"And you decided to shoot us," Pepper said bit-

terly.

"You startled me, all right?" Helter said. "I told you
I was sorry."

"You never said you were sorry," | said.

"Well, so what?" Helter said. "W has tinme to be
sorry with all this weird crap goi ng on?"

"What time did you get up?" Stan asked Helter

"Alittle after eight," Helter said.

"You guys said you were out of town this norning
when this change happened,” Stan said to ne and
Pepper. "G ve ne nore details. Where exactly were
you?"

"We started off in Foster," Pepper said.

"What were you doing there?" Stan asked.

"W were visiting friends," | said quickly.

"What time did you | eave Foster?" Stan asked.

Pepper gl anced at nme. "About six," | said.

"Were your friends up when you |eft?" Stan asked.

"Yes," | said, thinking of the doctor and nasty
nur se.

"You saw t hen?" Stan asked. "You talked to
t hen?"

"Sure, they were awake," | said. "Why?"



"Have you tried calling themsince you | eft Foster?"
St an asked.

"No," | said.
"Do you want to try?" Stan asked.

"No," | said. "I mean, | know they won't be hone.
They told us they were going out."

Stan paused. He was sharp. | could tell he suspected
I was hiding sonmething. "Wat did you do after you
eft Foster?" he asked.

"W drove straight here," | said.

"Who drove?" Stan asked.

"1 did."

"What did you do, Pepper?" Stan asked.
"Not hi ng. Dozed off."

Stan was interested. "Did you sleep the whol e way
back?"

"No," Pepper said. "I woke up when we got to that
gas station out on Thirty-seven. You know t he one?"

"Yeah," Stan said. "What tinme was that?"
"Close to eight," Pepper said. "There was no one at
the station. We thought it had been robbed."

"And fromthere you drove straight into town?"
St an asked.

"Yeah," Pepper said. "Wat are you getting at?"

"I"'mtrying to find a common denom nator," Stan
sai d. "Roxanne, was the sun up when you | eft Foster?"

"No. But there was light in the east."

"Did you see anyone while driving back?" Stan
asked.

"No," | said, then paused. "WAit a second. There
was a hitchhiker. | saw her way ahead of ne on the
road. She was standing in the glare of the rising sun
But when | got to where she was, she was gone."

"What do you nean?" Stan asked. "Did she dash
of f the road?"

"I suppose. Like |I said, | had the sun in ny eyes.
just blinked and she was gone. It's funny-at the tine
I thought | mght have imagined her. But | remenber
her hair. It was long and red, bright red in fact. And



she was wearing a long bl ack coat."
"Where was this?" Stan asked.

"In the mddle of the desert,"” | said. "Hal fway
bet ween here and Foster."

"Did she look like anybody you knew?" Stan asked.

"No," | said.

"This is interesting," Stan said.

"What ?" Pepper asked.
"Several things," Stan said. "Roxanne was the only
one who was awake when the change occurred. The
rest of us were all asleep.”

"So?" | said. "That could just be coincidence."

"Maybe," Stan said. "But let ne point out some-
thing el se that can't be coi ncidence. Look at the five of
us here. Wat do you see?"

"Do we have to include Helter in this question?"
Pepper asked.

"You just watch your nouth," Helter grow ed.

"We're all about the sane age," | said, stunned that
| hadn't seen the truth earlier. "W all go to schoo
t oget her . "

"Exactly," Stan said. "Wiy? Way is it that the only
five people left in town happen to know each other?
Wiat do we have in common?"

"I don't get it," Pepper interrupted. "Who cares?
want to know where everyone's gone. That's the
guestion we should be asking."

Stan shook his head. "Wat if everybody's gone
nowher e?"

"Huh?" Helter said.

"Naturally we assune sonet hi ng has happened to
everybody else," Stan said. "But what if we have it
backward. What if something' s happened to us?"

There was a nonent of silence-a profoundly deep
silence that could not normally be found on the planet
earth. The only sound was a | ow whistling of the w nd
that we coul d hear through the open door. Raising ny
eyes to the sky | noticed sonething el se.

"There are no birds," | said.

"Who cares about the birds?" Helter asked.



"No, it's true," Pepper said, staring out through the

pl at e- gl ass wi ndow of the ice-creamparlor. "I haven't
seen a bird since | woke up at the gas station.”

Stan nodded grimy. "I haven't seen any dogs or

cats or even bugs. | suspect if we took a sanple of our

skin, we wouldn't find any bacteria."

Hel ter | ooked disgusted. "I would sure as hell hope
not . "

"My point is that all living things have vani shed,"
Stan said. "Except for us, and perhaps a few nore
people in town. But to tell you the truth, |I'mnot sure

i f anyone's vani shed-except us."

"Are you saying that we're no | onger on earth?"
Pepper asked. "That we've been picked up by a flying
saucer ?"

"Maybe, " Stan said.

Pepper snorted. "That's the nost idiotic suggestion
| ever heard. |'msurprised at you, Stan."

"Since we are in an inpossible situation," Stan
said, not taking offense, "we nust be open to al
possibilities. How many of you have heard of the
Ber nuda Tri angl e?"

"Are those those new bikinis that show off a girl's
butt?" Helter asked.

| patted Helter's hand. "I don't think you got that
one right."

"It's an area in the ocean near Bernuda where a | ot
of planes and boats have di sappeared," Pepper said.
"Yes," Stan said. "Until yesterday | would have said
t he Bermuda Triangl e was inpossible. But now I'm
not sure. What kind of world are we in right now? An
enpty one? Its enptiness is selective then. There are
no people or aninmals or insects, but there is food.
There's electricity. This last point is interesting.
Who' s runni ng the power stations?"

"Maybe no one," | said. "Maybe the power's just on
for now, and it will fail later.” | shuddered at the
t hought. Because now it was day. The sun was out and
we were together. But come night, it could be very
dark, and silent. It was strange how the silence preyed
on nmy mind nore than the enptiness. They weren't

the sane, | knew, not at all
"That's possible,” Stan said. "But my point is we
appear to be in the same world we've al ways been in,
but with a few inportant differences." He paused. "I
wonder if we haven't fallen into our own Bernuda
Triangle."



"You nean, like into another dinmension?" | asked.

"Yes," Stan said.

"What does 'another dinmension' nmean?" Helter
wanted to know.
"In a sense, nothing," Stan said. "You don't under-
stand sonet hing just because you give it a name. But |
think it's worth talking this way because | can tell you
right now that we're not going to find a | ogica

expl anati on for our predicanment. Everyone in the
worl d sinply does not di sappear overnight."

"You' re depressing me," Helter conpl ai ned.

"Then |l et ne give you sone encouragenent,"” Stan
said. "If we've fallen into another dinension, and we
can figure out how, we m ght be able to clinb back
out."

"Hold on a second," Pepper said. "I"'mnot ready to
accept this other dinension theory until we've | ooked
at others.”

"CGo ahead," Stan said.

"I don't know any others!" Pepper said. "You
suggest sone."

"Flyi ng saucers coul d have swooped in during the
ni ght and beaned everyone aboard except us," Stan
sai d.

"Be serious," Pepper said.

"I am being serious,"” Stan said. "You' re not accept-
ing the fact that this phenonmenon is worl dw de. That

being the case, all our theories will have to be ridicu-
| ous."
"Could we just be dream ng?" | asked.

"This is no normal dream" Stan said carefully,
considering the idea. "I certainly feel like I'm awake.
Then agai n, dream ng people often do."

"W nust be dream ng," Leslie whispered, and
there was suddenly hope in her voice. She sat up in her
chair and there was color in her cheeks. Yet | couldn't
say | preferred her w de-eyed |look to the flat one of a
nonent ago. "W can just wake ourselves up!" she
excl ai med.

"Leslie," | said.
"No, Rox," she said, junping to her feet. "It makes
sense. We'll all pinch ourselves and we'll wake up in

bed." Her voice cracked as she | aughed. "W won't
have to worry about aliens and space ships. W'll just



roll over and turn off the alarm"”

"We could try that, Leslie, if you want," Stan said,
obvi ously concerned. "But | don't want you to get
upset if it doesn't work. W have to be-"

"I't will work!" she interrupted. "But we have to do
it together. Come on, you guys, let's get ready to pinch
our arms on the count of three. One-"

"I wouldn't mnd pinching other things," Helter
nmuttered to Pepper.

" Two- "
"Leslie," | began again.

"Three!" Leslie cried, pinching her arm "Pinch
pi nch, pinch, everyone. Harder. Faster. You're not
doing it hard enough!"

The four of us watched as Leslie hacked at her arm
for perhaps twenty seconds. Then Pepper stood and

hel d her-ny, that was twice in a row and hel ped

her back into her seat. Once there she burst into sobs
and had to be conforted by another of Pepper's strong
hugs. | don't mean to sound unsynpathetic. Leslie
was hurting-there was no doubt of that-but he was

nmy boyfriend. | wi shed Helter would confort her. O
course Helter would probably have tried to get in a
feel in the process.

"This has got to be a dream " Leslie cried.
"Leslie," Stan said patiently with great strength in
his voice. "You have to relax. The situation is strange,
but we're not in any danger. W're together, and

t oget her we can solve this puzzle and make things
right."

Leslie stared at himw th a conbinati on of hope and
di sbelief. "How do you know we're not in danger?"
she whi spered, sniffing.

"Because if there's nothing, nothing can hurt us,"

Stan said. He considered a nmonent. "I keep thinking
about Roxanne's story. The change-|1 don't know
what else to call it-appears to have occurred around

sunrise. And except for Roxanne, none of us was
awake at sunrise." He paused again. "Except for the
hi t chhi ker . "

"I"mnot even sure she was there," | said.

"But you were able to describe her," Stan said.
"You must have seen her. Are there any other details

you renemnber ?"

| hesitated. "No."



"Are you sure?" Stan asked.

I frowned. "I was just thinking how when |I saw her
she | ooked like a shadow across the sun. It canme up
exactly behi nd where she stood."

"Anot her coi ncidence," Stan sai d.
"Stan," Pepper conpl ained. "You' re sounding su-
perstitious."

Stan grinned. "An enpty planet could do that to the
nost hardened scientist.” His grin faded. "She was
wearing a black coat," he nmuttered to hinmsel f.

"I"mnot sure what she had on," | said.

Stan | ooked at ne sharply. "Her hair was |ong and
red, bright red you said. Isn't that odd?"

"I have red hair," | said, not understandi ng where
he was coming from

"Yes, but yours isn't bright red," Stan said. He
t hought a nmonent. "She rem nds ne of soneone. Do
any of you know who?"

"No," Pepper and Helter replied together. They
turned to each other, surprised. Leslie suddenly sat up
but didn't say anything.

"Who?" | asked.
"Betty Sue McCornick," Stan said.

"Why do you bring her up?" Pepper asked i npa-
tiently.

"She was just a suicidal weirdo," Helter said.

"And she's dead. She's been dead four weeks,"

Lesli e added, and the words sent a shiver through the
| ength of ny body. Because the nore | thought back to
the hitchhiker, the nore it seened possible it had
been Betty Sue. That hair-it was as if her head had
caught on fire fromthe rising sun. And then she had
vani shed, like the |last traces of night at dawn.

O course, it couldn't have been her. No way, Jose, |
t hought .

"She died in a raging fire," Stan said. "I heard there
were hardly any of her teeth left to identify her by."

The four of us were incredul ous. "Are you saying
she's alive?" Pepper asked angrily. Stan raised an
eyebrow at his reaction

"What's the big deal ?" Stan asked.



"That's what we're asking you," Helter said.

"Betty Sue is dead," Leslie said solemmly. "Let's
not tal k about her."

"Yeah," Pepper said. "We're just getting off on
tangents."

"She was just a bitch," Helter added.

Stan's eyes narrowed on Helter. Stan wore thick

gl asses and was short, but he was no |ightweight-
that was clear. "She wasn't a bitch," he said. "She was
nmy friend."

"I was just talking," Helter nunbled.
"She was an unusual girl, though,"” Pepper said.
"That's for sure," Leslie whispered.

Stan turned his attention to Leslie. "You knew her
the best. You grew up practically next door to her."

"So what?" Leslie snapped. "I told you, | don't
want to tal k about her."

"Why not?" Stan asked. And he stopped her before
she could reply. "Wiy are all of you fidgeting in your
seats at the mention of Betty Sue's nane?"

"I"'mnot," | said. "I hardly knew her."

"But the rest of you knew her, judging by your
reactions,"” Stan said. "Conme on, let's speak our
m nds. What's the big deal ?"

"Stan," Pepper said, "we're in a big ness here, and
you're the only one of us who has a big brain. W want
you to help us get out of this nmess. W don't want to
talk about a girl who killed herself four weeks ago." |
couldn't help but notice the uneasiness in his voice.

"Absolutely," Helter said.

"I agree," Leslie put in.

Stan was stoic. "What if | want to tal k about her?"

"But why?" Pepper cried. Once nore, his reaction
was startling to ne. Pepper had never nentioned
Betty Sue-not even at the time of her death. Never
once. He | ooked over at ne and sat back in his seat.
"This is silly,"” he muttered.

Stan studi ed hima nmonent then sighed. He | eaned
toward me. "Roxanne," he said. "Could it have been
Betty Sue on the road?"

"No," | said. "She's dead."



"What if she wasn't dead?" Stan said. "Wiat if she
faked her death? What if she did that to throw
everybody off, and then left town for the past nonth?"

"And waited out in the mddle of the desert unti

today?" | asked, nore confused by the second. "Unti

| drove by?"

"I'f you like," Stan said. "Could it have been her on
t he road?"

| hesitated. "It's possible.”

"W have to stop this," Leslie said, and there was a
note of desperation in her voice. "Betty Sue was
not hi ng! "

"She was soneone," Stan said quietly. He | owered

his head and seened to be thinking a nonment. When

he raised it back up, his expression was dark. "I liked
her." He cleared his throat. "How many of you I|iked
her?" No one responded. "How many of you hated

her ?"

"None of us hated her," Pepper said inpatiently.
"l hated her," Helter said.
"Why?" Stan asked

"I told you, she was a bitch," Helter said. "At |east
to ne."

"She wasn't bitchy to me," said Leslie. "But she was
a spooky girl."

"What made her spooky?" | asked, curious. Leslie
was coning out of her shock. The nention of Betty
Sue had done it. She was still afraid, but now she had

fight in her, too.

She | evel ed her gaze at me. "Just take ny word for
it," she said.

"Stan," Pepper said. "I amgoing to ask you one | ast
time. Wiy do you want to tal k about her?"

Stan shrugged. "I don't know. | just have this
feeling. . . . Maybe she's the conmmmon denoni nator in

this situation."
"I'n what possible way?" Pepper asked, exasperated.
"We all knew her," Stan said.
"We all knew | ots of people," Pepper protested.

"W all went to the same school for Christsakes.
Besi des, Rox hardly knew her."



"But Roxanne is the one who m ght have seen her
on the road," Stan said.

"She doesn't know if she saw anybody," Pepper
sai d.

"I saw sonebody,"” | whispered. Yet the words rang
false in ny ears. | had wanted to say | saw sonet hi ng.

A shadow. A ghost. Stan was right-just the mention
of Betty Sue's name had thrown the others.

Pepper had given up. "Wat do you want to do with
Betty Sue?" he asked Stan.

"I don't want to do anything with her," Stan said.
"But 1'd like to find her, if she's alive and in this
nei ghbor hood. "

"I want to find other people first," Leslie inter-
rupted. "I want to drive around town with our horns
bl aring."

"Why don't we just shoot off guns in the square?”
Hel ter asked. He was itching to play soldier

"Because if people are still here, they'Il run the
ot her way," Pepper said. "I say we follow Leslie's
suggestion. At least it's sonething to do."

"And if we do this, and we don't find anyone else,"
Stan said, "then can we | ook for Betty Sue?"

"Where woul d we | ook?" | asked. "The desert?"

Stan gl anced out the wi ndow. The w nd conti nued
to blow, and it appeared to be picking up. The town
had been i mracul ate when we had returned that
nmorni ng, but already the square was covered with a
faint coating of sand. It was easy to inmagine how, if no
one returned to wipe it away, the town would slowy
be buri ed.

"No," Stan said. "We'Il stay out of the desert for
now. W'll go to her house. W'Ill see what's there."

It was then | realized Stan was keepi ng somet hi ng
fromus, as Pepper and | had kept sonething from
him | hoped it was nothi ng bad.

CHAPTER VI

We drove around town for an hour in a car we

borrowed with the horn blaring. W talked little while
we went up and down the streets. The sand bristled
agai nst the wi ndshield the whole tine. W found no

one and no one found us. The odd thing was-none

of us was surprised. It was |like the gang had been
assenbl ed and that was that. Finally | glanced over at
Stan, who sat in the backseat between Helter and



Lesli e.
"l don't know where she lived," | said.

"Two thirty-two Chesterfield," Stan said. "Take
Magnol i a away fromthe square and turn right. You'l
see it hal fway down on the right, behind a white picket
fence and a hedge of rose bushes."
"A hedge of thorns," Leslie nuttered, putting her
hand to her head as if she was in pain.

"Why do you say that?" Stan asked.

"I"mnot saying anything," Leslie replied.

We arrived at the house five mnutes later. | had
never been there before, but the others clinbed out of
the car with what coul d best be described as expres-
sions of dread. Even Stan. | kept wanting to ask
Pepper how he knew Betty Sue, but didn't want to do
it until we were alone. One thing for sure-there was
no way he was telling me he hadn't known her. And
pretty good fromwhat | could see

"Maybe | shoul d stay outside and stand guard,"
Helter said, shouldering his rifle.

"What's the matter?" Pepper asked. "Are you
afrai d?"

"I"'mnot afraid of an enpty house," Helter replied,
ki cking at a wooden post on the white picket fence.
The house was nuch the sane as the surroundi ng
hones: small and boxlike, with a tired green tar tiled
roof and a white paint job that was cracking from
havi ng stared too |l ong at the sun. Yet the house
seened to be in shadow, and instinctively | raised ny
eyes to find the tree that shaded it. But there was no
tree, no shadow. It nust have been ny inmagination, |
t hought. Suddenly | wasn't crazy about going into that
house either.

"I"'mnot going in," Leslie said.

"You want to stay out here with Helter?" Stan
asked.

Helter grinned at Leslie. Atroll with acne would
have | ooked nore appealing. "I'Il take care of you
babe, " he prom sed.

"I think we should stick together," Pepper said, and
| hoped it wasn't because he didn't want Leslie and
Hel ter al one together.

"That's all right with ne,"
everyone inside."

Stan said. "If we can get

"I"'mnot afraid,"” Helter said again, his hand drift-



ing to the revolver tucked in his belt. He w ped the
sweat off his forehead with the back of his hand. The
day was hot, and that felt real enough

"I can't stay out here by nyself,"” Leslie com
pl ai ned.

"You probably went into this house a mllion tinmes
while you were growing up," Stan said to Leslie. She
ower ed her head.

"But | haven't been inside in years," she said.

"Where do you live?" | asked.

Leslie pointed to a house a couple of houses over
"There."

"And it's been years?" | asked. "Did you have a
falling out?"

Leslie nodded weakly. "You could call it that."

"Are we going in or not?" Pepper asked. "And what
are we | ooking for when we get inside?"

"Evidence," Stan said, |eading the way.

The front door was unl ocked. Stan knocked never -

thel ess, and then even waited for a nonent before
stepping inside. "Hello?" he said. W crowded behi nd
him The word floated out and died. W all took

anot her step forward and tried not to breathe. The

pl ace was nusty. The furniture could have been cut
out of a textbook depicting the values of |ower-class
m ddl e Anerica. The bei ge wal |l paper was a di scount
buy, and the glue that had been used to hang it had
been | unpy. Cheap copies of Biblical paintings cov-
ered the walls. W | ooked at themin wonder because
in every one of themeither Jesus, an apostle, or sone
sai nt was bl eedi ng.

"Her mother's a religious fanatic," Leslie said
flatly.

"I know," Stan said, and the way he said it-he
knew even nore. He pointed down the hall. "Let's go
into her room"

W noved as a group, bunping into one another
afraid of the skeletons we would surely find in her
closet. Betty Sue's roomwas obviously a reaction
agai nst her nother. Here there were no disturbing
pai ntings of pierced and bl eeding saints. No notel
bei ge. This roomwas stark ultra nodern, painted
i n shades of gray and white. A neat wooden desk
sat beneath the sole window On top of it was a
cl osed book, like a diary, and a sheaf of |oose
not ebook pages, held in place by the book. The
wi ndow was open part way and the pages ruffled



in the breeze.

"l haven't been here in a while either," Stan said
softly.
"When was the last tinme?" | asked.

"Four weeks ago. The day she died," Stan said.
"You saw her that day?" | asked. "How was she?"
Stan net ny gaze. "Happy."

"Well, we're here. Now can we go?" Pepper said.
"What's the hurry?" | asked.

"What's the point in staying?" he asked coolly.

"I want to | ook at her papers,” Stan said. He
stepped up to the desk. W crowded in behind him

He pi cked up what | ooked |ike the diary and con-
firmed that it was indeed Betty Sue's secret jottings.
Yet | wondered if that was true-how secret they

were, | nean. It was alnost as if the book and pages
had been left there for someone to find. Stan ignored
the | oose pages for a monment and flipped open the
diary at random W read over his shoul der.

Dear Diary,

Today we had a party for Leslie. She was ten. |
amten. Now we're both ten. W sang and pl ayed
ganes. Her nmom brought out a cake with ten
candles. We told her to nake a wi sh and she did.
But she wouldn't tell anybody what it was because
she said it wouldn't cone true. But she sniled at
nme as she said it. She knew she'd tell nme. And that
Fat Freddy woul d make it cone true. He al ways
does.

| think I will go to sleep now and dream about
Mars. | haven't been there in a long tine.

"Who the hell is Fat Freddy?" Helter grow ed.

Stan | ooked at Leslie. "Do you know?"

Leslie shook her head slightly, obviously scared.

She had turned the color of the gray carpet. "No," she
whi sper ed.

"You don't remenber?" Stan asked.

"No," Leslie said, and we all knew she was |ying.

Stan flipped to another page, a |later date.

Dear Diary,



Boys are beginning to | ook good. | like their
mout hs and their | egs. Mom says that's what
happens when a girl gets older-she likes to | ook
at boys. But Mom says that boys aren't ever as
nice as they look. In fact, she says nost boys are

bad. | wonder if that's true. | don't think Sam
Douglas is bad. He talks to me in math and
always calls nme by my full nane. | hate when

people just call me Betty. Steve Kinder always did
that to annoy ne. But Steve has nmoved away and
I think he died. I hope so.
I would like to make Sam ki ss ne. | wonder if
he would if | nmade him

"Who the hell was Steve Kinder?" Helter asked.

"He noved away to Col orado when we were
twel ve," Stan said. "I used to know himpretty good."

"Do you know how he's doi ng?" | asked.

"He's dead," Stan said. "He got cancer right after
| eaving here." Stan turned to Leslie. "Did you know
hi nP"

"I knew hinf was all Leslie would say.

Stan turned forward a few nore pages, and we read
some nore.

Dear Diary,

I amnot happy with Leslie. | have done so

much for her. | nmade her what she is. But now she
is kissing Sam and | amonly witing words. |
want to wite harsh words about her. | know she
would feel them | mght do that. | might make
her feel like her |ips were bl eedi ng whenever she

t hought of kissing the boy | wanted to kiss. She
had better be nice to ne.
| dreaned of ”a rat last night. It was eating a

dead man's hand. | think the man was dead. It
woul d have hurt if he wasn't. | think he lived in
Engl and. There's lots of fog there. | like the fog,

al t hough |1've never seen it.

"Who was Sanf" Hel ter asked.

"My first boyfriend," Leslie nunbl ed, a vacant
ook in her eyes.

"\What happened to hi n?" | asked.

"I"'mnot sure," Leslie said. "He noved away, too.

"What makes you think anything happened to
hi n?" Pepper asked.



"It usually did," Leslie said.

Stan turned to anot her page. Betty Sue was grow ng
up before our eyes. Into sonething nbst unusual

Dear Diary,

I think dark thoughts and feel warm | wite in
the unlighted chanber of ny existence. | turn as
wal k al one, and | imagine | see Fat Freddy

follow ng me. But he left when | changed into a
young wonman and dreamed of sin. He was too fat
for ny tastes and | had himfor supper because he
t hought he was bigger than the god who created
hi m

I"mgoing to bed now. |I'm going to dream now.
["mstill hungry.

"W shoul d stop," Leslie npaned.
"Why?" Stan demanded

There were tears in Leslie' s eyes and she was
trenbling. "It won't get any better," she whi spered.

But Stan turned another few pages, and | saw a
name that | did not want to see.

Dear Diary,

Helter took me for a ride in his car tonight. He
yelled at a boy on a bike that got in our way and
alnost killed him Helter would have killed him
if 1 had let him Mybe |I shouldn't have been so
concerned. Helter would I ook nice in striped

paj amas and the shadow of metal bars. | am
growing tired of Helter. But he thinks something
wi cked for nme, and | want to see what it is. | am
curious. | will imagine this a little further
Pepper called nme tonight. He has a nicer nouth
than Helter and his nails are clean. | think he
wants to kiss ne. | think I will let him
Pepper snapped the diary from Stan's hands. "I've

had enough," Pepper said. "W're not going to read
any nore. This girl is dead for Godsakes. Let's just
| eave her al one.™

| held out ny hand. "I want to read sone nore."

"No," Pepper said, clasping the diary to his chest.

"He's right, let's just get out of here," Leslie said,
and she sounded cl ose to hysterics.

"Did you kiss her?" | demanded of ny boyfriend.

"No," Pepper said. "I only went out with her once."



"When?" | asked.

"Along tine ago,’
"I't was nothing."

he said, and I think he was |vying.

"What about you?" Stan asked Helter

"I only went out with her once too," Helter said
qui ckly, and he was scared as well.

"It says in her diary you went out several tines,"
sai d.

"It doesn't say that," Helter said.
"It inplies it," | said.
"I don't care what it inplies!" Helter snapped.

"Why can't we read the rest of the diary?"
shout ed, grabbing for it. Pepper backed off. But it was
Stan who put his hand on ny arm

"Cal m down now, everyone," Stan said. "W won't

read any nore of the diary right now" He gestured to
the | oose pages on the desk. "W'|l read her papers
instead. |Is that all right with everyone?"

"What if they're about us?" Leslie said softly as if
she coul dn't imagi ne anything nmore awful. Stan
pi cked up the stack and thunbed through it.

"It just looks |like a bunch of short stories to ne,"
Stan said. "A page or two for each one."

"Stories," Leslie whispered.

W& began to read.

LATI BALL PUTS ON A MASK

Lati Ball dressed for the costume party with
relish. She wanted to | ook pretty. She wanted to
| ook nysterious. She took a mask fromthe cl oset
of witches and tied the [ ace bow around her sweet
head. "My," she said as she stared into the
mrror. "How happy we are to be the best. The
men will ask ne to dance. The nmen will forget the
rest.”

Lati Ball went to the dance. The mask fit tight
on her soft face. The people did not recogni ze her
but said she was the best. "Ch, who is this
worman?" they cried. "She wal ks |ike an angel and
floats Iike a swan?" And the men lined up and
asked for her hand. She was swept around the
floor into another |and.

The party went late and the night grew tired.
Lati Ball had to stop and rest between dances.



Then the clock rang twelve tinmes and a cake was
brought out. A cake of twelve candles. And Lati
Bal | wondered whose birthday it could be, and
hurried to hear. The hostess of the party |aughed
and said, "The cake is for you! The cake is for the
best! Take this knife now and cut some for the
rest!”

But before Lati Ball could cut the cake, she
wanted to make a wi sh. She | eaned over the
candl es and said to herself, "I want always to be
the best, better than the rest." Then she bl ew at
the candl es and blew at the cake. But the cake was
made of wood and caught fire. It burned her

mask. It burned her face. Then the nask was part
of Lati Ball's face, and she | ooked |ike death.

Leslie let out a screamas we read the end of the
story and grabbed the papers from Stan's hand.

Bef ore anyone could stop her, she had run fromthe
room We chased her into the kitchen. Pepper was
the first to reach her. But she had al ready turned on
the gas burners and thrown the story of Lati Bal

into the flame. It had inmedi ately caught. Fire |icked
at the sick words and snoke billowed around Leslie
like a dark aura. She was crunpling up the next story
when Pepper reached out to stop her. She grabbed the
di ary from Pepper and dropped the stories on the
floor in the process. She showed the diary no mercy.
She pressed it directly down on the blue flames on the
stove. Pepper tried to pull her back and was rewarded
with a hard kick to the shin. He bent over in pain.
Leslie was determ ned. She was possessed. She pulled
t he book open on its side and let the fire slip into the
cracks. The pages coul d have been soaked in gasoline.
There was a flash of light and the room choked with
anot her bl ast of black snoke.

"Stop!" Stan shouted. He | eaped forward and

knocked the diary off the stove and onto the floor. He
began to stanp out the fire as Leslie also dropped
down to the floor. She was after the pages again, and
she had themin her hands in a second. Pepper

grabbed at her once nore. This time she poked him
directly in the eye. He let go of her and screaned.

"You bitch!" | shouted at her, hurrying to Pepper's
side. Leslie wasn't |istening. She made a beeline for
t he back door, and was out in the yard before we could
regroup. Stan was still trying to stonp out the burning
diary. Helter was anxiously fingering the revolver in
his belt and bei ng about as hel pful as a side of frozen
beef .

"Are you all right?" |I asked Pepper

He grimaced. "I think so, dammit," he replied, his
right hand over his left eyes. "Sonebody stop her
She's going to hurt herself."



"Let her hurt herself,” | said. | wanted to get a
better |1 ook at Pepper's eye. | was worried. We didn't
exactly have a |l ot of medical experience between the
five of us.

"CGet her," Stan said, close to extinguishing the
diary, or what was left of it. "Get the stories.”

It was up to me, | supposed. G ving Pepper a
reassuring pat, | dashed out the back door. Leslie
stood in the nmiddle of the overgrown yard, tearing the
pages into rough rectangles and sailing themon the
wi nd, which had picked up considerably since we had
entered the house. Leslie sang |like a denented child.
didn't try to tackle her or anything. | didn't care that
much for the stories anyway.

"Why are you doing this?" | asked in a bored voice.
The scraps of paper blew over the fence and out of
sight. They bel onged to Sal em now. Leslie stared at
me gl eefully.

"W're safe now," she babbled. "Betty Sue can't get
us."

"Betty Sue's dead," | said. "She was never going to
get anybody. "

Leslie had finished with her shredding job. "That's
what you think."

The guys appeared in another mnute, Stan hol di ng

the tone of ash. Maybe a few pages of the diary had
survived. Pepper had taken his hand down from his

eye. It was horribly red, but not bleeding. Helter stood
twi tching beside them trying to | ook inportant.

"Where are they?" Stan asked Leslie. She gestured
to the sky.

"CGone, " she said.

Stan was furious. "l told you to stop her," he said.
"Why?" | asked. "I didn't want to read any nore of
that crap."” | glanced at Pepper. "I was nore interested

in her true life experiences."

"I only went out with her once," Pepper said again
def ensi vel y.

"Why did you destroy the stories?" Stan asked
Leslie.

She studied himas if he were slow. "You were her
friend, too," she said. "You knew what she was."

"I didn't know her as well as you think," Stan said.
"Why did the story of Lati Ball make you berserk?"



Leslie shook her head violently. "I can't talk about
it. I'"'mnot going to talk about her. I'"mgoing to | eave
this town." She stared at Stan defiantly. "Don't try to
stop ne."

Stan shrugged. "Whatever you want."

Leslie turned to Pepper and tilted her head back
sizing himup. | hated her in that nmoment. | knew
what she was going to say. The trouble was, | didn't
know what ny boyfriend woul d answer.

"Do you want to go with me?" Leslie asked Pepper

Pepper gl anced unconfortably at ne, and then at
the ground. "Do you want to go, Rox?" he asked.

"No," | said, ny voice cold. "But don't let ne
i nfl uence you."

Pepper's head snapped up. "I told you, I'mwth
you, " he said.
"Tell her then," | said.

"Sorry," Pepper said to Leslie. H's response sur-
prised her. She shook off the rejection with a toss of
her beautiful blond hair. She eyed Helter next.

"How about you?" Leslie asked. "Want to cone?"

Helter was interested. The enpty world was giving
hima sexy blond all to hinmself to play with. "Wat
woul d we do?" he asked.

"Go to L.A ," she said. "Have fun."

Hel t er nodded vigorously. "I'"min. This place sucks
anyway. "

"And what will you do in L.A ?" Stan asked.

"We'll live," Leslie said crossly. "Which is nore
than | think you'll do here."

Stan took a step toward her. "You have to tell us
what you think is going on here. W have to work
t oget her. "

Leslie was resolute. "No."

"Can't you at least tell us why these stories scared
you so much?" Stan said.

Leslie sniled at the question. It was a curious snile
because it was full of despair, without a hint of joy in
it. She hung her head then and her hair fell forward,
casting a shadow across her blue eyes. The ones that
had sparkled in the dark



"You'll find out," she said sinply.

CHAPTER VI |

Stan and Pepper and | sat across fromthe gas station
where Leslie and Helter were nmaking their fina
preparations to | eave. They had found thenselves a
brand-new Ford Bronco. They had stocked it with
guns and food and cl ot hes. Now they were topping off
the gas tank-and a spare tank they had westled into
t he back. They were afraid fuel mght be short on the
road, but | didn't believe it would be a problem

"You know," | said to Stan and Pepper. "I freaked
out this nmorning when | realized everyone was gone.
But then | adjusted. | began to accept the idea. You
two hel ped me. Maybe we did fall into another
di rensi on. Maybe the saucers cane and dunped us
on the planet Zeon. | could handle all that. But now
|'ve got another problem| can't handle. |I feel like
scream ng. "

"What is it?" Stan asked. The three of us were
sitting on a curb-the three stooges, me in the nid-
dle. Stan continued to clutch the ravaged diary. Fifty
yards away Helter and Leslie were doing their best to
i gnore us. They would be gone within mnutes. Helter
had the gas punp set on automatic and was busy
checking the air pressure in the tires. Leslie was
fiddling with sonmething in the back of the Bronco, a
cigarette in her mouth. | had never seen her snoke
bef ore. She had changed out of her pajamas and into
bl ack jeans and a tight red bl ouse.

"Well," | said. "W seemto have a strange girl -
who happens to be dead-who grew up with exciting
characters |ike Fat Freddy, and who put a hex on every
boy who wouldn't kiss her. In fact, this sane girl-
who | night have seen hitchhiking this nmorning in the
nm ddl e of nowhere-seens to have had a big effect on
everyone who knew her intimately. A big bad effect." |

paused and took a deep breath. "I was just wondering
what the hell is happening and why isn't anyone
telling me about it?" | smled sweetly at Stan. "Do you

see ny probl en?"

Stan nodded casually. "I don't know what the hell is
goi ng on either. Maybe we should both start scream
ing."

"But you, at |east, have your suspicions," | said.
"You're the one who dragged us straight to Betty Sue's
house. Why? And forget what you told us in the
i ce-cream parlor. You wanted to go there fromthe
word go."

Stan shrugged as if he were enbarrassed. "I had this
dream "



"What drean®?" | asked. "Wen did you have it?"

"Four weeks ago, the night Betty Sue died," Stan
said. He fromed. "It was in the mddle of the
night-it mght have been just when she died."

"What was it about?" | asked.

"I was wal king around town," Stan said. "It was
late and it was dark. The town was deserted, and | had

a feeling it had been enpty a long tine. The wi nd was
blowing in fromthe desert and sand was coll ecting on
the streets, slowy burying them | felt terribly Ionely,
but no matter how | ong and how far | wal ked

couldn't find anybody. Yet, at the sane tine, | had a
constant feeling that | was being watched. 1'd sud-

denly whirl around and catch a glinpse of a black

shadow. But when | focused harder, there would be
not hi ng there."

"How did the dream end?" | asked.

"It didn't end," Stan said. "It seemed to go on and
on. That's what | renenber nost clearly-its time-

| essness. Wen | woke up it was still with ne. Then
heard the news about Betty Sue." He shook his head.
"Yeah, | guess that's what made ne |ink our situation
now with her. Good old Betty Sue."

"Let's get this straight," | said. "Do you think she
was a witch or what?"

Stan seemed surprised. "Not that | know of. She
was a witer."

"That we know al ready," Pepper said w thout en-
t husi asm

"No," Stan said. "She was a wonderful witer. She
showed me sone of her stories. They were a | ot better
than that Lati Ball story."

"Did people always die in thenP" | asked.
"Sonetines," Stan said. "Sometinmes not. They

were about all kinds of things: talking appliances,
intelligent butterflies, time travelers from ot her gal -
axies." He paused and scratched his head. "But that

Lati Ball tale was a strange one. It was short, and yet it
kept repeating itself, almost as if she neant it nore as
a song."

"O a chant,” | said.

Stan nodded. "It had that kind of feel toit."

| rubbed ny hands together inpatiently. "You
know, all the questions we've asked oursel ves today,

and all the answers we've cone up with, have ulti-
mately said nothing. So, let's get down to it. Wat was



so special about Betty Sue? And what did she have to
do with our predicanent?"

"I honestly don't know, " Stan said.
"How wel | did you know her?" | insisted.

He hesitated. "I was her friend. W were in chen s-
try together."

"Did you ever go out with her?" | asked.

"Not on a date." Stan gave a wy smile. "I'mthe
class nerd. Nerds don't go on dates. They're just
happy if a girl wants themto help themw th their
homewor k. "

"Did you help Betty Sue with her homework?"
asked.

"No," Stan said. "I let her copy off ny test papers.
It saved us both a lot of time. But don't get the wong
i npression. She wasn't stupid. In fact | would say she

was probably the only truly brilliant person in our
class.”

"You're that person," | protested.

Stan shook his head. "lI'mclever, I'mnot brilliant.

True geniuses are rare. Betty Sue was a genius. You
read only a sanmple of her witing. It was by no neans
her best stuff. But you nust have felt the magic in it.
When she wrote sonething, it was alive." Stan paused
again, and now he was troubled. "It was alnost as if
her words had power."

"Leslie sure seenms to think they do," | said, glanc-
ing over at our two woul d-be explorers. | wondered
for a second what they'd find in L.A | wondered if
they'd even nmake it that far. Stan hadn't exactly said
so, but | knew he believed there was no one left in the
entire world except us.

"I wish she'd talk to us,"
Leslie.

Stan said, referring to

"Maybe if we went with her she would," Pepper
answered. He caught ny eye and shook his head.
"What ever," he nuttered.

"W still have to talk," | said.

"I have nothing to tal k about,"” Pepper said flatly.

"l can |eave," Stan vol unteered.

"Don't," | said. "It's all right. It looks like we're al
going to have plenty of tine to talk, alone or to-

get her."



"That reminds nme," Stan said. "I think you know
what |'mgoing to ask."

"About this norning?" | asked.

"I don't mean to pry,
these friends of yours in Foster

Stan said carefully. "But

"W have no friends in Foster," | said. "Pepper and
| were there on private business is all. But everything
el se was as | described."

"Did you talk to people there this norning?" Stan
asked.

"Yes."

"You don't want to tell ne who?" Stan asked. "I
understand if you don't."

| smled at Stan, although |I didn't feel nuch |ike

smling. | trusted him | should have just told himthe
truth and been done with it. But | didn't know how
Pepper would react. "I'mglad you understand,” |

sai d.

St an nodded. "That's fair."

"Wuld it be fair if | asked nore about your | ast
visit with Betty Sue?" | asked.

He thought a nonment. "I’
your under standi ng."

m goi ng to have to ask for

"It looks like Helter's ready to say goodbye to us,"
Pepper said, pointing. Arned and conbat-ready for
the eneny, Helter was |unbering across the road to

pay his final respects. | continued to follow Leslie out
of the corner of ny eye. She had clinmbed out of the
back of the Bronco and was trying to squeeze a few
final drops into the main gas tank

"You guys havi ng any second thoughts?" Helter
asked.

"Are you?" Pepper asked.

Hel ter pointedly glanced back at Leslie. "Hell, no.
She's a babe. | would never have got a piece like her if
there were people around."

"What if you neet other people?" | asked. "Q her
guys? Do you think Leslie's going to stay with you?"

Hel ter obviously hadn't thought of that. He fingered
his jaw. "I guess I'Il just have to inpress her with ny
charm before we get to L.A"

"Are you taking H ghway Ten?" Stan asked.

"l suppose,” Helter said.

Stan checked the tine. "It's three o' clock, and the



sun seens to be crossing the sky at the sane speed as
90

usual . It'lIl be dark before you get there. Be careful on
the road. There could be cars sitting right in the

m ddl e of the highway. It mght be better if you didn't
drive at night."

"You mght want to stop and check into a notel," |
sai d.

Helter grinned wolfishly. "Hey, as long as they don't
ask me for a credit card we should be OK." He held
out his hand to Pepper. "lI'msorry | shot your
girlfriend. I'"d like to part friends."

Pepper was surprised. He shook Helter's hand.
"You listen to what Stan said," Pepper told him "And
when you get there, call ny nunber. It's five-six-
seven-ni ne. Just remenber you start at five and you
skip the eight. Leave a nessage if I'mnot in."

"Il call tonight and tell you what's out there,"
Helter said. He offered me his hand. "Rox."

"Helter," | said. And | don't know why, but | stood
up and hugged him "Don't go shooting any ot her
pretty girls."

"Only if they shoot first," he said, giving ne a
strong squeeze. He let go and turned to Stan last. But
Stan seemed preoccupi ed. He was watching Leslie
intently. He didn't even hear when Helter said his
nane.

"Huh?" Stan rmunbl ed finally.

"Sayi ng goodbye," Helter said.

Stan blinked at him then glanced back at Leslie.

"Don't go just yet," he said.

Helter snorted. "W've tal ked about this till we're
blue in the face. W want to go now while the sun's
still up. Leslie won't spend another night in this

town." He offered Stan his hand. "We'll talk on the
phone, if they keep working."

Stan held on to Helter's hand and didn't let go. He
was suddenly uneasy. "Helter," Stan said. "Listen to
me. Something's wong-1 can't quite place it. You
have to give me a mnute."

Hel ter | aughed and shook himoff. "You're a great
guy, but you think too nuch, Stan. Me and Leslie are
goi ng to have some fun. We're going out on the town."
He turned away. "Stay healthy."

W wat ched himgo. Stan especially. He kept his
eyes |l ocked on Helter, and Leslie, and the gas station
And | followed his | ead. The Bronco tank had to be



overflowi ng by now, | thought. Leslie pulled the

nozzl e out of the tank and started to place it back on

the punp. But she still had that goddam cigarette in

her nouth, and as far as we all knew, she didn't snoke
that rmuch. It was a dirty habit anyway. It ruined your
lungs. It gave you cancer. It cut short your life. It nade
you cough. Particularly when you were just starting to
snoke agai n.

Leslie coughed as she hung up the dripping punp.
The cigarette popped out of her nouth.
It fell on the ground and rolled out of sight.

Stan leapt to his feet.
"Leslie," he cried and started running toward the

station, toward tough dude Helter and Sal em Hi gh's

all - Areri can beauty. Stan was fifteen feet fromHelter

and seventy feet fromthe gas station when the orange

flame suddenly snaked up Leslie's side of the Bronco.

It |ooked like no big deal at first. Just alittle fire and
snoke. But the snake was in a hurry. It had places to

go. Leslie watched it craw right up to the opening of

the gas tank. | knew she shoul dn't have overfilled the

t hi ng and splashed so much around. The fumes are

what ignite. Leslie stared dunbfounded, then jerked

her head over in our direction

Ri ght then Leslie's world expl oded.

The tank in the Bronco went first. An orange ball of
death shelling out gl ow ng mangl ed steel. It was

enough as far as Leslie was concerned. The shock
wave slamred her into the punp and the flames and

nmetal ripped through her torso. Just like that her story
was over. Eighteen years of school and acting and the
best shanpoo. Just wasted. Snpke. Cod.

Stan was smart. He saw what was coming. He
slamed into Helter and they both fell to the ground
just as the huge tank beneath the burning punp mnet
the flames. This fire ball was atomic. The shock wave
hit Pepper and me |ike the hamrer of Thor. W were
knocked off the curb and on to our backs. For a

nmonent thought was blown fromny mnd, and

could hear nothing. |I don't know how long | lay there.
I know ny eyes were closed as Pepper pulled ne to ny
feet. My eyes popped open.

"Are you all right?" he shouted. | knew he was
shouting, even though he sounded far away. My ears
weren't really ringing-it was nore like | was under-
wat er .

"Yes!"

" \Mat ?u



| nodded. "Yes!"
He nodded. " Good!"

W turned toward Helter and Stan. They were

getting up slowy. The shock wave nust have hit them
really hard. If Helter had been standi ng, he would
have died. W all stared at one another for a mnute,
our faces as blank as those of fish dragged into the
open air with hooks in their nouths. Wy | ook over
anyway? So we could see what was left of Leslie, if
anyt hi ng? But people are sick. I know |l am | | ooked,
we all did.

W saw hell. We saw an evi scerated Ford Bronco.

Gas punps that fumed |ike stunps of sul phur. Billow

ing flames that rent the air |ike angry whips. The
shattered concrete was a vol canic fissure. But did we
see Leslie? Maybe a part of her. It lay beside a nelting
tire, smoking. This is too sick. It m ght have been a

| eg.

"I woul d never have got a piece like her if there were
peopl e around. "

Hel ter had just been being Helter
But still-I couldn't bear it.

| turned away and gagged on vonmt that never
passed ny lips.

| heard Stan speak behind nme, fromfar away.

"Lati Ball blew out her candles,"” he said.

CHAPTER VI | |

W sat in the center of the town square. Half an

hour had passed since the cremation of Leslie Belle.

Of to the south, in the direction of the gas station, the
snoke continued to rise. The station was sonmewhat

i sol ated and Stan believed the fire wouldn't spread.

Stan sat with the charred diary of Betty Sue resting
on his lap. He turned what was |eft of the pages
careful ly. Pepper and Helter sat and did not hing.

None of us had spoken in a while. | figured | mght as
wel | be the first.

"I hope she didn't feel anything," | said.
"She didn't know what hit her," Stan said.

| remenbered her stricken expression as she | ooked
over at us. "She knew, " | said.

More silence. More wind. It blew out of the south.
The direction had not changed since the day had



begun. South-the general direction of Foster and the
abortion clinic. The wind brought the sand, and the
sand scratched at my skin like invisible pelting rain.
could snell the snmoke from where we sat. The gas
station also lay to the south.

| didn't know how to grieve for Leslie. | hadn't
known her that well. | had liked her-in our other
world. But in this world, this place with no people, her
deat h seened sonehow surreal. O perhaps it was the
reverse. It had seened quite natural that she should
have gone. | know that sounds terrible, but it was true.
The silence was so alive-it was as if it couldn't
tolerate any living things disturbing it.

I wondered if the silence would cone for nore of
us.

"This thing is really hard to read," Stan said, his
face close to the diary.

"Can you read any of it?" | asked.
He nodded. "Bits." He glanced at Helter and Pep-
per. "Not rmuch."

"Does she always sound crazy?" | asked.
"Yes and no," Stan said. "She was definitely unusu-

al." Stan set the diary aside. "I'"mnmore interested now
in reading the stories that were on those | oose pages."

"Why?" | asked.

Stan shrugged. "If | tell you what | think, you'l
think I'mcrazy."

"Try us," Pepper said.

Stan | ooked at the distant snpke. "Leslie died |ike
Lati."

"No, she didn't," | said. "It was totally different."

Stan shook his head. "It was the sane. The story
was a netaphor for Leslie.”

"I don't see the connection at all,"” | said, lying.
What he was sayi ng spooked me |ike nothing that had
happened since that norning. And | think it was
because he had finally touched upon a "truth."

"Did you know Leslie when she was young?" Stan
asked us all.

"I didn't live here," Pepper said.

"I'"d see her around town," | said.
"l knew her," Helter said. O all of us, he was the

nost upset over what had happened to her, and
don't think it was just because he had | ost his source



of sexual delight. He had wept as the flanmes streaned
before us. He just kept saying over and over again,
"She was so beautiful. She was so beautiful." But not
in a crude way. | believe the possibility of going off
with her had meant nore to himthan any of us could

i magi ne.

"I knew her," Stan said. "She wasn't nearly as cute
as she was later on."

"So?" | asked. "That's comon. Peopl e bl ossom™

"She bl ossoned a lot," Stan said.
"Yeah," Helter said, showing interest. "She was
ugly when she was a kid. | used to throw rocks at her."

"Wait a second," Pepper interrupted. "I want to
stop this before it goes any further. Betty Sue had
nothing to do with Leslie being pretty."

"I don't think he's saying that,” | told my boy-
friend.

"Maybe | am" Stan said. "Remenber what she
said in her diary. 'l have done so rmuch for her. | nade
her what she is.""

Pepper got up and paced in front of us. "I cannot
accept any of this. Everyone has di sappeared- al

right, that's weird. Logic can't explain it. But to make
a suicidal young woman into some kind of sorcerer is
ridicul ous. "

"Sorcerer," Stan said. "That's an interesting choice
of words."

"She was no sorcerer!" Pepper said.
"I"mnot saying she was," Stan said. "Except to say
she was very unusual. But let's talk a bit about Leslie,
and Lati. Helter can tell you, Leslie was unattractive
up until she was about fourteen. Now I know she was
goi ng through puberty, and | understand about the

whol e hornmone thing. But the change in her was
extraordinary. Leslie hit fourteen and suddenly

gl owed. "

"I often thought that about her," | said.

Stan nodded. "Leslie was the closest of us to Betty
Sue. They grew up together. They shared secrets-the
diary says that much. In fact, it sounds like they
shared peculiar secrets. O all of us, Leslie was the
nost terrified of Betty Sue. She was terrified of what
Betty Sue had witten. It was as if she knew Betty Sue
had power."

"What power?" | asked.



"Isn't it obvious?" Stan asked. "To make things
happen. "

"Stop!" Pepper pleaded.

"Did you ever see any denonstration of her pow
er?" | asked.

"Not exactly," Stan said.
"What does that mean?" | asked. "Did you or
didn't you?"

Stan fingered the burnt diary, his touch al nost

loving. It struck ne then that Stan had cared for Betty
Sue a great deal, perhaps even |oved her. "I would go
to see her for no reason on the spur of the nonent,"

he said. "And she woul d al ways be there, waiting for

me. She'd snile and say she brought me there.”

"Anybody can say anything," Pepper said.

Stan shook his head sadly. "I wouldn't really want
to go but I would anyway."

"Why woul dn't you want to go?" | asked

"Maybe because | was afraid of her, too," Stan said.
"What was she like?" | asked. "Fromwhat | renem

ber she was al ways al one."

"She was shy and soft spoken," Stan said. "That
m ght be hard to believe fromwhat you read of her

di ary, but people can wite at |ength about things they
woul dn't even think around ot her people. She was
polite. But there was sonething about her ..." He

st opped.

"What ?" | asked.

Stan slowy made a fist, his gaze focused in the far

distance. "I don't like talking about things like this
now. "
"You think it mght be dangerous?" | asked.

He | ooked at ne. "Yes."
"Tell us your big story," Pepper said inpatiently.

Stan glanced up in surprise. "lIt's not a big story. It's
really a small thing what | was going to say. But | guess
it's revealing." He took a breath. "Once when | went
to see her, she was in the backyard, collecting butter-
flies in big glass jars. There were a lot of flowers in her
yard and butterflies gathered there. She would hum a
song-it seemed to bring themnearer to her. Then
she'd trap themin her jars, and screw on the lids, and
| eave them al one."



"That doesn't sound particularly cruel,"” | said,

i magi ni ng that he was going to tell us that she stuck
needl es t hrough their bodies, or sonething ghoulish
like that. He swall owed uneasily before he continued,
however, and | realized in that pause that Betty Sue
woul d never have been so obvi ous.

"The lids had nail holes punched in them" Stan
said. "There was plenty of air for the butterflies. She
had dozens of jars. She would collect dozens of
butterflies. But then she would | eave the jars out in the
backyard and just sit and watch the butterflies die."

"Why woul d they die?" | asked.

"Because she would | eave themin the sun," Stan
said. "You're all famliar with the greenhouse effect.
The air inside the jars would slowy heat up and kil
the butterflies. But that wasn't what would get nme. It
was the way she'd tal k as she watched themdie. 'You
see, Stan,' she'd say, 'butterflies are dunb. They don't
even know when they're in a glass jar. They can see
everything just the same. And because of that, they
think they can fly wherever they want, |ike always. But
inside ny jars they're only allowed to fly in tiny
circles.' Then she | eaned over and sniled at ne and
said, 'People are a lot like butterflies, don't you think
Stan?' "

"What did you say to her?" | asked, feeling sick to
nmy stonach.

"I said what | thought," Stan said. "That butterflies
and people had little in common that | could see. That
made her |augh. She said, 'To you maybe. But not to
ne.'"

"I's there a noral to this story?" Pepper asked.

Stan spoke firmy. "Leslie was a plain girl with zero
charisma. Al nost overni ght she becane a beautifu
young lady. | believe Betty Sue gave her that beauty.
don't know how. | don't know why. And | al so believe
Betty Sue took away that beauty. | believe Betty Sue
killed Leslie."

"Betty Sue is dead!" Pepper shouted.
"She may be dead," Stan said. "Or she may be alive.

W can't be sure. Her body was never positively
identified. But in either case, her work lives on."

"Her stories?" | asked, trying to put this all to-
get her.
"Yes," Stan said.

"And you believe all this just because you' d go over
to her house even when you didn't want to?" Pepper



asked sarcastically.

"That's just one of the reasons,"” Stan said. "But

| ook at her story of Lati Ball. Notice the initials are
the sane as Leslie Belle's? That story was about
Leslie, and Leslie knew it. That was why she was so
anxious to destroy it. She knew the power of Betty
Sue's pen. Betty Sue gave Leslie a mask so that she
could be the best. That was Leslie's beauty. Then
Betty Sue destroyed the mask with her 'candles.' Did
any of you ever see Leslie snoke before? O course
you didn't. Leslie didn't snoke. She only started
t oday because she had to."

"What do you nean, she had to?" | asked. "Was she
conmanded?"

"l believe so," Stan said.

"I hope she didn't wite a story about ne," Helter
said. Fromthe quaver in his voice he was obviously
buyi ng everything Stan was | aying down. | wasn't. |
mean, | felt Stan had insight into the situation, and
didn't think he was making stuff up just to scare us.
But he had turned Betty Sue into a Jedi Knight who
had gone over to the dark side. If | bought that
scenario, | thought, then | mght as well go wait in the
car for her to come and drive nme off the side of the
pl anet .

Yet | ooking around at an enpty planet nade it

i npossible for me to dismss Stan out of hand. The

nore he spoke, the nore | felt like | was falling into a
silent void where gravity wasn't the only thing pulling
me down. Maybe the car would conme to pick nme up

after all, and Betty Sue woul d be behind the wheel

Smi |ing.

"Lati Ball," | whispered. "I wonder what she called
each of us?"

"We' || never know," Pepper said in dismssal. "And
it doesn't matter."

Stan stood. "We can know. W can try to find the

pi eces of paper that Leslie tore up and fit them back
t oget her. "

Pepper grabbed Stan. "You're going too far."

Stan just |ooked at him "She was strange, Pepper
She was al nost nore strange than a dead pl anet."

"But you liked her?" Pepper said.

St an nodded. "She was childlike inside, too. | I|iked
that part of her."

Pepper regarded himclosely. "Wat did she do for
you?" he asked.



Stan sighed. "Nothing, | hope.™

CHAPTER | X

W started at Betty Sue's house, in the backyard,
where Leslie had stood dancing in the sun earlier and
si ngi ng about how the wi cked witch couldn't get us
anynore. The wi nd had di ed down somewhat -
per haps out of respect for our search. There were a
few scraps of paper caught on the back fence and Stan
gat hered those up first and studied themcl osely. But
they were too little and too fewto tell a tale. W had to
nmove on to the next backyard, and into the next
street, searching for bits of the notebook pages. Yeah
we all thought Stan had gone way out on a linb with
his Betty Sue obsession, but we were going to search
for those pieces of paper as long as the sun was up.

And maybe even into the night.
' Cause there was nothing else to do.

The madness began around five-thirty. W had

tal ked so much about Betty Sue that maybe only our

m nds' eye saw it. | amonly sorry that it had to be ne
who screaned first.

| did see her, though. | saw Betty Sue.
| think.

W were noving around a house, Pepper and I. Stan

and Helter were across the street, picking through the
bushes. It was only after | saw what | did that I
realized we were circling Leslie's house. Maybe it was
a coi nci dence.

Anyway, Pepper had just spotted a scrap of our

paper stuck on a branch in a tree and was reaching up
to free it when | turned toward the bathroom w ndow
of the house. It was one of those fat fuzzy w ndows

t hat make you | ook disfigured no matter how beautifu
you are. | stared at it a second, blinking, because

t hought | saw sonet hing nove behind it. There was
nothing there. A nmonent |ater it appeared again, a
head of bright red hair swept across the glass. No one
in Salem except Betty Sue, had had hair that col or
The i mage was just there for a second.

| shoul d have screanmed then. But | wasn't sure what
I'"d just seen. | didn't want to make a fool of mnyself. |
gl anced over at Pepper. He was preoccupied. | de-
cided to take a closer |ook. | should have known
better. 1'd seen enough horror novies to know that
t he absolute worst thing you can do is to go off and
i nvestigate on your own. But that's what | did.
st epped around the back of the house and turned the
knob on the door. It was open. | stepped inside. The



|ate Leslie Belle's house.
"Hel | 0?" | call ed.

Deep silence. Betty Sue's calling card. A silence so
sharp it could cut. | nmoved forward, through the
kitchen and into a hallway that | instinctively knew
led to the bathroom | felt something tighten around
my throat. A garrote of silver wire spun froma
ni ghtmare recorded in black ink on a page of white
not ebook paper. But the feeling was only in my mnd.
Betty Sue's stories were only in her mnd. Wy should
her mnd have the right to overlap with mine? | hardly
knew her, | thought. Wat was our comon denomi -
nat or ?

Then | stood in the bathroom before a drawn
shower curtain. The thick fuzzy w ndow stood behind
the curtain, and beyond that was the outside, where
there were trees and sunshine. | lined up the order of
things in my mind so that I would know if there was
somet hing in between themthat wasn't supposed to
be there. Like a dead girl.

| pulled back the curtain.

There was not hi ng.

Not hi ng but a whi sper-at ny back

| whirled. But there was not hing.

Except a shadow in the bathroom mrror

A movi ng shadow of red and bl ack. Moving out of
si ght.

Was it Betty Sue? | don't know. | didn't care.

| screaned

That brought the guys. Pepper found ne first, but
before I could get my voice back, Helter and Stan were
in the hallway as well. | nust have screamed pretty
| oud.

"What is it?" Pepper demanded.

| pointed a shaky arm "She was here."

"Who?" Stan said

"Her," | gasped.

"Who' s her?" Pepper asked.

"The witch," | said. | stared at each of them "I saw
her."

"Are you sure?" Stan asked ne.



| nodded. "I saw sonething, | swear it." | grabbed
Pepper's armwith one hand. My ot her hand was
stuffed full of scraps of Betty Sue's notebook pages.

"Cod, she's alive."
Helter cocked his rifle. "Let's get her."

"No, wait," Stan said. "We're not going to shoot
her."

"W're not," Helter said. "I am Pepper, are you
com ng?"

"Where am | comi ng?" Pepper asked. "Wiere is
she?"

"Don't go," | told him Pepper let go of my arm

"I'"ve got to,'
her ?"

he said. "Now where did you see

| gestured hel plessly. "Just here. Through the w n-
dow. In the mirror. | don't know. "

"She's dead neat,"
wi th beady eyes.

Helter swore, scanning the area

| turned to Stan. "Stop them" | pl eaded.

"We' || |l ook for her together," Stan said. "No vio-

| ence. "

W left the hallway for the front of the house.
Leslie's place was a sinple two story, about tw ce the
size of Betty Sue's. Helter's trigger finger was sweat -
ing. He ran ahead of us and up the stairs out of sight,
Pepper not far behind. Stan had |ost control of the

group.

"Who the hell let that guy carry a gun?" Stan
cursed, his extra weight slow ng himdown.

As if in response, a shot was fired.

"Ch, no," | noaned.

W caught up with Helter and Pepper in an upstairs
bedroom Doubl e doors |eading onto a small bal cony
were lying wi de open. There was a bullet hole through
the center of the right door. "I alnost got her," Helter
cried, peering out the side of the door. Pepper

crouched by his side.

"Did you see her?" Pepper asked.

"Sure," Helter said. "Didn't you see her?"

"I don't know," Pepper said. "I saw a red and bl ack



bl ur."
"That was her," Helter said.

Stan strode straight to the bal cony door and | ooked
straight out. "I don't see anything," he said.
"She was here," Helter exclained. He junped out
onto the bal cony and surveyed the |l ength of the street.
"She must have ducked into another yard."

"Are you sure you saw her?" Stan asked.

"Do you think |I'm seeing things?" Helter asked,

i nsulted. He was breathing hard. Sweat stained his
shirt, and he had a wild-eyed, vacant | ook, as if no one
was hone. That vacant ness had begun with the expl o-

sion at the gas station.

"I think it's possible,” Stan said. "How did she get
of f the roof ?"

"She clinbed down," Helter said. He shook his

head in confusion and disgust. "You' re the one who's
been telling us all along that she's a witch. Wll, |
bel i eve you now W' ve got to get her before she gets
us." He shielded his eyes fromthe twilight sun low in
the sky and peered across the street. Then suddenly he
junped up and pointed. "There she is! Right there!
Come on, Pepper."

Helter and ny boyfriend dashed downstairs, anx-

ious to slay the evil monster. | didn't see anybody
across the street, but | had started to chase after them
when Stan put a hand on nmy armto stop ne.

"Let themgo," he said. "There's nobody there."

"But | already saw her," | protested.
"I believe you," Stan said.
"Then what are you sayi ng?" | asked.

He gestured to the scraps of paper | had collected. |

had Pepper's pile as well now. | handed them over

Stan stared at them a nonent and then indicated we
shoul d foll ow the guys after all. W went downstairs

and outside. Stan still had the burnt diary, tucked into

his belt. "Maybe | can piece together a story or two in
the nmeantine," he said.

The guys had di sappeared into a nei ghbor's back-
yard. Stan and | were hal fway across the street when
anot her shot rang out. My heart junped into ny
nmouth. Stan remained calm In the distance Helter
how ed in disgust.

"She could be here," | said. "If half of what you say
is true."”



"Ch, she's here," Stan said, studying the scraps as if
they were pieces of a puzzle, which indeed they were.
"But she's not going to be caught by Helter and his
gun. This is her story."

"You're tal ki ng about how she was able to nmake
t hi ngs happen by witing about thenf"

"Yes."
"Did she wite us into this enpty worl d?"

Stan stopped for a monent as he fitted a piece
agai nst another one. "That's what | believe."

"Why?" | asked anxiously. | couldn't say | agreed
with him but | no | onger disagreed with him which is
about hal fway toward belief-I guess. Sonething bad
noved inside the bathroomw ndow, and it had had
red hair.

"Do you mean, why us?" Stan asked. "O why do
this to anybody?"

"Bot h questions."

"Except for you. we all knew her," Stan said, stil
fiddling with the pages. "W all nust have done
something to hurt her. Let's take Leslie for exanple.
It's not hard to figure out how she pissed Betty Sue off.
When they were young they were best friends. But we

saw in the diary how when Leslie grew up, she stole

the boys Betty Sue was interested in away from her."

"\What about the rest of you?" | asked.

"Just a second, | might be able to give you some-
thing specific." Stan stopped again. This tine he sat
on the curb and arranged his scraps on the asphalt and
held themtogether with tape he had taken fromBetty
Sue's room Down the street | could see Helter and
Pepper running and shouting to each other, junping
fences and pointing. Perhaps it was because of what
Stan had just said, but | suddenly had the strong
i npression that they were behaving |ike puppets.

"I think we now have a story about Helter," Stan
said, taping the last of the scraps together

| came around and peered over his shoulder. | had
to squint; Stan had sat in the shade and the sun was
falling toward the western horizon. Less than two
hours and it would be dark. For the nonent the w nd
had died down to the gentlest of breezes. The scraps
bel onged t oget her-the page was conpl ete.

"Before we read it all the way through,” Stan said.
"I want to tell you something about Helter and Betty
Sue's relationship. | gleaned this fromwhat was |eft of



the diary. Because of all the damage, | can't give you
exact details. But I'mquite sure I"'mcorrect."

"Correct about what?" | asked.
"Helter raped Betty Sue."
"God. Are you sure she didn't make himdo it?"

Stan nodded. "You're beginning to think |ike ne.
And there could be some truth in what you're suggest-
ing. | think Betty Sue taunted himtoward committing
the act. But then, | think he caught even her by
surprise. Her tone, in the bits and snatches | could put
toget her, was very angry."

"Then she can't be all powerful," | said. "If she
couldn't control Helter."

Stan gl anced toward the | owering sun. Wen he
spoke there was nothing but despair in the sound of
his voice. "She couldn't control the butterflies," he
said softly. "Until she put themin her jar."

| sat beside himand shivered. It was ironic that here
we were in the mdst of a nystical discussion and
down the street Pepper and Helter were | ocked in
what they thought was a life-and-death pursuit. | just
hoped Helter didn't accidentally shoot Pepper. |

| owered ny head.

"Let's read her story," | said.

W read in silence.

HOLT SKATER TAKES A WALK

Holt Skater |ived beside a stone wall that was

both wide and tall. He would look up at it each

day as he walked to his farmfield. And he woul d
say to hinself, "It is not so tall that | could not
clinmbit. Not this wall." Holt did not like the field
where he had to work and toil in the nud and
soil. He did not like it at all and wanted to escape
over the tall wall.

One day he noticed a tree beside the wall, a tree

that was very tall. And he clinbed the tree and
junped onto the wall, and glinpsed the other
side. There he saw streanms and fields, where the
food woul d be easy to pick for frequent neals.
But at the foot of the wall he saw thorn bushes
i nstead of fields, and he could not clinb down
and wal k beside the streanms. Then he said to
hinself, "I will walk along the wide wall until |
cone to atree that is tall." He thought then he
could clinmb down onto the other side, and forget
hi s work and hi de.

Holt went for a long walk along the wall. He
wal ked and wal ked and forgot the other side of



the wall, and the tree that hel ped himup, the tree
that was tall. But the thorn bushes did not

stop and he began to grow hot. He had wal ked so

far without a hat, and he w shed he could go back
But he | ooked and the thorn bushes were now on

both sides, and he knew if he junped into them
they would tear his hide. He turned around, and
tried to go back along the wall w thout a hat. But
the wall stayed tall w thout staying wide. And

soon the wall was so narrowit was like a walk on a
dangerous ride. The wall got narrower and nar-
rower and he said to hinself, "I do not under-
stand how | could have turned around and not

gotten back."

Holt was now scared and he began to shake. He
knew if the wall got too narrow he would fall off
and the thorns would get himlike a rake. He
turned back again, the other way, and the wall
narrowed nore so that he was now sure he would
fall and be sore. Then he turned once nore and
the wall becane like a razor and he began to cry
for soneone to be his savior. But it was too late
for Holt, who had brains that were like steel bolts.
The wall was now a razor that could cut |ike Iaser
And Holt finally slipped, one leg this way, and
one | eg that way. And what happened to himis
not easy to say. He fell and fell and prayed to
Jesus. But in the end he was just a bl oody ness
made up of two pieces.

"Sick!" | cried when we finished.
"Hel ter Skelter," Stan said. "Holt Skater."

"What's going to happen to hin?" | asked, and
there were tears in ny eyes. | didn't believe any of it.
Wtchcraft, sorcery, curses-it was all B.S. But Betty
Sue's stories-the way they were worded, the rhynes,

t he endi ngs-they had gotten inside me. And

couldn't get themout, any nmore than a butterfly could
get out of a sealed jar.
"Helter raped Betty Sue," Stan said. "lI'msure she's
t hought up sonet hing special for him™

"When you thunbed through the pile of papers on
Betty Sue's desk, the story of Lati Ball was on top.
What story was second?"

"I believe it was the one we just read,” Stan said.

| junmped to my feet. "Let's get Helter. Let's not |et
hi m out of our sight."

Stan got up slower. "Do you believe nme? \Wat |
sai d about her?"

| hesitated. "Yes."

He seened relieved for a second, but then his face



fell. "What difference does it make?"

"It does make a difference. W have to know what's
going on. Only that way can we prevent it." | paused

"W can stop it, can't we?"

He smled at me. He had a nice smle. He was a nice
guy. | had just reassured himand now | was asking for
his reassurance. "I'msure there nmust be a way," he
said. He held up the remainder of the scraps of papers
we had collected so far. "W need to get the rest of
t hese stories together."

"Let's get Helter first," | said. Wt started up the
street in the direction of the boys. But | stopped after
m nute. "Stan? WAs there any nore nmention of Pep-
per in Betty Sue's diary?" | asked.

It was Stan's turn to hesitate. "Yes."

"What did she say about hin"

"I could only pick out bits and pieces," he said.

"Cone on. Wat did he do to her?"

Stan was stubborn. "I don't know. Ask Pepper
He'd know. "

"Yeah," | said thoughtfully. "I suppose he would."

CHAPTER X

We caught up with Helter and Pepper as they were
neari ng Sal em H gh. They were excited. They had
caught sight of Betty Sue three tines. Sort of. She
nmoved fast, they said. The way they tal ked, she nust
have been riding a broom Stan tried to reason with
t hem

"Why haven't you been able to catch her?" Stan
asked.

"She's too slippery,” Helter said, his eyes practical -
Iy bulging out of his head. He still had his rifle and
revol ver. Cbviously he wasn't about to share his
weapons with Pepper.

"She went into the school," Pepper said with con-
viction. He pointed toward the administration build-
ing at the front of the canmpus. Between the building
and us was the teachers' parking lot, an asphalt square
a hundred feet away.

"Honey, she's not really there," | said.

Pepper had gone from being a skeptic to a believer
qui ck. But | could understand that. There had been



somet hi ng between himand Betty Sue. His guilt had
confirmed that |ong before Leslie died. He had tried to
deny it as best he could-while there was a chance.

But now that Betty Sue had appeared he wanted her
silenced i mMmedi ately. He pointed at the teachers
parking | ot.

"Do you see those footprints?" he asked.

The wi nd had swept a quarter inch of sand onto the
lot. It would have been inpossible to cross it wthout

| eaving tracks. Perhaps Betty Sue couldn't do the

i npossi ble or maybe it was just part of her plan. In
either case footprints stretched all the way across the
asphalt to the front steps of the school

"Those don't belong to you guys?" Stan asked, and
even he seened anazed.

"They're hers, dammit," Helter said. He cocked his
rifle. He was forever cocking it. |I think it was a macho
thing to do. "Let's get her."

"You are not going to shoot her," Stan told him

"I"I'l take her alive,
me. "

Helter said grimy. "If she lets

W started forward. | couldn't believe what was
happeni ng. Perhaps that would keep ne from seeing
her-nmy lack of belief. But | could see her footprints
clearly enough. | traced themas | wal ked, and from
t he di stance between themit didn't appear that Betty
Sue had been in a hurry as she crossed the parking lot.

Pepper was w ong about Betty Sue having gone into
the adm nistration building. A fine coat of sand
covered the entire canpus. It was clear her steps |led
around to the back of the canpus. It was so easy to
follow her, it made ne suspicious. | wondered if she
was |l eading us into a trap.

My suspi ci ons | eapfrogged near the gymasi um
when the tracks suddenly split and went in two
separate directions. W stared at them dunbf ounded.
One veered toward the back of the gym the other
toward the girls' showers.

"How did she do that?" Helter asked

Stan squatted and studied both sets of prints in the
sand. "These were made by soneone wearing boots,"

he nuttered.

"So?" Pepper asked. "Wo cares?"

Stan | ooked up. "She had boots on when she died."

| chuckl ed. "So? We know now her body in the fire
was a hoax."



Stan stood. "It was a real body."

"Look," Helter said, agitated. "Let's talk later

She's getting away. Let's split up. Pepper, you and Rox
followthe prints leading to the gym Stan and | will
search the girls' showers."

"We shouldn't split up,” Stan said sternly.

"W have to split up!" Helter shouted. "Let's just
doit."”

| put ny hand on Helter's shoul der. "We can split
up if I can go with you,” | told him

"Rox?" Pepper said.
"I't's nothing personal,"” | said, catching Stan's eye.

"I don't care who comes with ne," Helter said,

raising his rifle and striding forward. "As |long as they
don't get in ny way."

"This is a m stake,"
deci si on.

Stan said, resigned to the

| followed Helter, but had to jog to keep up with
him W chased the inpressions in the sand to the
green nmetal door leading to the showers. They
stopped there, of course. The door was unl ocked but
closed over. Helter pulled it back. There was no sand
inside. No wind. It was dark and cool, and ny skin

cringed as the door slowy closed behind us. | had
never liked gym | hated exercise. | hated to shower in
front of other girls. |I hated gymteachers. | got very

poor grades in the class.
"Do you hear anything?" | whispered to Helter

"Shh," he said. He touched nmy hand and scanned
the rows of |ockers. "She's here."

"How do you know?" | asked

He drew in a shuddering breath. "I feel her." He
| ooked at ne. "I feel what | felt at the gas station
before Leslie died."

"What was that ?"
"Bvil," he said.

We continued forward. The dark was danp, and the
faint smell of sweat that hung in the air was like a
menory of carefree tines. An open bat hroom door
yawned bl ack on our left, the closed gray |ockers
stretched out on our right. | indicated the bathroom
and Helter shook his head. | was relieved. | didn't
want to go in there either

W were beside the gymteacher's office when Helter



made me halt. "Wat is it?" | asked.
He | eaned his head to the side. "Did you hear that?"
"What ?"

"I't was the sound of wood bunpi ng agai nst wood."
He paused. "I think she's in the equi pnent cage."

"I didn't hear anything."

He put a finger to ny lips. "You stay here. | want to
i nvestigate."

| brushed his finger aside. "W have to stick to-
get her. "

He | eaned in close and spoke in ny ear. "I know
she's in there, Roxanne. | know why she's there. | hurt
her once, now she wants to hurt ne. | can't take you
with ne."

"She made you hurt her," | said, grabbing his arm
"Listen to me, we shouldn't even be in here al one.
Let's go get the others. W can be out and back in two
m nutes."

He let his hand slide down to the trigger on his rifle.
He was petrified-that was obvi ous-but he al so
appeared to be resolved to face whatever |ay around
the corner. "No," he said.

"She'll kill you,"” | hissed. "Your story was next."

H s eyes nmet mine. The news didn't seemto sur-

prise him "W'Ill see who gets killed." He gently
pushed me down onto one of the | ong wooden

benches that ran in front of the | ockers. "Stay here."

| let himwal k away. | don't know why. | shoul dn't
have. Yeah, actually |I do know why. | was scared.
Hel ter vani shed in the dark

| sat there feeling like a coward, so |I got back up. Yet

| didn't feel like chasing after Helter, or entering the
equi prent locker. | was afraid he m ght accidentally
shoot ne. | decided to swing around the back of the

| ocker room through the showers to see what was
there.

| sneaked up the narrow aisle on ny toes. The pale
twilight coming in through the high dirty w ndows
was of small help. Once | stunbl ed and banged ny
shin. The shock nmade me recoil in pain. | had al nost
forgotten about the bullet wound in ny right thigh

The showers waited for ne in shadow. | stepped
hastily inside and hugged the tile wall as | scanpered
toward the far end. | could hear ny heart pounding,

nmy breath coming in ragged gasps, and nothing else. It



seened to take forever to reach the far end. | think the
mai n reason was because as | wal ked, | was burdened
with menory.

A menory of Betty Sue.

There was no nystery why it came to ne right then

and there. My only real encounter with Betty Sue had
occurred in these showers. W didn't have gym cl ass
together, and | still don't know why she was pl ayi ng
vol l eyball with us that day. But she nust have had a
reason- mybe she was naking up a class. Anyway,

she was good at the gane. A slender and tall girl, she
had qui ck refl exes and excell ent coordination. She
was on ny team and she was the main reason we won.

But her skills didn't nake her popul ar. The whol e
period, | doubted if the other girls said five words to
her. | know | hardly even | ooked at her. | hated being
out there on the volleyball court when I could be |lying
on ny bed at hone listening to the radio.

But the fewtimes |I did glance over at her
renenber wondering how she got her curly hair so
bright. The color certainly didn't | ook natural

Then cl ass was over and we went inside to shower.

Betty Sue and | were the last two girls to get under the
wat er-t he gymteacher had nmade us collect all the

balls and put them away in the equi prent | ocker. She
took a shower not far or close to mine. Once nore,
hardly | ooked over at her. | didn't want her to think I
was queer or anything. But | did see enough of her to
know she wasn't sinply thin, but bony-alnost to the
poi nt of starvation. She was al so extrenely pale.

She finished with her shower first, but didn't walk
out the way she had come in. She deliberately wal ked
past ne, and handed me a bar of soap. | grunted
"thank you" and paid the gesture little heed, unti
Betty Sue was out of sight; then | glanced down at the
soap. | could hardly believe what | saw. A baby, a
crying baby, in exquisite detail had been carved into
the face of the bar. It could have been an artist's
square of ivory she handed ne.

| had known Pepper about a week then, and | was
pregnant, although | didn't knowit. Betty Sue would
be dead in |l ess than a week.

| wal ked out the sane way Betty Sue had vani shed.
wanted to ask her where she had gotten the soap. It
appeared to be a one-of-a-kind item the figure of the
baby had clearly not been preforned with the bar, but
had been carved in later. | peered around the edge of
the showers and saw Betty Sue drying herself in front
of a mrror. At least that's what | thought she was
doing at first. | stopped nyself from speaking when |
saw she was drawi ng on the naked reflection of herself
inthe mrror with another bar of soap. This bar was
dyed red. In fact, the soap was the same shade of red



as Betty Sue's hair when her hair was wet. M xed with
water, the soap dripped off the mrror Iike running
bl ood.

| didn't say anything. | just dropped ny bar on the
floor and wal ked away, sick to ny stomach. Betty Sue
had been soaping her reflection in the area of her
st omach.

And that's what | remenbered as | paused in the

dark. To ny left was the mirror where Betty Sue had
colored her reflection. It was dark, and my own
reflected i mage was even darker. Betty Sue had stood
out as a silhouette against the sun this norning, and
now t hat the sun was going down | stood as a shadow
of that day al nost five weeks earlier. | could distin-
gui sh the faint outline of the dyed soap on the nirror
still. Betty Sue had drawn a jar around her reflected
belly. What did she pretend to fill this one with,
wonder ed?

Hel ter screamed. A shot rang out.
"Ch, no," | cried.

| spun and ran in the direction of the noise. Another
shot tore the dark, followed in quick succession by
two others. And all the while Helter screanmed as if an
alien nonster with claws and tentacles and teeth as
| ong as knives was bearing down on him Comning at
hi mwi t hout a pause. Inpervious to his shots.

He screaned |i ke soneone dying.

But when | finally saw him he was all in one piece.
He'd had his rifle out and was blasting away. In the
flash of the bullets | saw and heard gl ass shatter at the
far end of the building. In an instant | realized what
was happeni ng. He had glinpsed his own reflection in
the big prinping mirror by the exit and spooked
hi nmsel f.

"Helter!" | call ed.

He shrieked. He didn't hear nme. He fired once

nmore, and his bullet ricocheted dangerously. Then
heard the clicking of his enpty trigger as he tried to
unl oad shells that were no longer in the chamber. He
stunbl ed backward, as if before a towering beast.
Then he fell and | anded on his butt and squirned

back agai nst a bench that wasn't going to nove out of
the way for him Desperately he reached for the
revolver in his belt.

"Helter!" | screaned. "She's not there!"”

Too | ate. He grabbed the revolver. Too soon he fired
it. He nust have been out of his mind with fear. He
grabbed the revol ver and the trigger and accidentally
shot hinmself while the gun was still in his belt.



"Ahh!" he cri ed.

The revolver fell fromhis hand onto the concrete

floor as he rolled into a ball of agony. | was at his side
inamnment. | tried to hold him to confort him but

he kept thrashing. The door flew open behind me and

remai ned open. It was Stan and Pepper. A shaft of

evening |ight shone down on Helter through the open

door. The top of his pants was soaked dark red.

couldn't help but renmenber Stan's prediction

"Helter raped Betty Sue. |'m sure she's thought up
somet hi ng special for him"

Hel ter had shot hinmself in the groin.

"Ch, Jesus," | npaned, ny hands already soaked
with his blood. "Help him™"

Stan and Pepper ran to Helter's side. Stan tried to
roll himover on his back so that he could figure out
the extent of the injury, but Helter was in too much
pain. He kept shaking violently.

"It's no good," he cried. "It's no good."

"You're going to be all right," Stan said, and there
wasn't a whisper of truth in the words and he knew it.
Hel ter clawed Stan's hand, the veins on his neck
bulging like wires, his contorted features drenched
with sweat. He was crying and | was crying and it was
horri bl e.

"Kill me," Helter begged Stan

Stan shook his head, shocked. "W're going to help
you. We're not going to kill you."

Helter started to sob. "Do you know where |'ve

been shot? You have to kill me. I'll die anyway." He
reached feebly for his revolver but Stan pulled it away.
"Pl ease," Helter pleaded.

Stan put his arns around Helter and held himas if
he were an injured child. When he spoke next, he
sounded as if he was trying to convince hinself.

"W'll go to the drugstore,” Stan said. "We'll get

medi cine. We'll put you to sleep and we'll get the
bullet out. You'll live. You'll be fine."
Helter's voice cracked. "I want to die. | can't |ive

like this in this horrible place." A spasm of pain shook
his frame and his spine arched as he let out a
deafening how. "Stop it! Somebody stop it!"

Stan stared desperately at Pepper and ne. "Wat
can we do?"



Pepper was the color of chalk. "I don't know.
There's nothing we can do." He shook his head and
bit his lower lip. "W should do what he wants us to
do."

Stan | ooked faint. "W can't just kill him | can't."
Pepper was panting. "I can't either."
"No," | cried. "Let's not talk this way. Do some-

thing to help him"

"That's the problem " Stan yelled, still huggi ng
Helter. "We can't help him No one can."

A bl oody hand reached out and touched ny hand.
Helter screwed his face up at ne, his breath comng in
burni ng gasps. He spoke to ne as if | was a god.

"Make it end, Roxanne," he whispered.
| held his eyes a nonment. What did | see? What he
saw in the mirror when he shot at it in terror? Perhaps.
Certainly | saw sonething that had been shattered
beyond repair. Maybe that's what Betty Sue really
was-a wal ki ng wave of destruction. You could not
get out of its way. You could only bow before it. | cane
to a deci sion.

"Leave us alone," | said flatly.
"What are you going to do, Rox?" Pepper asked.
"He's hurt real bad," Stan said.

"I know," | said and squeezed Helter's hand. "Go
now, the two of you. I'lIl be out in a mnute."

They stared at ne in amazenent. Then Stan eased

out fromunder Helter and et himlay on the floor
Stan stood beside Pepper, staring at Helter, at ne. |
don't know which frightened the two of them nore.
They backed away practically holding on to each

ot her, and vani shed. | turned back to Helter

"What a screwed-up day this has been," | said.

He nodded. Hi s breathing had become a bit steadier
and he was no | onger shaking, but he was still in
terrible pain. There was no reason it should go on

"I wish | hadn't woken up," he gasped.

"I know the feeling." | picked up the revol ver
surprised at its weight. |I had never cared for guns.
They were only good for one thing, which was a bad
thing. Helter watched me as | cocked the hammer.
"Was she that strange to be with?" | asked.

He nodded weakly. "She was |ike a worm You



woul d hol d her, but when you let go you felt like she
had slipped inside your guts, and started to grow " He
gl anced down at his pants and whi npered. "She was
bad. "

"Way did you go out with her?" | asked.

"Because she woul d." He coughed. "She would do
anyt hi ng. "

"Did you rape her?"

He shook his head, and he was so sorry, it broke ny
heart. "I don't know what | did. It was one of those
nights where I felt her inside ny head and | couldn't
get her out. That's why | was afraid when Stan started
tal ki ng about her. She knew how to get inside. She
knew all the right doors. 1 was just trying to get her
out." He coughed again. "I guess | did rape her. | w sh
I had killed her."

"I wish you had, too, Helter," | said gently. | raised
the gun to his forehead. "Cl ose your eyes. |I'Il close
m ne."

He nodded. "Thank you, Roxanne."
"It's no problem™

| pulled the trigger. | killed him | never knew
could kill someone. But then | renmenbered | had gone
for an abortion only that norning. Maybe it had
prepared ne.

| dropped the gun and stood up. | could feel his
bl ood all over me, but | had yet to open ny eyes. |
turned and wal ked in the direction where | believed
the door was. | was not sure | would find it. Mybe
Betty Sue had changed its location, | thought. She
knew all the right doors.

| felt like I had just passed through a major door
Now | would find out whether | had taken the w ong
one.

CHAPTER XI

The sun was sayi ng goodbye to the sky when

st epped outside. The wind blew particles of sand that
stung ny skin. My hair whipped behind ny head and

| felt drops of Helter's bl ood shake | oose. | took a deep
breath and t hought how good it was to be alive. Then

| aughed like a sick drunk. | think I was | osing ny

mnd. It was about tine.

I was in shock. It was as if the bullet had gone
through my own brain and out the other side. | felt a
part of ne that had been good and noral was forever
gone.



The guys were standing beneath a tree in front of
the gym Pepper shuddered visibly as | approached.
Stan stared at ne |ike he was seeing a stranger

"H," | said.
"Did you do it?" Pepper asked.

"Sure," | said. "Why not? It was probably in the
script.”

"We have to find the rest of the stories,” Stan said.
I laughed again. "Why? Tearing themup didn't do

any good. Nothing's going to do any good. Wy don't

we just go sit in one of the classroonms and wite our

own stories? Who knows? Maybe Betty Sue will be

pl eased and give us a passing grade."

"W have to know what's going to happen next,"
Stan said.

"Not hi ng will happen next unless we make it hap-
pen," | said. "I say we plant ourselves in a field and act
like corn stal ks. Let the storm pass."”

"That m ght not be a bad idea," Stan said. "But
we're not going to do it." He gestured back the way we
had come. "We'll get flashlights and | ook for nore

pi eces of paper."

Pepper stopped him "Shouldn't we bury Helter
first?"

Stan shook his head. "Helter will have to wait."

W got flashlights, fresh batteries. | changed ny
shirt. | had whole stores to choose from It was
wonder ful -a shopper's dream | left on my bl oody
pants. They had becone a part of ne.

W started again near Betty Sue's house and worked

our way downwi nd. W wal ked unarned, |ike good

little canpers. The task shoul d have been hopel ess
fromthe start, but it was anazi ng how nany pi eces of
not ebook paper we collected. By the tinme we neared

t he square, we had pocketfuls. Stan nade us stop. He
tried to put sone of themtogether. Mre puzzles,
thought. It was now entirely dark, but the lights in the
square were still working and we were grateful for

smal | favors.

"What if we don't put themtogether?" | asked as
Stan taped in the beans of our flashlights. "Wat if
they don't work unless we read then?"

Stan gl anced up. "I doubt Steve Kinder read his
story."



"Whi ch one was he?" Pepper asked.

"The boy who got cancer after he noved away from
here," | said. | waved ny hand at Stan. "Go ahead."

Stan had been working for nmaybe ten m nutes when
he stopped and frowned. "I think we've got only two
stories here, not three."

"I hope it's me she left out," Pepper nuttered. He
| ooked over at me. "Just kidding."

"I hope she did | eave you alone,"” | told him
sol emmly, kneeling beside him In the soft |ight he was
even nmore handsonme than usual. | thought back to

our first date then, and put ny head back to stare up at
the stars. A part of me turned cold and died.

"Do you think there's anyone out here?"
"No one human."

There were no clouds in the sky, no haze, no snoke.
And there was no stars either. Betty Sue nust have
failed to wite themin. She probably knew how nuch
I loved them A strangled cry escaped ny lips, and
Pepper had to reach over and catch ne because | no

|l onger cared if | fell. He cradled ne in his arms, and
stared into ny eyes. Then his own gaze lifted to

the sky and he, too, began to shake. | heard Stan's
Voi ce.

"W have to believe her now, " he said.

| clinmbed out of Pepper's arms with difficulty and

scoot ed over beside our class genius. "If she can take
away the universe," | said. "She can do anything."
Stan seemed beaten. "I have no answers for you."

| touched Stan's knee. "Could she kill us tonight,
and bring us back tonorrow? Could she kill us over
and over? Forever?"

Stan put a hand to his head. "I don't think she can
bri ng back the dead."

"Why not?" | asked.

He sat still for a nmonment, then tw tched invol untar-
ily. "Let's see what the stories can tell us."

Stan worked for another few minutes. He could

have worked for hours, | wouldn't have cared. | had
st opped being aware of tine. Who was to say there
woul d be a tonmorrow? The sun was only a star, after
all, and maybe Betty Sue could have nmoved it as far
away as she wi shed, into another dinmension if she so
desired.



Finally Stan Reese had a story for us to read.
It was about him
SODA RADAR GOES TO SLEEP

Soda Radar was court jester to Queen Beetle.
Soda woul d tell his queen stories while she sat on
a magni ficent chair and sewed with her needles.
She sewed dresses and cl oaks, and sonetinmes
they ended up on the fire and turned to snoke.
Queen Beetle was wonderful and Soda Radar was
sometines di srespectful. She told him "Your
stories have no rhyme, no sense of time. And that
is the worst of crinmes." Then she sent Soda into
the woods to think of a story that would deliver
t he goods. She told him he had best get better or
she woul d tickle himw th a feather

Soda picked up a stone, and turned over a
bone. He | ooked at all the things of the woods to
make a story, but came no closer to true glory.
Then he said to hinself, "Queen Beetle is not so

smart. | will tell her a story fromthe past, froma
time that has not been marked. She will think it is
m ne. Then she will treat ne kind." He returned

to the court of Queen Beetle, and went to her
private chanber while she sat sewing with her
needl| es.

"I have brought you a story of wonder," Soda
said. "Atale that will ring in your soul Iike
t hunder." Then he told her about Salt and Pepper
and the plate of late dinner. The story of kids and
the end of tinme and cold winter. Queen Beetle
sm | ed as he spoke, but inside her clasped hands
she readi ed her needles for a poke. Soda did not
know this and fini shed happy, thinking he had
presented hinself in a tone that was both clear

and snappy.
"I can see | kept you from being bored," Soda
said. "I am happy you are pleased, and now

want my reward."

Queen Beetl e stood and her hei ght was good.

She said, "From day one you hovered near ne

like flies. You sing and dance but really you
think of it all as lies. Your story is not new, but
old. And | have decided it is tinme you were

sold."

Then Queen Beetl e took her needl es and

grabbed Soda's arm and began to do hi m great

harm But he cried aloud and said, "Do not do

this to me your slave. | apol ogi ze and pronise
never again to m sbehave."

Queen Beetl e | aughed and gave hi m her needl e.
"Poke yourself so that you bleed," she said.

"Then | will take what is left of you, and give it to
soneone who is in need."

Then Soda took her needle and stuck it hard

into his heart. H's blood poured onto the floor

and after sone time he had to close his eyes, and
inside it grew dark



"Cheery," | said.

"I love the upbeat endings," Pepper agreed. He
patted Stan on the back. "None of it has to happen.”
But Stan was ashen. "I used to think of her as ny

gueen, " he whi spered.

"Why?" | asked.

"Because she was so powerful," he said.

"And you visited her whenever she wanted you to?"
| asked.

He nodded miserably. "I had no choice."
"That witch,"” | said.
Stan stood. "Excuse me. | have to get sonething

fromthe drugstore.™

I junped up. "What?"

"I have a headache,"” he said. "I need sone aspi -

rin."

"W'll go with you," | said.

He stopped us. "It's not necessary. |'Il be back in a

couple of minutes." He handed us the remai nder of
hi s notebook scraps. "See if you can piece together the
final story."

It was nmy turn to stop him "You' re OK, aren't
you?" | asked.

He smiled. Such a nice guy. The best really, of all of
us. "Sure," he said.

"Don't go picking up any needles,” | said. "I'm
serious."

He nodded, but there was no life to the gesture. "I
under stand. "

Stan slowy wal ked away in the direction of the
drugstore, the one beside the bank. Just before going
i nsi de he stopped at a newspaper rack. He fished
i nside his pocket for change and bought hinself a
paper. Then he went inside the drugstore.

"I think I should go with him" | fretted to Pepper

"You mght want to stay with ne," Pepper said. He
was al ready on the ground, fiddling with the scraps
Stan had |l eft behind. The wi nd was hassling his
efforts. There was sand in his hair and | brushed it



out .

"Why do you need nme now?" | asked.

He gl anced at me. "Because, in case you didn't

notice, I was nmentioned in Stan's story. And | can

al ready see that this last story's got ny nanme all over
it."

n G]_ n

He paused. "Wy do you hate me, Rox?"

I was annoyed. "I don't hate you. Wiy do you say
somet hing stupid |ike that?"

"You haven't been particularly nice to nme today."
"Wll, I"'msorry, it has been a kind of bad day."
popped ny hands on ny hips, a gesture | never

normal Iy used. "You haven't been nice to nme either."

Pepper tried to | ean over to touch ne, but | was
standing just out of reach. "Wat is it?" he asked.

"Why don't you tell me?"

"Tell you what ?"

"About your relationship with Betty Sue for one
thing," | said. "I know you had one. Your nane is al

over her burnt diary."

He was obviously worried, which did wonders for
my confidence in him "Wat did it say?" he asked.

"Does it matter? | want to know what you have to

say." | took a step closer. "W used to tell each other
everyt hing, Pepper. Tell me now about her. | don't
know how rmuch | onger we'll have to talk."

He stared at his feet, sitting perfectly still for a

m nute. He closed his eyes, keeping his hands pressed
on top of the scraps of the last story.

"I went out with her a fewtines," he said finally.
"She had a nystery about her that | found fascinating.
But we didn't do anything interesting." He opened his
eyes and shrugged. "We went to a couple of novies,
ate dinner a fewtines."

"Did you kiss her?"

He hesitated. "Yes."

"Did you have sex with her?"

He faced nme straight on, his dark eyes w de. "No,
Rox. "



"Did you go out with her after you went out wth
ne?"

"No." He raised his hand. "I swear to God |
didn't."

| took a deep breath. The world had cone to an end.
The stars had been vanqui shed. Yet | felt so relieved. |
| eaned down and gave hima tight hug. "You sure
know how to pick "em" | said.

"Are you referring to yourself or to her?" he asked.

I let himgo and stood straight. "Both." | glanced at
the drugstore. "Stay here a second and put the rest of
the story together. | want to check on Stan."

Pepper started to get up. "Don't you want ne to
cone with you?"

Once nmore | was breaking the cardinal rule of rea
life horror. But | answered w thout hesitating. "No."

| passed the newspaper stand as | approached the
drugstore. The Sal em Heral d-circul ation four thou-
sand and fifteen, if sonething was happening in town.
The bin was enpty. | wondered if Stan had taken the
| ast copy. | opened the door to the drugstore and went
i nsi de.

The lights were out. Stan had not bothered to turn
t hem on. But enough illumination came in fromthe
square | anps to keep me from bunping into things.
Stan sat on the counter near the front, his |egs
dangl i ng down, | eaning back on his arns. One page of
t he newspaper rested on his |ap.

"Hi," he said softly;

"How s the headache?" | asked;

"Better."

"Did you take sonethi ng?"

"Yeah. "

"Good." | sat down on the floor at his feet, |ooking
up at himin the silent dimess. He appeared nore at
ease than he had a few mnutes earlier, and that nade
me relax. "So, what's new in the news?" | asked.

He nodded with his head for me to take the paper
off his lap. Apparently he was too confortable the way
he was sitting to nove.

"It's only the first page," he said.

"I's it today's paper?" | asked, reaching out for it.



"Tormorrow s. "

| froze as | touched the paper, afraid to take it.
How s t hat?"

"It has tonmorrow s news in it," Stan said.

"Have you read it?"

"Yes."

"I's it bad?"

"Yes."

| sat back on ny butt. | had the single sheet in ny
hand-just the one. | turned it over w thout reading
t he headlines. Blank. Betty Sue had not wanted to
waste ink. | turned to the front. The headli nes.
Desti ny.

TRACEDY STRI KES FI VE LOCAL TEENS

Beneath the caption were five small pictures. Senior
pictures that would be in the yearbook when it cane

out in a nmonth or so. Leslie's picture. Helter's and
Pepper's and Stan's. Mne, too-1 wasn't sniling as
the others were.

"Should | read the article?" | asked:

"There's only the first half of it," Stan said. "But it's
interesting.”

"Interesting," | muttered. | began to read.

Five Salemteens died yesterday: Leslie Belle,
Hel ter Skater, Stan Reese, Paul Pointzel, and
Roxanne Wells. Each death appears to be an
i sol ated incident, unconnected to the others. But
| ocal authorities are not dism ssing the possibility
of a "group suicide pact," although not all the
deat hs were apparent suicides.

Leslie Belle died in her garage at approximately
two in the afternoon when the gas tank of her car
expl oded. Her parents were out at the tine. It
appears Leslie was trying to pour extra gasoline
into her tank froma can of fuel her father
reserved for supplying his [ awnnmower. There is
specul ation that she had a cigarette in her nmouth
at the time of the incident, although her parents
deny that she snoked. It is thought that she died
instantly. Nobody else was injured in the explo-
si on.

Hel ter Skater died at Sal em H gh when he
either intentionally or accidentally shot hinself
in the groin and the head with a Colt .45 revol ver
H s body was found in the girls'" shower room
Sat urday evening. Authorities don't know how he
cane to be there



Stan Reese's body was found at approxi mately
ten last night in his bed. H s parents were hone at
the tine, but didn't know there was any problem
with their son. Police are saying Stan was a

pr obabl e sui ci de because both his wists had been
slit, but there was no note, as is usual wth
suicides. Hs parents felt that Stan was still dis-
traught over the suicide of Betty Sue MCorm ck,
who only four weeks earlier doused herself with
gasoline and Iit herself on fire.

The fourth victimto be found was Pau
Poi nt zel , who died at-(Please Turn to Page
Three: TRAGEDY) .

"She would end it just there," | conpl ai ned.

"I don't know," Stan said softly. "Maybe she didn't
wite it. Maybe it's the way it will be witten."

| set aside the page. Actually, | dropped it, and it
floated slowy to the floor. "So we know the truth at
last. We're dead. W don't have to worry anynore. It's
over."

| felt like crying right then, but ny tears were used
up. Did | believe ny own words? | hoped not. Death
couldn't feel this awful, | thought, not if there was a
God. But what if there wasn't? What if the soul did
survive for eternity, but in a carel ess chasm where no
divine will reigned suprenme? That truly would be hell
W woul d be forever at the nmercy of Betty Sue's
wi cked ganes.

"Maybe we're not dead," Stan said. "And not alive
Maybe we're sonewhere in between.'

"I's that possible?"
"I don't know "

| forced a chuckle. "One thing for sure, |'mnot
letting you go near your bedroom"

He yawned. "That's too bad. | feel like a nap right
now. "

| stood up and stretched. "Pepper's trying to piece
toget her the other story. Maybe we shoul d get back to
him"

"Wuld it be OKif we sat here a little | onger?" he
asked.

He sounded so sad, | didn't have the heart to say no.
| sat back down. "Sure. Whatever you want. Do you
have any new i deas on what we should do next?"

"Explore the truth," he said



"What do you nean? What truth?"

He sighed and let his head roll back on his neck. His
arms were still behind him supporting him He was
breathing hard, but | figured it was because the
stillness inside the drugstore was cl austrophobic. O
course so was the night air outside, beneath the
starl ess sky.

"Betty Sue called ne over to her house the | ast day

of her life," Stan said in a dreany voice. "It was not
one of those tines when | felt | had to go see her. Still,
| wanted to say no to her. She sounded strange, even
for her. But she said | had to come. She needed ny

hel p."

"What was her problen?" | asked.

Stan grimaced in the shadows. "She was pregnant.

She told me the minute I wal ked in her bedroom She
said she had to get rid of the baby and she had to do it
t hat day."

"Do you know who the father was?"

Stan t hought a nmonment. "No."

"Did the father know she was pregnant ?"

"I think so."

"CGo on," | said.

Stan's head cane forward and hung over slightly.

He seened weary to the bone. Hi s breathing was
definitely labored. "This is the thing | didn't want to
tell you about,"” he said. "She was playing with ne.
Maybe she was already playing with all of us."

"She wasn't really pregnant?"
He shook his head. "She was and she wasn't. She

had already started to get rid of the baby-at | east
that's what she said.”

Even before | asked, and he answered, | felt sick to
nmy stomach. "Wat do you nmean?" | whi spered.
Stan sighed. "I don't know the gory details, thank

God. But she said she had done sonething to her

i nsides. Wien | got there she was henorrhagi ng
internally. She | ooked fine, at first, but then she told
me what was happeni ng. Then | saw stains on her-|

don't even want to say it. | believe she was telling ne
the truth. She wouldn't let ne take her to the hospital
She wasn't scared. Like | told you earlier, she was
happy. She told ne she had an exciting eveni ng

pl anned. "

| pressed ny hands to ny ears. "I can't listen to
this."
Stan was synpathetic. "I understand. | begged her

to let me help her, but she refused. She said she
knew how to take care of herself. She said she was
going to make herself invincible, so that nothing
could ever hurt her again. Then she would cone
back in style."



"Cone back?"

"Spooky, yeah. But first she said she had to take
care of sone unfinished business. She wanted ne to
get her a few things."

"What ki nd of things?"

"Pictures of Helter and Leslie and Pepper and you
She al so wanted a picture of ne."

"She needed themto make voodoo dolls?" | asked.

"I never thought of it that way. Yeah, in a sense. Her
stories are |like those dolls."

"Why did she want you to get the pictures?" | asked.

"I was probably her only friend. And I was on the
year book staff. It was easy for me to obtain the
pictures. | got her copies of the ones you just saw on
the front page of the newspaper."

"Way did you do it?" | asked

"I didn't know she was planning next nonth's
news." He shrugged. "I don't knowif | had a choice in
the matter."

"Way didn't she get them hersel f?"

"That's an interesting question. | believe she
wanted nme to know what she was up to so that when
we ended up here-wherever we are-1 would sus-
pect that she had sonmething to do with it."

"Did she say anything else that | ed you to believe
she could work such a major mracle?"

"Two things. She told me just before | left that her
butterfly jar could be any size she wanted it to be." He
sat up straighter, and it was a major effort. He was
dozing as he spoke. "That's why | didn't want you to
try to leave town. 1 didn't think you'd be able to."

"You thought we'd run into a glass wall?"

"Something like that." He coughed. "All day |ong
we' ve been flying in tiny circles. And dying." He
added, "It's been hot today."

"What was the other thing she said?" | asked.

He raised his head as if it weighed a ton, and net
nmy eyes. "You went to Foster this nmorning to get an

abortion, didn't you?"

I was shocked that he'd know. "Did Pepper-'



"No," he interrupted. "I knew because she told ne
that there would be another like her, and that she'd
use this other to screwtight the lid on her jar."

"What does that nean?"
"Since we're tal king about Betty Sue, |1'd venture to
say she needed you and your situation as an inportant

i ngredient in her curse.”

"But | didn't get an abortion. | couldn't go through
with it and got up and left in the mddle."

Stan's head jerked at the remark. "In the m ddl e?"
"Before the procedure got started." | clasped at ny
abdonen. Al day long | had had no ill effects from

what the doctor had done to nme. | felt safe that | had
changed my mind in plenty of tine. Yet now, ever so
faintly, | felt a cold liquidy sensation in ny guts. It
crept fromthe right to the left, like an icy finger across
ny intestines.

| shook it off. It was probably just Stan's story, |
reasoned. It was enough to nmake anybody's stomach
turn.

"I didn't mean to pry into your private business,"
Stan said.

"No problem Did you see her again after you left to
get the pictures?”

"No. She didn't want to see ne. She wanted ne to
get the pictures, put themin an envel ope, and slide
t hem under her bedroom door. And that's what |
did."

"How cone you didn't tell Betty Sue's nother what
was w ong?"

"She wasn't around."”
"You shoul d have told soneone."”
Stan gestured hel plessly. "She didn't want me to."

"WAs Betty Sue in her room when you returned
with the pictures?”

"Yes. | called to her, but she didn't answer. | think
she was witing. Probably these stories." Stan raised
his head once nore, and | was surprised to see tears
stream ng down his cheeks. "Ch, God," he whispered.

" Stan?"
He sniffed. "You know everyone thought | was

pretty smart. | was a nerd but | had respect. People
didn't nake fun of me. They liked ne, and | |iked



them M life was pretty good."

"It was a great life."

Stan shook his head sadly. "It couldn't be great
because deep down inside | was a coward. | knew
what was right and | knew what was wong. | knew

everything connected with Betty Sue was w ong. But |
did what she said because | was afraid of her." Hs

voi ce cracked. "I should never have brought her those
pi ctures."
"I't wasn't your fault." | got up and stepped to his

side. "Cone on, let's get out of this drugstore. It's got
bad vibes. Let's go see Pepper. The night's young.
W'l think of sonething to do. It'll be OK "

Stan refused to budge. "I can't go," he nunbl ed.
"Come on," | said, tugging at his arm "We' Il make
a plan. W'll. "

| stopped. | had stepped into a dark puddle. It was
com ng fromthe back of the counter, through the
druggi st's wal kway. A whiff of a sickly copper odor
touched ny nostrils and stabbed right into ny heart.
| eaned around where Stan sat and saw that the puddle
formed fromtwin trickles pouring off the counter
And follow ng the course back a bit further, | realized
that Stan had slit his wists and was bl eeding to death
ri ght now.

"Stan, no," | noaned.

"I"'msorry," he whispered as he sagged into ny

arms. | caught himbefore he could fall. He was cold to
the touch. He continued to weep. "I had to do what
she said."

"But why?" | cried.

"I don't know why. It's always been this way." He
coughed sone nore, and buried his face in ny chest. |
believe | felt his heart flutter in his chest. It was
probably |l ow on blood to punp. It was amazing Stan
was even conscious. The puddl e soaked the entire
space behind the counter. "I wanted to save you and
Pepper fromher," he said pitifully.

| hugged himtight. "You did your best." | Kkissed the
side of his face. "Can't we try to stop the bl eedi ng?"

"It's too late." He sat back slightly, wapping his
bl eeding arnms around him shivering. "I'mso cold."

"Why is she doing this to you? You were her
friend."

"Maybe that nmade me her worst eneny. | was the
only one who knew her secrets and still |iked her. |



had to be gotten rid of."

I ran ny hand through his hair. "Is there anything
can do for you?"

He nodded. "Put ne in ny bed when |'m gone."

| began to cry. "Then it will be just like the paper
Then she will have won everything."

He cried with nme. "She has won."

"No! I won't let her!" | grabbed his shoul ders and
he shook in ny hands like a rag doll. "You can't die
yet! You have to tell ne howto stop her!"

But | had apparently waited too |ong for my eno-
tional plea. Stan tried to speak but collapsed in ny
arms. | laid himback on the counter. He gasped for
air. Hs skin was white as marbl e. The vanpiress had
cl ai med another victim damm her to the deepest hell
He gestured me closer. | pressed ny ear to his lips to
catch his last words. He smled weakly.

"I always had a crush on you," he said. "I'mglad
you passed your math cl ass."
| buried nmy face in his chest. "I always had a crush

on you, Stan."

But | don't know if he heard ne. He didn't answer,
and when | sat back up, his eyes were open, staring at a
distant ceiling that covered the invisible stars. | closed
his eyes for himand fol ded his arns across his chest.

"CGoodbye, old friend," | said.

CHAPTER XI |

Pepper took the news hard. Can't say that | blamed him
Once there were five and now there were two. |
couldn't bear to think which one of us would go next.

"W have to get out of here," Pepper said desper-
ately.

"I don't know if we can," | said, thinking of the

gl ass jar. Pepper held ne by ny shoul ders. He | ooked
ten years ol der than he had that norning. | hadn't told
hi m about the newspaper. | suppose | didn't want to
worry him

"W can't stay here,"” he said. "Her power nmay not
extend beyond the limts of the city."

| nodded. | had no strength left to argue. "W can
| eave as soon as we nove Stan's body to his bed-
room"



"Forget it!" Pepper said, letting go of nme. "Every
second we stay here is dangerous. Stan's dead. W
can't help him™"

| turned toward the drugstore. "It was his |ast wi sh.
I"mgoing to nove himto his, bed with or w thout your
hel p."

Pepper grabbed me from behind. | had never seen
such fear, and | had seen a lot of it that very day. "W
have to |l eave now | read the last story."

"What did it say?" | asked. Stupid question. He

pul | ed a handful of paper scraps from his pocket.

"It says that 1'mgoing to die," he replied, thrusting
the mutilated story in ny face. | sat down and put it
t oget her. Anot her voodoo doll.

SALT AND PEPPER FOR SUPPER

Salt and Pepper were a happy couple. They
| aughed and ki ssed, and when they were apart it
was as if something was anmiss. But they were only
spices. Al they had were flavor and a few m sera-
bl e vi ces.

It came to pass one day that Salt and Pepper
met Fat Freddy. He said to them "I wll take you
to ny queen. Are you keen?" Salt said, "I do not
know her nanme. | do not know if the one | think
of is the sane." But Pepper said, "I know this
great queen. | have heard she never gets nean."

So Fat Freddy took Salt and Pepper to neet
Queen Beetle, and they found her sewing in her
secret chanber with her needl| es.

Queen Beetle said, "I know this Pepper. He
ki ssed nme once but then he left and never wote
me a letter." Then Pepper was afraid and clung
tight to Salt. Pepper was so afraid he woul d not
tell Salt it was all his fault. But it was tine for
Queen Beetle's dinner, and because she was never
rude, she invited themto stay. Salt and Pepper
said fine, thinking they were hungry and m ght
dine. But they did not know Queen Beetle's hate,
and when they | ooked away she snatched them
both and set them on her plate.

The Queen said, "Do not scream or | wll
certainly cut you like a bean." But Salt protested,
"Why are you doing this, why do you hate?" To
whi ch Queen Beetle |aughed. "It is not sinply
hate. It is nuch nore honorable. It is fate."

Then Queen Beetl e picked up her knife and
fork, and reached for her bottled wi ne and pulled
the cork. "A toast!" Queen Beetle exclained.

"For the flavor Salt and Pepper give to nmy roast!"
Then Queen Beetle stretched out with her knife

and fork, and Salt was so angry at Pepper that she
pushed himonto the Queen's pork. There Pepper
caught the Queen's fork, and it pierced his chest,
and he died Iike a foolish dork



"Lovely," | said. |I |ooked up at Pepper fromthe
curb where | was sitting and readi ng. The wi nd

how ed. The sand blew. CQur flashlights rocked. Such a
scene, this cruel night. "Was this all your fault?"
asked.

"What are you tal king about?" Pepper asked.

| thought of the story Stan had told nme. Betty Sue's
| ast day. "Never mind," | said flatly.

Pepper knelt anxiously at ny side. "You' re not
angry at nme, are you?"

| touched his face. "No."

He gl anced down at the story. "Please don't get
angry at ne."

| let go of the scraps of paper, and the wind carried
themoff into the night. "I understand,” | said.

W took care of Stan. We put himin the backseat of
my car and drove to his house. W carried himinto his
bedroom and eased hi munder the bl ankets. | wanted
to bandage his wists, but Pepper wouldn't let ne. |
left the light on in the bedroom | turned in the
doorway and peeked at himone | ast tine.

"At | east he | ooks peaceful now, " | said to Pepper
"The dead al ways do," Pepper nuttered.

| thought of Helter, what was left of his head. "I
don't know about that."

Then we were outside again, in the dark w ndy part
of Betty Sue's universe. My car had gas in it-we had
got five bucks in it that norning at the deserted
station. W took H ghway 37 out of town, the sane
road we had taken to Foster for the abortion. But this
time we headed north on it. | insisted on it. Pepper
didn't mnd. He tal ked as we drove.

"We'|l get to L.A tonorrow norning," he said.
"We'|l go straight to the beach. W can be wal ki ng
besi de the water when the sun comes up."

"That sounds wonderful." 1 stared out the w ndow

as Sal em shrank behind us. The wind was worse than |
could remenber all day. Pepper had to fight to keep
the car noving in a straight Iine. W were being
sandbl asted. By the tine we'd reach the other end of
the desert, there wouldn't be a speck of paint left on
the exterior.

"You know it's possible there m ght be other people
in L A ," he said. "I respect the things Stan said. |I'm



sure Betty Sue was a weird chick. No one can argue
with that. But Stan mght have taken the thing with
her too far. W might find people everywhere."

"I hope you're right." O course | didn't believe a
word of it. But if the talk made Pepper feel better,
then | wasn't going to argue with him The front of the
car swerved dangerously in a strong gust. "W should

sl ow down. "

"I"'monly doing forty-five," Pepper said.

"Do thirty-five."

Pepper nodded and slowed. "At least in L.A we
won't have to worry about affordable housing. W'l
be able to stay anywhere we like." He glanced over at
me. "\Where would you like to stay?"

"Beverly Hills." '
"Wy there?"

"It sounds rich," | said.

"How about Malibu? It's rich, too, and it's by the
ocean. "

“Mali bu would be fine with nme."

"We could go see all the sights," Pepper said. "It
m ght even be better that everyone's gone. W won't
have to wait in any lines. Hey, we could go to

Di sneyl and! We'll have the whol e park to oursel ves.
wn't that be a trip?"

"How wi || we get the rides to work?"

"It can't be that hard to turn themon. W'l
probably just have to push a button or sonething."

| nodded, enjoying the fantasy. It was all we had
left. The wind was getting stronger and stronger,
com ng at us straight on now. Pepper had to keep the
gas floored to naintain a neager speed.

"I want to go on Space Mountain first," | said.
"You know the nane of the actual rides?" he asked.
"I know |l ots of them There's Space Mbountain,
Pirates of the Caribbean, Thunder Muntain, and the
Haunt ed Mansion. "

Pepper | aughed. "Maybe we coul d skip the Haunted
Mansi on. "

| laughed, too. "Yeah. W have Salemfor that."

Pepper shook his head. "Can you believe the stuff



t hat happened to us today?"

"Nope. | hope when | wake up tonmorrow it's al
forgotten.”

"So you think we mght just be dreani ng?"

The car swerved again harshly. "Careful!" | cried
"I am being careful." Pepper |eaned forward and
tried to peer through the sandstorm Qur visibility
was al nbost nonexi stent. Qur speed was down to

maybe ten miles an hour. "This is unreal," he nut-
tered:
"Can you see?" | asked anxiously.

"I see what you see."
"Maybe we should try to | eave tonorrow. "
"No," he snapped.

The noi se of the sand rained in nmy ears like a
meteor stormin outer space. "But if we crash, what
good will it do us?"

He was adamant. "We're not going back. We'll die if
we go back."

Ten minutes went by. In that tine we didn't talk
about Disneyland or Beverly Hills. W sat in silence,
because we both realized what was happeni ng. The
power of the wind was growing in direct proportion to
our distance from Sal em Pepper had the accel erator
floored and we were barely creeping forward. Qutside
the wi ndshield was a wall of noving brown dust.

"We're beginning to overheat," Pepper said.
"Qur glass jar," | whispered.

"What ?" Pepper yelled over the racket.

"W have to go back."

He shook his head. "No!"

"Then just stop the car and we'll sit here." | grabbed
his arm "Pepper, it's no use!"

He took his foot off the gas and stopped the car. W
sat for a minute in the |oud darkness. It was ironic-
all day | prayed for the silence to lift, and now that |
had noise, it was driving nme crazy.

"We can't just sit here," Pepper said finally.

"Turn around."



He touched nmy knee. "You won't get nad at nme if
we go back?"

"Way woul d | get mad? |I'mthe one who said we
have to go back."

He let go of ny leg. "I just wanted to get that
straight."

W turned around with difficulty but once we were

poi nted toward Sal em we coul d have returned w thout
any gas. The wi nd pushed the car happily al ong, unti
the town becane visible. That's when the stormno

bi g surprise here-suddenly eased. As we crossed the
city limts a feeling of despair swept over me, like that
of falling into a bottom ess well, where no matter how
| ong you dropped, you never hit bottom Never fee

the icy black water seep into your black heart. Still
you knew it was there for you-eventually. Like
obl i vi on. Deat h.

Pepper | ooked over at ne. "\Were would you like
to spend the night?" he asked.

| smled sadly. "Disneyland Hotel ."

"Where el se?"

"“Your place," | said.

But who spoke? Who nmade us choose that place?
| believe it was her.

Pepper's house stood silent and bl ack at the edge of
town. We parked in the driveway but we didn't go

i nside. By unspoken agreement we took each other's
hands and wal ked to the barn. The cozy hay. Qur |ove
nest. CGod, that night seemed like a mllion years ago.

I ndeed, suddenly, it seenmed as if it had never
happened. At least not to me. It was as if Pepper had
been hol di ng another girl that night, when he was
supposed to be hol di ng ne.

Many things came clear to me as we stepped inside.
They came clear to nme in darkness.

Yes, it's true, sonething swept over ne all right.

Per haps the wi nd brought it. | cannot explain the
power of it except to say it was profoundly subtle. So
subtle | didn't know at the tine it wasn't of my own
maki ng. | experienced a clarity of a cruel kind.

Pepper lit a lantern and hung it on a brown wooden
beam | sat in the loft of hay and lazily swing ny | egs.
Up and down, back and forth. | was thinking. | w shed
| could stop. Qur thoughts had been our enenies al
day. If we'd just decided to Iie down and take a | ong



nap when we nmet at the ice-creamparlor, we would

have all been alive still. But perhaps that was not our
fate. Pepper sat beside me and put his arm around ny
shoul der.

"What's the matter?" he asked.

" Not hi ng. "

"You | ook sad?" he said.

"I am Very sad."

He nodded. "At |east we're together."

| looked at him The blue green prairie in his eyes.
The sunshine in his nouth. My Pepper. | |ooked at a
stranger.

"Did you sleep with Betty Sue?" | asked.

He blinked. "No."

I took his armoff ny shoul der and stood, staring
down at him "Did you have sex with her?" | de-
manded.

He got up also, and stood in front of ne, up on the

loft. On the soft hay in the soft light of the warm
[antern. "No," he said.

| chewed on my lower lip. | tasted blood. It tasted
like it had been mingled and polluted with another's
bl ood. That was true in a sense, | thought. | was

carrying Pepper's child. What bl ood would punp in

the veins of that child? It nmade no difference to ne
right then that the fetus hadn't even grown a heart yet.
| felt as if | was no different fromthe undevel oped
baby. Suddenly ny heart was not working. Al | could

do was think of Pepper in the arnms of Betty Sue, both

of them naked, both of them having fun. My boy-

friend. My true love. Honest to God, if | hadn't |oved
himso nmuch it couldn't have hurt so rmuch. But that

is, | believe, why God gave us love. So that we could
feel pain. It made us that rmuch nore nortal. It made
us that nuch less than God. In the end, all love did

was bring pain to me. Goddamm the way things are,
t hought .

| took a step closer to Pepper. "You're lying to ne."
He shook his head quickly. "No, Rox. | ..."

"You're lying to me!" | screaned. "You screwed
her! You got her pregnant!™

Pepper froze. The life sinmply fell out of his face.
Then he raised his hands to cover his face. And | was
glad. | didn't want to have to look at him It disgusted
me when he began to weep.



"I"'msorry," he mpaned. "I didn't want to tell you
because | didn't want to hurt you." He shrugged. No,
he shook. He trenbled as if the blood in his veins had

becorme ice. "It was just sonething that happened.
didn't planit. | didn't care for her at all."

| pulled his hands down fromhis face. | screwed ny
face up into his and breathed fire on his shame. "All |
want to know," | said with deadly calm "is whether
you screwed her before or after you screwed nme? Tel

me the truth. Don't lie to ne. If youlie to me, 1I'll get

angry. And we both know how dangerous that can
be. "

He twi tched. "Before."

| sucked in a breath and slowy reached up and
grabbed himby the collar. "And after?" | asked.

He twitched again and swal | owed hard. "Just
once," he said.

| let himgo. "I see," | said.

Then | shoved hi m backward. Not all that hard. But

he fell, I watched himfall over the wooden railing, off
the loft, and onto the soft hay below. No big deal. |
had done al nost the same thing the night we nmade

| ove. But | should have renmenbered that night better

It hadn't been that |ong ago, that close call. | should
have at |east renenbered Betty Sue's story. Queen
Beetl e and her fork digging into her peppery pork.

The pitchfork was in the hay. It was hidden, just
barely, beneath the light brown straw. Wrst of all, it
was poi nted up. Pepper landed on it on his back and
in an instant all six blades pierced his chest. | saw
them pop out the front. Red steel going through the
cotton shirt | had bought for his birthday. Bl ood
nmushr oomed over his front. | saw hi mopen his nouth
and try to scream but bl ood poured from around his
teeth and drowned himout. God, there was so nuch
bl ood.

"Pepper,"” | said as | stared down at himfromthe
loft. I didn't know what else to say. | couldn't very
wel | say | was sorry, although suddenly | was nore
sorry than | had ever been in ny life. The power of the

spel | had been broken, at last. | understood that's
what ny anger had been. Leslie had taken up snoking
because she was under a spell. Helter had fired repeat-

edly into his own reflection because the curse was
working on his mind. Stan had slit his wists open
because she had told himto. In ny owm way, | had
done what | was told.

Pepper gagged.

| clinmbed down fromthe |loft and knelt by his side.



Betty Sue had lined us all up and now she was al nost
t hrough knocki ng us down. This was the third tine in
one day | had knelt beside a dying friend. It wasn't

getting any easier-oh no. | |ooked at him struggling
like a pinned butterfly trying to free itself of a painfu
needl e, and | could not understand. | just refused to
understand such horror. | thought that if I did | would

know t he uni verse's worst secret.
What a joke-1 knew it already.

No matter how bad things got, they could always get
wor se.

"Pepper," | said and took his trenbling hand. He
couldn't lay still, couldn't lay back. The damm t hi ng
had hi m propped up in severe disconfort. | watched

the red liquid soak down from each individual gleam

ing knife. It wouldn't be long, | thought. Pepper

| ooked over at me |like a sad boy who had lost his

monmy. | woul d have yanked the pitchfork fromhis

back and thrust it through ny own chest if it would

have eased his sorrow the tiniest bit. But it would have
done nothing so | did nothing. "I"'msorry,"” | said.

"Rox," he gasped.

| leaned closer, placing his hand on ny heart.
"Yes?"

"I"'msorry, too," he whispered. "You were . . . first.
Only . . . one.”
| nodded. | understood. He hadn't lied to nme, not

really. "You were ny first and only."

He gl anced down at the red bl ades protruding from
his chest. Blood trickled out the side of his nouth.
"No escape,"” he npaned.

| put ny free hand on his forehead. He felt warm
and for a second | worried he was catchi ng sonet hi ng.
Silly me. 1 had always wanted to take care of him
Al ways and forever.

"There is an escape,” | said. "W' ve already taken
it. W escaped when we fell in love at the reservoir.
The spaceshi ps cane for us and carried us away up to
the stars.” | kissed his face. "I'Il be with you soon
sweetie. We'll go to the stars together." | began to cry.
| didn't want to. | wanted to be strong for him as he
had been strong for me these | ast few nonths. |
pressed a bl oody hand to my eyes, but ny tears just
ran red and wouldn't stop. All the things that had
happened to nme so far-they were nothi ng conpared
to this. They were like the dream and this was the
painful reality. My life hadn't really started unti
Pepper had entered it. Now | felt nmy life ending, even
before Betty Sue could get her hands on ne. "WAit for
me," | cried. "Please?"



He | ooked at ne with exhausted eyes. "Rox .
| ove you."

| nodded vigorously, sobbing uncontrollably. "Yes,

Pepper. | love you, too." | hugged him ny arnms going
around himand the metal prongs. | think it was al
right to squeeze himtight. | had done it before. | used

to squeeze himso hard 1'd pretend | was squeezing his
soul into my soul. But right then | didn't have to
pretend. | felt it was real this tine. Hi s soul, his

| ove-so warm so sweet, so soft-it was like | could
touch it directly. Al of Betty Sue's |lies had washed off
me. Thank God |1'd had a chance to | ove this guy,

thought. It had made all the pain worthwhile.

"Thank God," | said, opening ny eyes and seeing
his eyes closed. H s pain was over. He was dead.
"Thank God," | repeated.

CHAPTER XI | |

| buried himin the hay. There was only one hard
part-pulling the pitchfork out of his back. | folded
his arnms across his chest as | had Stan's. And |ike
Stan, Pepper al so | ooked peacef ul

Then | went for a |l ong wal k through the night. The
lights had finally failed and the darkness was irrevoca-
ble. | walked in Stan's prophetic dream Yet | never
turned to see if | was being followed. | didn't care if |
was. My pain and sorrow were so great | was shat -
tered. In a way | was happy the streets were deserted,
and that | had no one | had to talk to. The town's
enptiness fit nmy soul. Both were black and filled with
agony.

| ended up at Betty Sue's house. Perhaps it was
because it was where it had all begun. | felt no special
danger. There was no one left to kill me. | wasn't going
to armmyself. | wasn't going to snmoke around a
gasoline punp. | went inside and sat at Betty Sue's
desk. There were pen and paper in her desk drawer.
And a candle and a match. | lit the candl e and opened
the wi ndow wide so | could feel the wind and sand on

nmy face and arnms. Qutside | could barely see the
street. The sand was sweepi ng Sal em away. | picked

up the pen and began to wite.

' Cause there was nothing else to do.

| sit alone in a dead world. The wi nd bl ows, hot and
dry and the dust gathers like particles of menory
waiting to be swept away .

So |l wote this story, and nowit is done. | don't
know i f anyone will ever find it and read it. | don't
know if | care. | just hope that Betty Sue is really dead,



and never returns to the land of the living. If she does
return, | don't know what could stop her

My hand is tired. | wish to put ny pen down and

rest. But | don't dare close ny eyes. | don't know what
I'd awaken to-if anything. | suppose she could nake

it sothat | die in ny sleep

What is that? | hear a sound. It nust be the w nd.
Yet it doesn't sound |ike the w nd.

It sounds like footsteps. Approaching. Ch, God.

Soneone is opening the front door of Betty Sue's
house.

She stands in the doorway of her bedroom and
stares in at nme. She hasn't spoken, but has indicated
that | amto keep witing. She is taller than | renmem
ber, but then | notice her high black boots. Her coat is
| ong and dark, made of soft leather-it is really nore

of a cape. Her incredible red hair shines like fire. Her
lips are alnpbst as red, set in a line that | cannot
fathom She is anused by ne, that nuch is clear, but
she al so seens rather nelancholy. There is no m stak-
ing the power that radiates fromher. This is her place
and she knows it.

She approaches and sits on the bed.

"Wite as | speak," she says. "Record everything."

"Al right," | say. | wite down the words. Her green
eyes follow ne closely. That is another thing we have
in conmon, besides red hair. | could stare in a mrror

and see her eyes. Except hers are deeper than mnine
and col der.

"I's there anything you want to ask me?" she asks.
"Yes," | say.

"Co ahead."

"Are we dead?"

The question brings a snmle to her lips. Her face is

so pale, | fear the smile will crack it. But it doesn't.
Per haps Betty Sue can still feel joy. | don't know.
"W are born dead," she says. "It is just a matter of

time before we realize it." She touches her belly. "The
rare one realizes it even before emerging fromthe
wonb. "

"l don't understand?"
"I was the one in your wonb. | came back for you

You were pregnant with ne." She pauses and her
smle shrinks. "Mther."



"You canme back to kill nme?" | ask
"Yes. But to do that, you had to kill me first."
"l had to decide to have an aborti on?"

"Yes. You had a choice not to. Your choice opened
t he door."

"And sealed tight the I'id?"

"Yes," she says.

"But | didn't have the abortion. | stopped it."
"Did you?"

Her question brings ice to ny guts. "Yes. | know
stopped it."

She does not want to argue the point. "Wy?"

"I thought of you," | say. "What a waste it was that
you threw your life away. It made nme change ny

m nd. "

"You t hought of me because | was with you then."

"Way do you want to kill nme? What did | ever do to
you?"

She pauses. She has to think and that scares ne. Her
t hought s are dangerous. "How many tinmes have you
been in | ove?"

"Once," | say.

"Wuld you believe | could be in |ove?" she asks.

"No. "
My answer does not offend her. She | owers her
head. Her snmile is now entirely gone. "I |oved Pep-
per," she says.

n W]y?ll

She shrugs. "Wy did you | ove him Roxanne?"

| shiver as she says ny nanme. | know she can curse it
just by speaking it out |oud. She does not need her pen
and paper. "I don't know. "

She nods. "It is that way with the best of things, and
the worst of things." She gestures around us, to the
wi nd and the sand, the starless sky. "This is all a

nmystery."

"Even to you?"



She chuckl es softly. "Not so nuch to ne."
"Who the hell are you? \What are you?"

She sits still, her back straight. "I ama storyteller
She | ooks out the wi ndow at the black night. "God is a
storyteller."

"W've been calling you a witch all day. Are you a
wi tch?"

"I am human. But a human can be nmany things. A
human can be a witch. A sorcerer. A saint. A god."

"What are you to ne, right now?"

"I told you. Your child." She pauses again. "You
made nme who | am”

"How? What did | do?"

A shade of sorrow returns to her face. "I went to
visit Pepper the night you two were in the barn. | saw
you in each others arns."

| have to swallow. "I didn't know "

She takes a deep breath and lets it out slowy. "I
think I lost nmy mind right then. |I felt such pain." She
| ooks at nme. "You felt that same pain just before you
pushed himonto ny fork, and afterward."” She grins
suddenly. "And that's how you made this situation
Do you under st and?"

"No. "

She gestures again to our enpty surroundings.
"What would this world be if one child who was born
had never been born? Wwuld it be the same worl d?"

"I't would be pretty much the same, | would think
unl ess the kid was supposed to be president or sone-
thing inportant.”

Betty Sue speaks strongly. "No. That's not true.
That is the nystery. It would not be the same at all. It
woul d be nothing." She pauses and points to her

papers and pens. "This world belongs to ne alone. It
woul d have been nothing if |I had not been born. | sat
here and created it. | wote your story. | let you finish
it. All ny thoughts of you and Helter and Pepper and
Stan and Leslie-they were inside nmy head. | could

make them any way | wanted. | coul d make you any
way | wanted."

"That wasn't true until today."

She nods. "I had to capture you in ny jar." She
speaks seriously. "I amthe author. I amthe storytell-



er. | amall that there is.”
| am of fended. "But you're not God?"

She throws her head back and | aughs. "Maybe | am

O maybe | amthe devil. What's the difference to
someone |ike nme?" Then she shakes her armslightly
and suddenly, like magic, there is a long silver knitting

needl e in her right hand. She holds it up to the
qui vering candl e. The sharp point glistens like a
deadl y star.

"Queen Beetle," | say, and | am so scar ed.

She nods. "You changed your mind too |ate,

Roxanne. "

"No." | clasp nmy abdonen. Inside the cold aches.
"No. "

"Yes." She |l eans toward ne, her needle in her hand.

"The procedure was al ready underway. Now you are
bl eedi ng. You are henorrhagi ng. The doctor is wor-
ried. He fears he is about to | ose you. And he is right,"”

"That's not true," | cry. But the cold in ny guts is
getting worse. It spreads like an evil flanme froma

bl ack abyss. My internal organs shudder. | am having
trouble breathing. It is a strain to keep witing. But |
fear if | stop witing, nmy story will be over. She wll
poke ne with her needle. She nods as | think this.

"I'f you set down the pen," she says. "I will stab you
in the belly."
"But | can't keep witing," | protest.

She wets her lower lip with her tongue. "That is the
di fference between you and nme. You had only one
story to tell." She stops and grins once nore. "l have
mllions."

"No!" | cry.
She doesn't wait for ne to drop the pen. She takes

me by surprise. She stabs nme with her needle. It goes
through nmy shirt, deep into ny belly, into ny child.

Bl ood gushes around the wound. | feel the cold inside

nmy heart, the pain. It is a nunbing pain, and it

spreads. The outside wind begins to die down. | no

| onger feel the sand on ny face. The candle flickers;

the room grows dark. | have to put down ny pen. The

last thing | see is Betty Sue's green eyes, |ooking at ne.
There is cruelty in them and conpassion. | don't

know whi ch i s worse

Suddenly | amvery tired.

EPI LOGUE



Paul Pointzel, better known as Pepper, sat in the
waiting roomof the clinic with the nean nurse and a
copy of Peopl e nagazine. The nurse wouldn't talk to
himor ook at him She obviously hated all the nen
who brought in their knocked-up women. The Peopl e
magazi ne was ancient; several of the celebrities who
babbl ed in the pages about how cool they were now
that they had kicked drugs and booze were now
appearing on gane shows trying to earn extra bucks.
Pepper hoped he never got in People magazine. He
worried it mght bring himbad I uck.

But Pepper was worrying anyway. He | oved

Roxanne and he hated bringing her to this horrible
place at this horrible time of the norning. A dozen
times at the notel they had just come from he had
al nost told her to call the whole thing off. Let's keep
t he baby, he had wanted to say. It will work out. Wo
knows? He mi ght grow up to be President of the

United States.

O course, Roxanne was convinced she was carrying
agirl.

Pepper couldn't believe his bad |uck. Roxanne was
the second girl he had gotten pregnant in the |last two
nmont hs. Betty Sue M Corm ck had been the first, and
boy had that been a mistake. The weird thing about
t he whol e mess was that he hadn't even |iked Betty
Sue. Yet he had gone out with her a dozen times and
had slept with her tw ce, once before he was invol ved
wi t h Roxanne, and once after. The second tine had
been the real killer. He had had no intention of even
talking to her again. He was no two-timer, never had
been. But then she had called and told himto cone
over, and before he knew it he was on his notorcycle,
flying down the streets. She was hone al one and
wasted no time in taking off her clothes and his. But
afterward he got out of there as fast as he could. He
went honme and showered for half an hour. Just the
snel | of her on himhad made himfeel unclean

She had | aughed as he left. She said, "I've got you
now. "

Then a week later Betty Sue came up to him at

school and told himshe was carrying his baby and was
a few weeks pregnant. She nust have conceived the
first time they made | ove. She | ooked so happy that he
was sure she would insist on keeping the child. But

t hen she cackl ed when he asked her about her plans.
"Don't worry about Salt, Pepper," she said. "She's

not going to live to a ripe old age."

He hadn't understood that she neant to kill herself
along with the fetus. But she conmitted suicide that
very night, and whatever guilt he felt about her death,
he felt twice as nmuch relief. Sleeping with her had
been |ike snuggling with a naggot. She was bad news,



that Betty Sue. Their child would probably have

grown up to be a serial killer

The tall stern doctor who was performng

Roxanne' s abortion suddenly appeared in the door-
way. "Call Dr. Kline," he ordered the nurse. "I nme-
diately. Tell himit's an emergency. | want himhere in
five mnutes."”

Pepper junped out of his seat. "Is sonething wong
wi th Rox?"

The doctor threw hima weary | ook. "There are
conplications. Wait here. W'll take care of it."

The strength went out of Pepper's legs and he had to
sit down. The Peopl e magazine fell off his lap and onto
the floor. Sonmething else Betty Sue had said to him
the last time they had spoken canme back to himright
then. He didn't know why. Surely it had nothing to do
wi th Roxanne, and her situation. Yet just the nenory
of it was enough to curl Pepper into a hel pl ess ball of
fear,

"Your seed is like a disease inside nme," Betty Sue

had said. "lIt's a catching disease. | night cough and
give it to soneone else. | mght do that on purpose.
' m sure whoever catches it next will die."

"Pl ease, God," he whispered. He thought if
Roxanne died, he would die with her. She neant that
much to him

He never knew how right he was.

For Roxanne Wells, better known as Rox, the doctor
had been gone only a little while. Not the long tine
she i magi ned before. But what was that before, she
asked hersel f? Suddenly there was sonething in her
m nd she couldn't quite put her finger on. A nmenory
that was nore than a menory, and sonehow | ess.
Sonet hi ng I ong and conpl ex. How odd that she
shoul d forget it altogether, especially when it had just
cone to her. It was as if she had gone to a novie and
t hen been asked inmedi ately afterward what the
novi e had been about. And she responded, "I can't
renmenmber."” Not a single scene. Al she would know is
that she had seen a show.

It nust be the shots they gave me, she thought. | am
not losing nmy mind. It is not the end of the world.

Ah! Sonet hi ng about the end of the world. That's

what her strange dream had been about. She remem
bered then that Leslie, Stan, Helter, and Pepper had
been in it. Plus Betty Sue. Poor Betty Sue. She should
never have killed herself. Wat a waste of life, she

t hought. Life was so precious.

But this time Roxanne did not notice anything
peculiar in the fact that she could contenplate the



sanctity of life while sinultaneously cutting short the
life of a fetus. The strange liquid feeling in her guts
continued to grow stronger. It wasn't painful, just
odd-1ike her dreamof the end of the world. Al these

t hi ngs coul d have been happeni ng to anot her

Roxanne. She was just lying there on her back with her

I egs up in stirrups-watching colored i nages on the

fluffy white clouds that drifted by. She didn't feel Iike
a direct participant in the drana.

But the drama was just getting started. The doctor
returned and he | ooked worried. He began to work on
her again, and when he lifted his hands to coll ect
anot her surgical instrunent she was surprised to see
that his plastic gloves were soaked with bl ood. He
swiftly strapped a blood pressure wap on her arm and
punped it up. His black eyes grew big.

"Roxanne," he said. "How do you feel ?"

She yawned. "Dreany. Am | al nost done?"

He reached for a bottle of solution and a fresh
needl e. "Have you ever had any trouble with excessive
bl eedi ng?"

"Li ke a henophiliac?"

"No." He stabbed the tiny bottle with the needle

and then stuck the needle into the I.V. "You can't be
one of those. Hempphilia only affects males." He put
a hand to his head. "This has got to have a reason."

"Huh?"
"Just rel ax."

"Al'l right." She couldn't be bothered talking any-
way. She felt too sleepy. A nice nap right now sounded
wonder f ul .

Then she felt a stab of pain deep in her guts. It's
suddenness was matched only by its fury. It was as if
someone-a witch maybe with long red hair and bony
fingers-had taken a knitting needl e and poked her
right through the belly button. Roxanne felt her heart
skip as the pain throbbed fromher mdsection into
her head. She let out a bl oodcurdling scream The
doctor jerked upright. The mean nurse canme runni ng
t hr ough t he door.

"Where is Dr. Kline?" the doctor snapped

"He's on his way,'
be all right?"

the nurse said. "Is she going to

"Not if we don't stop this bleeding." The doctor
reached for a swab of cotton balls. He picked up a
scal pel . "We have to prepare for anesthesia. |'m going
to have to open her up."



Open me up, Roxanne thought? That didn't sound

good. But at |east her pain was receding swiftly, as
quickly as it had cone. She didn't know if it was
because the doctor had punped nore nedicine into

her 1.V. or because whatever it was that was wong

i nsi de had al ready burst open and the pressure had
been relieved. She just hoped the river running from
the broken damwas not filled with her bl ood.

For the first tine, she wondered if she was going to
di e.

And just that thought was enough to crack open the
entire world of death. Betty Sue whispered in her ear
You can get up now, Rox. You can walk out into the
wai ting roomand drive back to Salemw th your
Pepper and pretend that you never tried to nurder

your baby. But you will find few people there, only

t hose who have di spl eased nme. Those who are al ready

as good as dead. Then you will watch them die, one by
one. Until | cone to you again in the black night in the

form of Queen Beetle, and put ny needle in your

belly, and make you bl eed again, and again, and agai n.
Until you realize that | ama devil so powerful even
God | eaves nme alone to play as | w sh.

Roxanne sat up and pulled her legs out of the
stirrups. The doctor and nurse did not mnd. They
continued to work frantically with a reclining bl oody
nmess that seened to have little to do with her
Roxanne scooted off the table and reached for her
cl othes. Her green medical gown was filthy with dark
stains and she was happy to be rid of it. Once dressed
in her own clothes, she felt nuch better. She stood up
and wal ked out of the room wi thout even a gl ance
back. But she thought she heard the doctor saying
something to the nurse like, "W're losing her." She
didn't care. She was renenbering what had happened
the last tinme she had changed her m nd about having
t he abortion. Suddenly she renmenbered the whol e
story. She had witten it all down, after all, and never
m nd what that bitch Betty Sue thought.

Pepper was sitting huddl ed over in his chair when
she opened the door to the waiting room He was
crying, and at first she thought he was upset about a
story he had read in the Peopl e nmagazi ne that was
lying at his feet. But then she realized that Pepper
never cried. Not unless .

It was then she understood that he was crying about
her .

Roxanne whirled around and | ooked down the hall,

back the way she had come. Of to her left she could
see the doorway that led to the operating table, where
she knew the doctor and the nurse continued to work
frantically on her. But straight down the hall, near the
end, the walls had begun to elongate, stretching the



hall into what could have been a pathway into infinity.
The way vani shed into an awesone bl ackness. She

gl anced back and forth, between her weeping boy-

friend and the unknown void, and it would have been
easy to step into the waiting roomand take Pepper's
hand and return to Salem But she knew Sal em woul d

not be there, at least not as a city filled with people.
she chose that route, she would once nore step back
into Betty Sue's wi cked reality. Yet there was nothing
in the void that drew her. In fact, its sheer awesone-
ness frightened her. She wavered at the doorway,
uncertain. Sonething Betty Sue said cane back to her
right then. Words in Betty Sue's bedroom at the end

of the story.

"That is the difference between you and ne. You had
only one story to tell. | have mllions."

Betty Sue would just torture the five of themall over
agai n, Roxanne thought. The witch would mix up the
plot, and the suffering would cone at them from
di fferent and unexpected directions. It was a hopel ess
path to go to Pepper, she saw, rmuch as she wanted to.
Yet she desperately needed to talk to him just once
nore, if only to say goodbye. But she knew she
couldn't without great risk. She knew if she so nuch
as stepped into the waiting room as she had done
before, they would both be caught in Betty Sue's web.
There was nothing to be done, and it was so terribly
sad.

"CGoodbye, ny love," she whispered to him She

had sai d too nany goodbyes for one day. Her heart
heavy, she turned and wal ked back down the hall way.
She scarcely paused as she passed the operating room
The doctor had exhausted all his skills. The nurse was
calling out the poor girl's blood pressure readings. The
nunbers were sinking fast. Bl ood soaked the floor in
dar k puddl es. The doctor stopped and stepped back
fromthe table as if he were afraid that whatever

i nexplicable fate had struck his patient would strike
hi mnext. He ripped the surgical mask off his face and
wi ped at the sweat pouring into his eyes. The nunbers
went flat. The girl's eyes were closed, her face com
posed.

"She's gone," the doctor said solemly.

"I am goi ng," Roxanne said. She wal ked forward,

and the first steps were the hardest. She thought of al
t he things she was | eaving behind, and was al nost
tenmpted to retreat, to go around the circle one nore
time with Pepper and her friends, even if it neant
uni magi nabl e suffering. But then suddenly, unexpect-
edly, the darkness softened. As she reached the sup-
posed end of the hall, and passed beyond it, she was
enconpassed in a wonderful light, where she saw

many rich colors and heard many wonderful sounds.
Sounds that had nothing to do with the hym t hat
Betty Sue had sung to catch her unfortunate butter-

| f



flies. In that noment Roxanne felt as if she had

stepped into the center of all things, where the |ight of
the stars shone bright, and the ending of every story
was j oyful

Pepper heard Roxanne's scream of pain but re-

mai ned in his seat, praying feverishly. He did not
under st and how t hi ngs coul d have gone bad so qui ck-

ly. Everything he read about abortions had said it was
a relatively easy procedure. Once nore he cursed

hi nsel f for putting Roxanne through such tornment.

He swore when he got her out of there he would nake

it upto her if it took himthe rest of his life. He was
very serious about her. Fromthe first night they had
gone out he had thought she would one day be his
wife.

Several mnutes crept by. They coul d have been

hours. Then Pepper thought he heard Roxanne's
voi ce. Even nore strange, as he gl anced up, he
t hought he saw her standing in the doorway that |ed
back to the operating roonms. But it couldn't have been
her because he coul d see right through her. Wen he

bl i nked she was gone. Yet the sound of her voice hung
softly in the air. So soft that he heard it in his heart
and not with his ears. A whisper of |love. A whispered
goodbye.

"Rox?" he called
Goodbye nmy | ove. Be wary of the witch.

Pepper got up and hurried through the door. He
didn't care what the nurse and doctor said. He had to
find out what was happening to his girl.

He found out all too soon

She rested on the operating table, her |egs down
fromthe stirrups, her |ower body covered with white
towels that slowy turned dark red as he | ooked on
Her face was pal e beyond belief and she lay as still as a
fallen statue.

"I's she dying?" Pepper cried and stepped into the
operating room

The doctor | ooked over at the nurse. "What is he
doi ng here?"
"Come on, son," the nurse said, taking him by
the arm "You cannot be in here. The doctor is work-
ing."

Pepper shook her off and stepped forward. The
doctor wasn't working anynore. He had al ready given

up. He was covering Roxanne's face with a sheet now.
Pepper reached out and stopped him He touched her

red hair, the side of her cold face. She lay on her back
wi th her eyes closed. Pepper |eaned over and |listened



at her lips for the faintest sound of breath. But he
couldn't even catch a whisper of life.

"Ch, baby," he npaned and put his arnms around
her, and hugged her, and ki ssed her. But she didn't
stir. "Oh, Rox, what have | done to you?"

The doctor put his hand on Pepper's shoulder. "I'm
sorry, son," he said with feeling. "I don't know what
happened. She just started bl eeding and | coul dn't
stop it. I've never seen anything like it."

Pepper stood up straight and | ooked at the nan.
"She wanted to keep the baby, you know | tal ked her
out of it."

The doctor nodded. "I understand how t hat nust
make you feel, but you couldn't have known this
woul d happen. "

Pepper thought of Betty Sue. How she had al so died
after being with him An unseen curse was at work
here, he thought. It would cone for himnext. He only
prayed it didn't wait |ong. He deserved to die. He
gl anced one last time at Roxanne. She had been the
best thing that had ever happened to him

"Yes, | should have known," Pepper said.

Pepper wal ked out of the operating roomand |eft
the clinic. He got in Roxanne's car and drove home. It
was early, still pretty dark. He drove fast and didn't
see anyone on the highway until sunrise, when he
spotted a hitchhi ker standi ng beside the road in the
m ddl e of the desert. It was a young woman, with | ong
red hair and a black cape that reached to her feet. He
didn't want to stop for her. The | oss of Roxanne |ay
heavy on his heart, like a nountain of frozen | ead. But
the girl was alone, and he feared she could be in
danger once the sun was in the sky and the tenpera-
ture rose. He pulled the car over to the side of the
road. He wat ched as she collected a bl ack bag at her
feet and slowy wal ked toward him

"Can | have a ride?" she asked, leaning in the open
passenger side wi ndow. She was attractive. Her red
hair shone Iike a torch and her green eyes danced as
she spoke. It was funny, he thought, she even | ooked
fam liar, although he was sure he had never seen her
before. He woul d have renmenbered sonmeone |ike her
She snmiled a nmouth full of white teeth. "Please?"
"Sure." He |eaned over and opened the door for
her. She clinbed in and set her black bag on the car
fl oor between her black boots. "Were are you head-
i ng?" he asked.

"Salem" she said

He put the car in gear and they rolled forward.



"That's where I'mfrom | can give you a ride there, if
you'd like."

"Ch, 1'd like that very nuch."

"How di d you happen to be out here in the mddle
of nowhere? Did your car break down?"

"No." She giggled. "It caught fire. | was barely able
to get out alive."

"That's a shanme." He fought back a spasm of grief.

He was not going to cry in front of a conplete
stranger. It was going to be hard having company ri ght
now. He forced hinself to offer his hand, and he had
to fight to keep it from shaking. "My nane's Pepper."

She squeezed his hand. Her touch was cool and
slinmy. He assuned she had recently rubbed sone kind
of lotion on her skin. "I'mBeetle," she said.

He took his hand back quickly. "Is that a first nane
or last?" Not that he cared

She grinned. "It's both." She opened her bl ack bag

and began to take out an assortnent of odds and ends.
She lay themon her lap: a cigarette, two bullet shells,
an open razor, and a stainless steel fork. Pepper
foll omed her actions out of the corner of his eye. She
pi cked up the fork and played with the metal prongs
with the tips of her fingers.

"You know," she said. "I appreciate your giving ne
this ride. I'd like to make it up to you sonehow. " She
paused and stretched her body into a nore upright
position. "Could |I cook you di nner tonight?"

Pepper shook his head. He knew he woul dn't be
eating today, or tomorrow for that matter. He
couldn't imagine doing anything for the rest of his life
except thinking about Roxanne. \Wat was he going to
tell her father?

"I"'msorry," he said. "I'm busy."

She nodded, then snmiled, as if he had said yes

i nstead of no. Then she reached over and poked him
inthe side with her fork. It hurt, and he jerked the
wheel and al nost sent the car off the road.

"Hey!" he said. "Stop that."

"I"'msorry," she said sincerely. Then she was sil ent
for a noment, before saying, "Are you sure | can't talk

you into it?"

He wi shed he hadn't picked her up. "I amquite
sure. "

She sm | ed again, unconcerned. Once nore he was



struck by how famliar she | ooked. That brilliant red
hair-there was sonet hing he was m ssing here. He

was confident in time he would renmenber where he

had seen her before. He watched as she picked up her
t hi ngs and put them back in her black bag.

"And | amquite sure | will change your nmind," she

sai d sweetly.

They drove toward Sal em
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