the men in the back room
at the country club by Rudy Rucker

"Yo, Jack," said Tond asthey lugged two golf bags apiece towards the men'slocker room. It was
sunset, the end of along Saturday's caddying, Jack'slast day of work this summer.

"l didn't get achanceto tell you," continued Tonel, shouldering open the door. "About who | saw
sweatin' in Ragland's back yard thismorning.” It was fresh and cool in the locker room. A nice bresk
from the heavy, thick August air.

"In Ragland'syard?' said Jack VVaughan, setting down the bags and wiping hisbrow. "I don't know. His
ninety-year-old mother?' Jack suspected ajoke. Ragland was the master of the locker room, ensconced
behind his counter. Tidily cleaned shoes and piles of fresh white towels sat on the white-painted shelves
around him. Although the bare-skulled Ragland's eyes were haf-closed, it was likely that he was
ligening.

"It was the five mibracc,” said Tond. "Doin’ Ragland's yard work. Isn't that right, Ragland? What's the
dedio? How you get to dave-driving them Republicans? | need to know." Tonel lived right next door to
Ragland. Thetwo weren't particularly fond of each other.

"Don't be mouthin' on my business, yellow dog,” said Ragland. Though he cleaned the shoes of
popinjays, heingsted on hisdignity.

A burst of talk echoed from the little back room beyond Ragland's station. Just like every other morning
or afternoon, the mibracc — the caddies nickname for "men in the back room at the country club" —
were in there, safe from women, out of the daylight, playing cards and drinking the bourbon they stored
intheir lockers.

"Those bagworts do chores?' said Jack. "No way, Tond."

"l seenit," ingsted Tond. "Mr. Atleewas draggin' aplow with Mr. Early steerin'’ it. Mr. Guptawas down
on hisknees pullin' up weeds, and Mr. Inkle and Mr. Cuthbert was carryin’ trash out to the dley. Ole
Ragland sittin' on the back porch with his shotgun across his knees. Did your Meemaw put conjure on
them, Ragland?'

"Y ou want meto snapify your ass?' said Ragland. Though gray and worn, Ragland was, in hisown way,
animposing man.

Tonel made a series of mystic passes, hoodoo signs, and rap gesturesin Ragland's direction.
"I'll ask the men mysdlf," said Jack, caught up by Tone'srebellious spirit.

The two boys stepped into the back room, aplain space with atile floor and shiny green paint on the
windowless concrete walls. The five old men sat in battered wooden captain's chairs around atable from
the club'slounge. Oily Mr. Atlee was dedling out cards to spindly white-haired Mr. Early, to
bald-as-a-doorknob Mr. Inkle, to Mr. Cuthbert with his aarming false teeth, and to Mr. Gupta, the only



non-white member of the Killeville Country Club.
"Hi, guys" said Jack.

There was no response. The mibracc studied their cards, Sipping at their glasses of bourbon and water,
their every little gesture saying, "Leave usaone." Mr. Inkle stubbed out a cigarette and lit afresh one.

"Listen up,” said Tond in alouder tone. "1 gotta axe you gentlemen somethin'. Was you bustin' sod for
Ragland today? My friend here don't believe me."

Stll no answer. The mibracc were so fully withdrawn into their clubby little thing that you could just as
well try talking to your TV. Or to five spiteful children.

"Scoop,” grunted Mr. Cuthbert, standing up with hisglassin hand. Mr. Gupta handed him his empty glass
aswdl. With the dightest grunt of non-recognition, Mr. Cuthbert sidied past Tonel and Jack, moving a
little oddly, asif hiskneeswere double-jointed. His over-szed plastic teeth glinted in the fluorescent light.
Mr. Cuthbert pressed his thumb to hislocker's pad, opened the door and dipped the two glasses down
into his golf-bag. Jack could smell the bourbon, aholiday smell.

The mibracc's golf bags held no clubs. They were lined with glass, with tall golf-bag-sized glass begkers,
or carboys. Big glassjars holding gallons of premium bourbon. It was anew gimmick, strictly hush-hush;
nobody but Ragland and the caddies knew. Mr. Atlee, aformer druggist, had obtained the carboys, and
Mr. Early, aformer distiller's rep, had arranged for aman to come in one night with an oak cask on a
dolly to replenish the bags. The mibracc were lovingit.

Mr. Cuthbert shuffled back past Tond towardsthe card table, the liquid swirling in histwo glasses. The
boy fell into step behind the old man, draping his hand onto the mibracc's shoulder. Mr. Cuthbert paid
him no mind. Jack joined the procession, putting his hand on Tond's shoulder and trucking along in his
friend'swake. Tond was humming the chorus of the new video by Ruggy Qaeda, the part with the
zombies machine-gunning the yoga class.

After Mr. Cuthbert dropped into his chair and picked up his cards, Jack and Tond circled the room two,
three, four times, with Tonel findly bursting into song. Never did the mibracc give them a second glance.
Odd asit seemed, theliquid in the glasses il hadn't settled down; it was moving around asif someone
weredirring it.

Around then Ragland came out from behind his counter, wielding awet, rolled-up towd. Silly asit
sounded, being snapped by the old locker room attendant was a serious threat. Ragland was the
ascended Kung-Fu master of the towel snap. He could put a bruise on your neck that would last Six
weeks. Laughing and whooping, Tond and Jack ran outside.

A white face peered out of the window in the clubhouse's terrace door. The door swung open and a
plain, dightly lumpish girl in awhite gpron gppeared. Gretchen Karst.

"I'm pregnant, Jack," said Gretchen, her sarcagtic, pimply face unreadable. "Marry metonight. Take me
off to college with you tomorrow."

"How do you know it'sme?' protested Jack. "1'm not the only— | mean even Tonel said he—"

"Tonel isahornworm. All I gave him wasahand job. And it didn't take very long. Jack, theré'sa Jugtice
of the Peace out on Route 501. Ronnie Blevins. Heworks at Rash Decisions Tattoo. | found him online.
Sinceit's Saturday, they're open till midnight. I'm off work right now, you know. | started early today."

"Stop it, Gretchen. Y ou and me— it's not—"



"I'm serious," said Gretchen, although there wasin fact agood chance that she was scamming him.
Gretchen had atwisted mind. "Y ou're my best chance, Jack," she continued. "Marry me and take me
with you. I'm smart. | like sex. And I'm carrying your son."

lth_ll

Just then someone shouted for Gretchen from the corner of the clubhouse building. It was Gretchen's
Dad, standing at the edge of the parking lot. Hed trimmed hisflattop to high-tolerance precision and he
waswearing hisshiny slver jogging suit. All set for the weekly meeting at the Day Six Synod's
tabernacle.

Gretchen could talk about the Day Six Synod for hours. It was atiny splinter religion based on the
revelation that Armageddon, the last battle, was coming one-seventh sooner than the Seventh Day
Adventists had thought. We were dready in the end times, in fact, with the last act about to be ushered in
by manifestations of Shekinah Glory, thisbeing the specia supernatural energy which God — and Satan
— useto manifest themsdlves. The pillar of firethat led the |sraglites to the promised land, the burning
bush that spake to Moses — these had been Shekinah Glory. The Day Six Synod taught that our
Armageddon’s Shekinah Glory would take the form of evil UFOs pitted against winged angels.

Karl Karst'sjogging suit was silver to remind him of the Shekinah Glory. The Day Six Synod meetings
featured impressvely high-end computer graphics representing the Glory in its good and evil forms.
Though Mr. Karst was but a county school-bus mechanic, some of the core founders of the Day Six
Synod were crackpot computer hackers.

"Shake aleg or well belate," shouted Mr. Karst. "Hi, Jack and Tondl. Wait till you see who I've got with
me, Gretchen!"

"I'll dedl with you later," said Gretchen to Jack with adight smile. Surely sheld only been teasing him
about the pregnancy. She made the cell-phone gesture with her thumb and pinky. "Weéll coordinate.”

"Okay," said Jack, walking with her towards her father. "I'm visuaizing hole six." Hole six of the KCC
golf course was the popular place for the club's young workersto party. It waswell away from the road,
on ahillock surrounded on three sides by kudzu-choked woods.

Right now, Jack figured to eat dinner at Tondl's. He didn't want to go to hisown house at al. Because
thismorning on the way to the Killeville Country Club, he/d doubled back home, having forgotten his
sunglasses, and through the kitchen window he'd seen his Mom kissing the Reverend Doug Langhorne.

It wasn't dl that surprising that Doug Langhorne would make aplay for thetidy, crigp widow Jessie
Vaughan, she of the cutefigure, tailored suits and bright lipstick. Jessie was the secretary for the
shabby-gented St. Anselm's Episcopal church on aonce-grand boulevard in downtown Killeville, right
around the corner from the black neighborhood where Tond lived, not that any black people cameto St.
Ansem's, Jesse's sdlary was so meager that Rev. Langhorne let Jessie and Jack live with himinthe
rectory, atimeworn Victorian manse right next to the church.

Doug Langhorne's wife and children shared the rectory aswell. Lenore Langhorne was akind, timid soul,
near-sighted, overweight and ineffectual, a not-so-secret drinker of cooking sherry, and the mother of
four demanding unattractive children dubbed with eminent Killeville surnames. Banks, Price, Sydnor, and
Rainey Langhorne.

Setting down his bicycle and stepping up onto his home's porch this morning, Jack had seen his mother in
alip lock with Doug Langhorne. And then Mom had seen Jack seeing her. And then, to makeit truly
stomach-churning, Jack had seen Lenore and her children in the shadows of the dining room, witnessing



the kissaswell. The couple broke their clinch; Jack walked in and took his sunglasses; Lenore let out a
convulsive sob; Doug cleared histhroat and said, "We haveto talk.”

"Daddy kissed Jack's mommy!" cried Banks Langhorne, afat little girl with alow forehead. Her brother
Rainey and her ssters Price and Sydnor took up the cry. "Daddy's gonna get it, Daddy's gonna get i,
Daddy'sgonnaget it..." There was something strange about the children's ears; they were pointed at the
tips, like the ears of devils or of pigs. The children joined handsin acircle around Doug and Jessie and
began dancing a spooky Ring-Around-The-Rosie. Lenore was trying to talk through her racking sobs.
Doug was bumblingly trying to smooth things over. Mom waslooking around the room with an
expression of distaste, asif wondering how she'd ended up here. On the breskfast table, the juicein the
children’s glasses was unaccountably swirling, asif there were atiny whirlpool in each. Jack rushed
outside, jumped on his bike and rode to work, leaving the children's chanting voi ces behind.

Jack had pretty much avoided thinking about it al day, and what should he think anyway? It was Jessi€'s
businesswho she kissed. And surdly hel'd only imagined the pointed ears on those dreadful piggy
children. But what about Lenore? Although Lenore was like adusty stuffed plush thing that made you
sneeze, she was nice. She'd aways been good to Jack. Her sob was maybe the saddest thing held ever
heard. Grainy, desperate, hopeless, deep. What did the kiss mean for Mom's future as the church
secretary? What did it bode for Doug Langhorne's position as rector? What amess.

Jack’s plan was to stay out most of the night or al of the night with hisfriends, grab his suitcasein the
morning, and get the 8:37 busto Virginia Polytechnic Ingtitute in Blacksburg. And there hed begin his
red life. Let Mom and Lenore and Doug work things out in pawky, filthy Killeville. Jack's bag was
packed. He was ready to set off for the great outer world!

With these thoughts running in his head, he followed Gretchen to the parking-lot, Tone tagging along.
Mr. Karst was mounted in his battered second-hand Ford SUV . Sitting next to him was an unkempt,
overweght, luminoudy white guy smoking afilter cigarette. "Albert Chesney!" exclamed Gretchen.

"Him!" said Jack. Thethirty-year-old Albert Chesney wasaDay Six Synodite and a convicted computer
crimind. HEd just gotten parole; his advent had been atopic in the Killeville Daily Newsfor severa
days. Three years ago, Chesney had brought down the entire Internet for aweek with hisinfamous
<endtimes> email, which had combined the nastiest festures of spam, hypnotism, avirus, apyramid
scheme, a con-game, aworm and a denial-of-service attack. At the cost of infecting seven hundred
million machines, <endtimes> had netted seven convertsto the Day Six Synod.

"Dont ridewith him, Gretchen,” said Jack, suddenly visudizing a defenseless big-eyed fetuswithin
Gretchen's dightly curved belly. He seemed to recall that Chesney had dways been interested in
Gretchen. Chesney was single, with no relatives.

"Oh, now you're all protective?' said Gretchen. "Don't worry. | can handle mysalf. Welcome back,
Albert. Areyou fully rehabilitated?"

"I've hoed along, londly row," sighed Albert Chesney. His voice was husky; his heed was big and
crooked as ajack-0-lantern. "The Pharisees say I'm not alowed to live in ahouse with computers. What
with the Synod having the tabernacle on my farm, I'm exiled to a humble abode on Route 501.
Leastwaysit won't be but one night. The last battle's comin' tomorrow morning, hallelujah and passit on.
Armageddon. Angels and devilsfighting for the fate of our world. Drive your chariot onwards, Karl. |
need ataste of my sweet country roads. And then I'll prophesy to the fellowship about the Shekinah
Glory."

"You bet, Albert," said Mr. Karst. "Don't he look good, Gretchen?' Mr. Karst liked Chesney because



hed let Day Six use hisfarmhouse for their tabernacle the whole time hed been injail. Swaying and
backfiring, the rusty SUV lumbered off.

"Do he say the world ends tomorrow?" asked Tonel.

"Don't worry," said Jack. "They dways say that. Back in May, Mr. Karst tried to stop Gretchen from
buying a prom dress because the |ast battle was due to come before our graduation.”

Turning back to the clubhouse, Tond and Jack encountered muscular Danny Dank, who'd just finished
setting up the giant propane-fueed two-whole-hog barbegque wagon that the club used for their gdas.
Tomorrow wasthe day of the club'sannud Killeville Barbeque Breskfast Golf Classic, Sarting near
dawn.

Danny tightened down the cover of the quilted chrome wagon and unwrapped astick of marijuanagum,
the pricey brand caled Winnipeg Whed chair. Grinning and chewing, he gestured for the two caddiesto
st down with him on alow wall facing the eighteenth green and the last glow of the sunset.

"Ligtento this," said Danny, pulling afolded up newspaper from his hip pocket. He hawked some spit on
to the ground, then read, more mellifluoudy than one might have expected. Danny had goneto C. T.
Piggott High Schoal the same as Jack and Tonel; he'd been a senior when they'd been freshman. But
he'd been expelled before his graduation.

"Fawell County's most notorious computer crimind istemporarily lodged in the CasaLindaMotd on
Highway 501 southeast of Killeville, next to atattoo parlor and aliquor store that rents adult videos,”
read Danny. "His neighborsinclude afew parolees and at |east one registered sex offender. His
second-floor room in the 34-unit motel overlooks the parking lot of astrip club.”

"Punkin-head Chesney," said Tondl. "We just seen him. He and Gretchen goin' to church.”

"Gretchen?' parroted Danny, asif unwilling or unable to understand. He was intent on his presentation.
"Do you dogs grasp why | read you the newsitem?”

"Because you're spun,” said Jack, laughing. "Give me apiece of that gum.”

"Threedallars," said Danny, reaching into shirt pocket. "CasaLindais my crib. The county thinksthey
can just dump any old trash on my doorstep. | been planning to write aletter to the paper. But — "

"Who'sthe sex offender, Dank-man?" interrupted Tonel.

Danny looked embarrassed and chewed hisgum in silence. The sex offender living at the Casa Lindawas
Danny. Held been expelled from Piggott High for putting a Web cam into the girls locker room. One of
the girlswho'd been showering there was frosh Lucy Candler, the pluperfect cheer daughter of Judge
Bowen Candler and hiswife Burke. The Judge had thrown the book at Danny. Racketeering and child
pornography. Even though, Danny being Danny, the website hadn't worked.

"Herésthree bucks," said Jack, pulling the singles out of hiswallet. "Thisismy last night in town, Danny.
Disableme, dog.”

"I'm on the boat," said Tond, getting out hisown wallet.

"I'm up for apower run," said Danny, taking the money and fishing out two sticks of gum. "But Les
Trucklee says| gotta be here at dawn for the barbeque. All | do inthat kitchenis, like, fry frozen friesfor
freezing. | can't hack no more of that today. Tomorrow will be here soon enough. Y ou dogs got any
booze?'



"We know where therésalot of bourbon,” said Jack, impishly curious to see what might happen if he
encouraged Danny. "Right, Tonel?' Ragland had fiercely enjoined the caddies to keep mum about the
mibracc'slockers, but tonight of al nights, Jack could afford to be reckless. "Y ou get Ragland to chasing
you, Tond," continued Jack. "And I'll scoop into Mr. Cuthbert's stash.” Anything was better than going
home.

"What stash?" asked Danny.

So hetold Danny, and they talked it over alittle more asthe light faded, in no rush to actudly do anything
yet, the three of them chewing their Winnipeg Whed chair. They strolled into the patch of rough between
thefirst tee and the eighteenth green. Therewas agrassy ddll in among the trees where they could stretch
out without anyone coming along to boss them.

"Danny!"

It wasthe voice of Les Trucklee, the personnel manager. The boys could see him standing on the floodlit
terrace next to the barbegque wagon. He wasn't abad guy — he'd hired Danny despite hisrecord. Les
Trucklee was gay, not too bright, in histhirties, awannabe yuppie, with thinning blonde hairina
comb-over. He had very large ears and afruity voice.

"Oh, Danny!" repeated Trucklee, peering out into the night. "1 need you. | know you're out there! | hear
your voice. Y ou're making things hard, Danny." Jack or Tonel could have made alewd joke then, based
on the obvious fact that Les had a crush on Danny, and on the rumored likelihood that the two were
having an affair. But they knew better than to tease their older friend about so delicate atopic. Danny
could turn mighty mean. And he carried asizable pocket knife. Finally Trucklee went back inside.

"Let's get that bourbon,” said Danny, breaking the strained silence. Circling around behind the barbeque
wagon, the three made their way towards the locker room door. But, dammit, the door was locked. And
they hadn't even seen Ragland and the mibracc go out.

"I know another way in," said Danny. "Through the ceiling of the furnace room. Y ou can hop up through
aholel found."

"Gointheceling?' said Tond.

"Theresacrawlspace," said Danny. "It goesto the ladies locker room. Theré'sagrate over their
showers. Themen'sisthe same.”

"You'redill pesping?* said Jack, abaloon of mirth risng in hischest. "Y ou redly are asex offender,
Danny. Keep it up, and the Man's gonna cut out your balls and give you Neuticles. For the public good.”

"Laugh it up, bagwort," shot back Danny. "Meanwhile Albert Chesney's off with your girl."

Climbing into the celling was adumb idea, but, hey. It was the end of summer. So yeah, they snuck to the
furnace room, got up into the ceiling and made their way across the hanging supports. Danny kept
making snorting noises like awild pig, and then Tonel would say "Neuticles" and then they'd laugh so
hard they'd flop around like fish. They wereriding the Whed chair for fair.

Eventually they found themselves above the ceiling vent in the shower room of the men'slockers. There
were voices coming up. Ragland and the mibracc. Still in here after all.

Peeking through the grate, Jack saw Ragland in the shower with the old men, al of them naked. The men
looked duggish and tired. One of them — Mr. Gupta— had collapsed to the floor and looked oddly
flat. Just now Ragland was pulling something like a cork out of Mr. Inkles navel. A flesh-colored bung.



A stream of straw-colored fluid gushed out of the mibracc, plashing on thetile floor and running towards
thedrain.

"Smeel," whispered Danny.
"Y ou mean lymph,” murmured Jack.
"No dog, that's 'smed'," hissed Tond. "The Dank-man knows."

They weretrying to act like what they were seeing was funny — but they were redlizing it wasn't. It was
awful. Theair smeled of urine and acohol, meat and feces. It would be very bad if Ragland found them
watching. There was no more joking, no more chat. The boys peered through the grate in silence.

Actudly the smed wasn't dl running down the drain. The smelly dregswere diding away, but aclesr,
gparkling fraction of the smed was gathering in pools and eddies near the drain, humping itself up into tiny
waterspouts, circling around and around, the smdler vorticesjoining into bigger ones. A spinning ring of
amed did acrossthetiles like aminiature hurricane. It headed right out of the shower stal and
disappeared into the locker room.

Meanwhile Mr. Inkle flopped over onto his side like a deflating balloon. Ragland pushed the skin around
with his bare feet, then trod dong its length, squeezing out the last gouts of smed. He nudged the Inkle
skin over next to the Gupta skin. After draining the three other mibracc — none of whom seemed to
mind — hewrapped the five skinsinto tight rolls, and went out into the locker room. The clarified smed
gathered into watery columnslike miniature typhoons and followed him.

The boys heard arattling of locker doors. The mibracc skinswaited, their edgestwitching ever so
dightly. Ragland resppeared, till naked. He fetched the skins one by one, clattering and splashing in the
next room. Each time they saw Ragland, there was one smed tornado following him. Evidently he was
stashing the mibracc and their smed insde the golf bags.

Next Ragland took along, sogpy shower. Then came the rustling of him getting dressed, followed by the
unlocking and locking of the outer door. All was silent.

Danny lifted loose the grate and the boys dropped down onto the tiled shower room floor. Jack
happened to know that under his counter Ragland had athing like amonster Swiss knife of plagtic
thumbs, one thumb for each club member — in case someone died of old age, which happened often
enough to matter. Jack fetched the master thumbs and opened up Mr. Cuthbert'slocker. They peered
into the golf bag.

Something twitched in the golden liquid, making atiny splash. Yes. Mr. Cuthbert wasin there, rolled up
like apickled squid. The preservative fluid was just level with the golf bag'stop edge.

Danny leaned over and sucked up some of it.
"Yaar," hesad, wiping hislips. "Good."

The stuff seemed to hit him right away, and very hard. When he unsteadily ducked down to drink some
more, his chin banged into the bag and, oh God, the bag fell over. Although the glassin the bag didn't
shatter, the liquid dopped across the floor.

Mr. Cuthbert did right out the bag, looking like awet burrito. Tond yanked the golf bag upright, but Mr.
Cuthbert remained on thetiles.

The spilled liquor and smed puddled around the mibracc. Sowly the fluid began eddying again, bulging



itself into amound. The Stuff had shed its excrementa odorsin the showers. The room filled with the
heady fruitcake-and-eggnog perfume of bourbon. Crazy Danny found an empty glassand dipped it into
the vortex.

"Naw, naw," said Tond, sill holding the golf bag. "Don't be drinkin' that mess™

"'Sgood," repeated Danny, gesturing with his glass. His pupils were crazed pinpoints. There was no
reasoning with him. His Adam'’s apple pumped up and down as he drank.

Jack found amop and nudged the weirdly animated smeel-bourbon into a bucket that he poured back
into the golf bag. All thewhile the coiled skin of Mr. Cuthbert was dowly twisting around, making a
peevish hissng noise.

"Help me jam him back in and let's get out of here," Jack told Tondl.
"Y ou betouchin' him," said Tond. "Not me."

Jack hunkered down and took hold of Mr. Cuthbert. The mibracc felt likeincompletely cured food, like
ahalf-dried gpricot: lesthery on the outside, wet and squishy in the middle. He was hissing louder than
before. A little more smed trickled from the bunghole in his belly-button.

Gritting histeeth, Jack re-rolled Mr. Cuthbert and did him into hisgolf bag. The skin twitched and
gplashed. A drop of the bourbon-smed landed on Jack's lower lip. Reflexively helicked it off. Error. The
room began ever so dowly to spin.

While Jack paused, assessing the damages, crazy Danny reached past him to scoop out one last glassful
of the poison bourbon. Mr. Cuthbert's golf bag rocked and clattered; bubbles rose to the surface. The
noises echoed back from the other mibracc. All five lockers were shaking.

"Let'sbounce," urged Tonel, over by the locker room door. He dready had it open, he'd unlocked the
dead-bolt from the insde. They wouldn't be able to lock the door behind them.

"Thereyou are, Danny," camethe voice of Les Trucklee asthey stepped out onto the floodlit terrace. He
was out there checking over the barbeque wagon and smoking a cigarette. "I hope I'm not seeing what |
think I'm seeing in your hand."

Jack quickly closed the locker room door behind them. Did it matter that it wasn't locked anymore? If he
asked Les Truckleeto lock it, hed have to explain how they'd gotten in there. But surely the mibracc
couldn't get out of their lockers unaided.

"Youan't seein' squat,” Danny was saying, holding the glass behind hisback. "I gottaleave now, Les, |
just got amessage from my boys here. I1t'smy mother. She'sreal sick.”

"Mother Dank ill again?' said Lesin an indulgent, disbelieving tone. " She's a susceptible old dear, isn't
she? Maybe she should wear more clothes. Areyou in any condition to drive, Danny? If youll linger a
bit, I could giveyou alift."

"No, Les," said Danny, hisvoice cold. A long moment passed. Dazzled moths were beating around the
lights. Dizzy from his marijuanagum and the drop of mibracc fluid, Jack was seeing glowing trailsin the
ar behind the insects. He thought he could hear hammering sounds from the locker-room, but nobody
esewasnoticing. "All right then,” said Les, stubbing out his butt. "I'm back to serving our patrons. The
ladies are on their dessert drinks, flirting with each others husbands. They're excited about the barbeque
and golf tournament tomorrow. Don't forget you're onstage bright and early, Danny, well want to start up
the grill at the crack of dawn. Y ou and your friends stay out of trouble tonight.” Les sighed and ran his



fingersthrough histhinning hair. "'l wish | wasyoung again. | never had enough fun.”

One of the moths landed on Jack's hand. The feathery touch grated on histautened nerves. Ashe
brushed the moth away, he seemed to hear afaint cry, and when he glanced down he saw that the moth
had atiny head resembling that of around-eyed woman with tangled blonde hair. Jack's stifled
exclamation turned Les Truckleeg's attention to him.

"Good luck at college, Jack. If one of you fellows happensto get awild hair up your ass, stop by around
one or two tonight and I'll give you afree nightcap. Top shelf. Why don't you deegp on my office couch
again tonight, Danny, just to be getting up early. It1l be even better than last time.”

Thiswastoo much for Tondl, who let out aloud guffaw.

And then they werein the parking-lot, Danny stting on his obese black Harley gunning it. Hisface was
dark and angry. Les had gonetoo far, told too much. Danny roared the motorcycle even harder.

Danny had gotten the hog used from aKilleville insurance salesman who'd bought it as atemporary
stopgap againg hismidlife crigs before moving onto agirlfriend in Virginia Beach. The machine was
loaded with puffy middle-aged accessories, including enormous hard-shelled saddlebags. Instead of
tearing them off — hell, held paid for them, hadn't he? — Danny had gotten one of hisbuddies at Rash
Decisions Tattoo to paint them with renditions of the Pig Chef — two smirking pigsin aprons and chef's
hats, one holding a meat-cleaver and the other waving along three-tined fork with sharpness-twinkles.
The Pig Chef was— if you thought about it — one of the more sinister icons of American roadside art.
Danny's persond totem. What kind of pig isabutcher? What kind of pig cooks barbeque? A traitor pig,
akiller pig, adoomed preterite pig destined for eternal damnation. Danny's Pig Chefs showed the full
weight of this knowledge in their mocking eyes and snaggled snouts.

"I'm gonna go catch Stiffigsact,” said Danny. Stiffie Ryder was hisidal, his proof of masculinity, his
favorite woman to peep a. Stiffie worked as a stripper at the Banana Split, abar and grill located on the
same siretch of Route 501 as the Casa Lindaand Rash Decisions Tattoo, Killevilles own little Sodom
and Gomorrah, just outsde the city limits.

"What about those skinsin the golf bags?' asked Jack. "What if they try and get out?' The drop he'd
licked off hislip was still working on him. One of hislegsfelt shorter than the other. He put his hand on
Tone's shoulder for support.

"They can gangbang Les Trucklee" said Danny. "They can warm him up for me." He glared at Jack and
Tond, who had no thought of uttering aresponse. Danny brushed back hislank, greasy hair, drank off
the last bit of bourbon-smed, and tossed his glassto shatter in the parking lot. For the first time Jack
noticed that the tips of Danny's ears were pointed. "l can't believe Leswastaking that way in front of
you two," continued Danny. "Like hesmy sissy. He's gonna pay the price.” And with that he roared off.

"Danny buggin' out," said Tond. "Trucklee better watch hissdlf."
"I don't know how Danny can drive," said Jack. "I'm so— " He staggered to one side and puked.
"Wesek bitch," said Tond, not unkindly.

Jack heaved again, bringing up the day's four Coca-Colas and the burger and fries hed had for lunch.
Right away hefelt better.

The vomit wasalittle heap at the edge of the asphalt, faintly lit by the terrace lights. Wasit hunching itself
up like the smed had done? Beginning ever so dightly to twist into an eddy?



"Comeon, dog,"” said Tondl. "Let's cregp on home. Y ou can pedd, can't you?'

"Yeah," sad Jack, looking away from the shifting mound on the pavement. "I'm better now. | got adrop
of that crap in my mouth. From the golf bags. | can't believe how much of it Danny drank. We shouldn't
havelet himride"

"Held apulled hisknifeif wetried to stop him,” said Tondl.

They walked over to the rack and unchained their bicycles, acouple of beat-up jobs nobody would
bother to stedl. The night felt thick and velvety, but it wasn't spinning anymore.

"We ought to talk to Ragland,” said Jack asthey pedaled off. "Ask him what's up.”
"| gottaeat first," said Tone. "Dad's makin' that burgoo.”

"Can | cometo your housetoo?' said Jack. "I don't want to go home." And then hetold Tonel the story
about thismorning.

"That's some sad stuff," said Tond when Jack finished. "Preachers dways do like that. But you sayin' his
children had pointed ears?'

"Like Danny's," sighed Jack. "Everything's coming apart, just when it'sfindly time for meto get out of
here. Back on theterrace | thought one of those moths had awoman's head. And the mibracc — | can
hardly believe we saw that. Maybe we'rejust redly high.”

"Be some mighty crunk Wheelchair make you see five men turn into somethin'’ like chitlins.” They pedaled
down Egmont Avenue in slence for aminute, the occasiond car rumbling by. Frek didn't daretry and
look at the drivers. Finadly Tond broke the silence. "If you not goin' by the e-rectory, how we gonna get
aride?' Normaly they took Jack's mother's car out at night.

"Ask Vincentefor his" said Jack.

Tone'sfather Vincente ran a second-hand appliance store called VVaughan Electronics — it so happened
that Tond's and Jack's families shared the same last name, which no doubt had something to do with
plantations and daves. Sometimes Jack would tell people that Tond was his cousin, which wasn't entirely
implausible, light-skinned as Tond was. Tond's mother Wanda had been mostly white. Even though
sheld run off to FHorida, Vincente had a picture of Wanda on the kitchen wall in his apartment at the back
of the store. When the boys entered through the aley door, Vincenteswall of screenswastuned to a
porno webcast; he quickly changed it to aboxing match.

"Help yoursdlf to burgoo,” said Vincente, gesturing towards the stove.
"Put the ho's back on, Daddy," said Tonel. "We don't wanna see no thugs.”
"Wouldn't befittin' to expose you," said the wiry Vincente.

He was |ounging in a duct-tape-patched plastic recliner facing twenty-four clunker TVs stacked in asix
by four grid. Vincente had installed specia controllers so he could switch hisdigita mosaic between
showing abunch of random channels and showing asingle channel with itsimage jigsawed into pieces.
Hed learned dectronicsin the Navy during the second war on Irag. He began fiddling with hisremote,
breaking up and reassembling the datafl ow, temporarily settling on a Sudanese dagger-fighting flick.

Meanwhile the hearty smdll of the rabbit and chicken stew pushed away any lingering queasiness Jack
felt. He had the munchies. He and Tond ate quite abit of the stew, the thuds and yel ps of the movie



bouncing aong in the background.

Jack's cell phone rang. He peeked at the screen, fearing it would be Mom, but, no, it was Gretchen,
looking tense.

"Hey," shesad. "I'm till at the tabernacle. It's getting way too trippy. Y ou think you could come and get
me now?'

"Um, | guess s0," said Jack. "I'm at Tond's. We have to see about getting acar.” "Axe her can she hook
meup ahoney,” putin Tond. "I'm driving. Right, Daddy?| can have the van?'

"If you can gart it," said Vincente, twitching his remote to break the image into twenty-four new channels.
"Sneak the battery outten Ragland's truck. | seen him come back ahalf hour ago. Y ou know heain't

goin' out again.”
"How do you mean trippy?" Jack asked Gretchen meanwhile.
"It'sthat Armageddon thing," said Gretchen. There was atrumpeting noise in the background.

"Albert Chesney is getting really weird about it. He wants me to spend the night with him at CasaLinda
to help him 'gird hisloins for the last battle. None of the Day Sixerswantsto help him. Albert saysthat
he and five pure hearts can turn the tide. Dad wants me to be with Albert even though he himself plansto
stay home. Come get me, Jack. Right now they're watching avideo, but when it's done, Dad's driving
Albert and meto the CasaLinda."

"Isthisanother of your put-ons?

"Save me, Jack. | meanit. And, you know, | really am pregnant.” Gretchen never let up. Jack liked that
about her.

"Hook me ahoney," repesated Tondl.
"We're coming,” said Jack. "And Tond wantsto know if you can find adate for him?"

"PinkaWright isinto him. | might cal her." The trumpets rose to an off-key crescendo. "Hurry." Gretchen
hung up.

The tooting noise didn't stop when Jack turned his phone off. After amoment's disorientation, he redlized
that Vincente had tuned his screens to some random webcast of — what wasit? Three glowing donuts
moving acrossthewadl of TVs, slver, gold and copper. Behind them was a background of unfamiliar
gars. A cracked brass fanfare played. Before Jack could ask about the picture, Vincente punched his
controller again, Splitting the image into twenty-four new channels.

"What she say?' demanded Tonel.

"Her father wants her to spend the night with Albert Chesney," said Jack.
"Shejivin' you again," said Tond. "What she say about my date?’
"AnkaWright."

"Oo0! Let'sbounceit, dog."

"Dont let Ragland hear you," warned Vincente. "He's got that shotgun.”



First of al they had to check thetires of Vincente's ancient van, and of course one of them wasflat —
Vincente's driving license was suspended and he didn't keep insurance up on the van, which meant that
he hardly ever droveit. Tond found an eectric pump in the bowels of VVaughan Electronics and they
dragged out an extension cord and filled the tire. The tire seemed to hold its Size, so that problem was
solved.

Next cametheissue of gas. A quick check of the van's gauge showed it to be stone cold dry. Tone
produced a can and a squeeze-bulb siphon from the back of the van. The plan wasto get gas from
Ragland'struck aswell as borrowing his battery.

Quietly they walked down the dlley to Ragland's truck. Tondl popped the hood and set to work
extracting the battery while Jack began pumping gas from Ragland'stank. It felt stupid to be making such
acomplicated thing out of getting acar. Gretchen needed his help. Shouldn't he just walk around the
corner and take hisMom's car? Right about then Ragland appeared, gliding out of hisback yard likea
ghogt, the barrel of his shotgun glinting in the Streetlight. He was holding it leve at hiswaist, pointing right
at Jack's stomach.

"Y ou hookworm," said Ragland. "'l oughttablow aholein you."

Tond jumped backwards, letting the hood dam shut. "We just tryin' to use Daddy'svan," he said.
"We figured we could borrow your — "

"I'm gonnacdl the po-lice” said Ragland. "A night injail be good for you two whelps."

"Ohyeah?' said Tond. "How 'bout if | tell them what you do to them old men in the locker room?We
saw you rallin' em up. Cops might even call it murder.”

"You wasin thelockers?' said Ragland, letting his gun droop.
"We camein through the grate in the celling,” said Jack. "And then we let ourselves out.”

"Y ou left the door unlocked?' said Ragland after apause. "Oh Lord. Y ou gotta help me now. Jump in
my truck.”

"How long have the mibracc been like that?* Jack asked Ragland as he drove them towards the club.

"Goin' on two weeks," said Ragland. "Right when they got them big glassjars. Was Mr. Gupta showed
me about the somach plugs. He got it from somethin’ he seen on TV. The men like meto do 'em that
way. | drain 'em every night, and plump 'em up in the mawnin'. We use the steam room. They been payin’
me extraand, yeah Tond, they even doin' some yard work for me."

"But what do it mean?' asked Tond.

"That'saconundrum,” said Ragland. "But | ain't wantin' to see what happensif they get out on their
own."

As soon as held parked, Ragland was out the door and across the parking-lot, ill carrying his shotgun.
Jack noticed that held Ieft the keysin the ignition. Should he just take off and save Gretchen? But then
Ragland glared back at them and gestured with his gun. Jack had afedling the old man wouldn't hesitate
to useit. Somewhat unwillingly, Jack and Tond went to lend him their support.

From the terrace, Jack could see past the barbegque wagon and into the air-conditioned grill where Les
Trucklee was pouring out brandy for alast few red-faced Killeville gentry. He could hear their voices



braying even through the closed windows. Nasdl, buzzing, salf-satisfied. Tomorrow Jack would be gone
— if only he could makeit through tonight.

Thelocker room door was still unlocked. Ragland led the boysright in. The air was thick with vapor;
voices boomed from the steam room. It was the mibracc, sounding hale and well-rested.

Holding his shotgun at the ready, Ragland peered into the sauna. Two of the skinswere ill on thefloor
where they'd dithered; the other three had already plumped up. They were talking about golf, poker, and
politicsin that bone-dull Killevilleway that made it impossble to hear more than afew consecutive
phrases.

"Get back in your bagd" Ragland told them. "It'still night.”

Mr. Cuthbert looked over and gave Ragland the finger, baring histop row of ivory yellow teeth. And
then Mr. Atlee strode over and grabbed the barrel of Ragland's gun.

The blast of the shotgun shell was shockingly loud in the small, tiled space. Jack's earsrang, hefdt like he
might be permanently deafened.

Though alarge piece of Mr. Atlee's somach was gone, the mibracc was gill standing. Worse than that,
he'd taken control of the shotgun. Mr. Atlee struck Ragland on the side of the head with the gunstock,
dropping him. And then he leveled the barrels at Jack and Tonel. The two took to their hedls. Therewas
another blast asthey reached the door; the buckshot hailed against the lockers.

Without looking back for Ragland, they jumped in the old man'struck. Tonel drove them down Egmont
Avenue, tires squedling, the truck dewing from sideto side. Slowly Jack's hearing returned. His
cedll-phone had a message on it; hed missed thering. It was Gretchen.

"Where are you?' cried the voice, anxious and thin. "Dad's driving Albert and meto the Casa Lindal Oh,
Jack please help menow and I'll dways— " Abruptly the message broke off. All thoughts of caling the
police or going back to try and save Ragland flew from Jack's mind.

He and Tond made their way through downtown Killeville and out Route 501. Theflare of neon lit up
the muggy, moonless August sky. Here was the Banana Split, with Danny's heavy Pig Chef Harley
parked in front among the SUV's and pick-ups. Next door was Rash Decisions Tattoo. And beyond that
wasthedirty pink concrete bulk of CasaLinda, faint ditsof light showing through some of thetightly
drawn blinds.

Gretchen was on them as soon as they got out of the car, running over from the shadows of the Casa
Lindaparking lot.

"Jack! Y ou've cometo save mel”
"Where's Chesney?!

"Oh, hewent insde done," said Gretchen airily. "1 put down my foot. I'm still available, Jack." Shetook
hold of hisarm and pointed towards Rash Decisions Tattoo. "Justice of the Peace Ronnie Blevinsisright
inthere

Jack felt like his head was exploding. "Dammit, Gretchen, it'stoo much. Y ou can't kegp scamming me
likethis

"Oh, I'll settlefor onelast hole six blowout,” said Gretchen. "Get Danny to buy us some beer. | seehis
bike over there."



"We stayin' away from Danny tonight,” said Tonel. "Heway too spun. | can buy us beer. What about that
PinkaWright, Gretchen? Did you talk to her or not?"

"I can cdl her now," said Gretchen. "WEell drive by her house on the way to the club. | bet shelll come
out with you. She cravesthewild side.”

"Wasit al alie about Albert Chesney?' demanded Jack .

"Albert redlly does say the last battle istomorrow,” said Gretchen. " At the tabernacle he was showing this
video of donut-shaped flying saucers. Supposedly they're going to comefor usat dawn, full of devils. But
angelswill be hereto help fight them. Albert saysif six righteous people step forward they can turn the
tide. But | think we ought to leave before he comes back out of the motdl. He'sredl intent on that girding
hisloinsthing." Seeing Jack's face, Gretchen burgt into laughter. "Why are you dways so uptight?”

So they bounced out of there without seeing Chesney. Tond got beer from adowntown 7-11 clerked by
his cousin. Some of the people at the store recognized Ragland's truck, which reminded Jack that, oh
God, they'd left Ragland lying on the steam room floor at the mercy of the mibracc. What with the pot
gum and the worry about Gretchen hed completely spaced that out. It was agood thing they were
heading back to the club.

Meanwhile Gretchen worked her cell phone and not only did they pick up Pinka, but abunch more
people said they'd meet them at the parking lot — arty Tyler Smpson, pretty Geli Y oder, Lulu Anders
the Goth, fat Louie Levy, and even goody-goody Lucy Candler and her jock boyfriend Rick Stazanik.

TheKilleville Country Club was dark, save for Les Trucklee's office light on the second floor of the
club'sfront sde. Maybe he was waiting up for Danny Dank. But Leswouldn't be a problem for the kids.
Heturned ablind eyeto their hole S parties.

Some of the kids were aready there, waiting and drinking beer.

"Come help me see about Ragland,” said Jack to Gretchen and Tondl.

"Yuck," said Gretchen. "In the men's locker room?"

"Chill," said Tond, who wasin a heavy conversation with Pinka. "I'm gettin' over.”

"Let'sparty,” said Rick Stazanik. Thiswasthefirst hole sx event he and Lucy had attended, and they
were gung-ho to get it on.

"There might be some zombies out there," warned Jack. "The mibracc. Y ou guys have to help me check
if they left acorpsein thelocker room."

"How spine-tingling,” sad Lulu.
"Safety in numbers” said Louie Levy. "WEll tick together.”

So before heading out onto the links, the gang did aquick check in the locker room for Ragland. No sign
of him. And when Jack used Ragland's master-thumbs to try and show them golf bags of bourbon, the
bags turned up as empty asthe gastank on Vincente's van.

They had some fun grab-assing and scaring each other on the long trek out to the green of hole six. But in
truth there was no sign of anything out of the ordinary. There were not afew laughs at Jack's expense.
And then they settled down on their green, drinking beer and chewing marijuanagum. Tyler Smpson had
brought speskers and an iPod with al the dternative hits of their high-school years.



After abit Jack and Gretchen crept off to a private spot twenty meters past the green and made love. It
was, after all, their last night together. As always, Jack used acondom. He'd been adopeto let her scare
him with that pregnancy thing. She dropped most of her games when they were donelikethis.

"Will you remember me at college?’ Gretchen asked Jack. Her face looked big and open under his. "l
will. It'snot dl that far. Y ou can comevist. Or I'll visit here. Y oull have your classestoo.” Gretchen was
going to be studying at alocal busness college.

In the distance Jack heard the roar of amotorcycle pulling into the lot. Danny. He kind of hoped Danny
was hereto see Les and not herefor the hole six party. What aweird day this had been. He was il
uneasly wondering where Ragland and the mibracc had gone. After abit, he and Gretchen went back
with the others on the green.

An hour later, in between the songs, Jack began hearing the mibracc's voices, accompanied by the clink
of toolsin dirt. Hetried to tell the others, but they either couldn't hear it or they weren't interested, not
even Tond or Gretchen. It sounded to Jack asif the mibracc were somewhere close to the clubhouse.
That meant that, dl indl, it would be safer to stay out heretill dawn. Lots of people would be showing
up for the Killeville Barbeque Breskfast Golf Classic. And then Jack could get his suitcase, say goodbye
to Mom and hop the 8:37 bus to college. He wished held called Mom. Sheld be worrying about him.

About four in the morning, Lulu Anders, Louie Levy, Lucy Candler and Rick Stazanik wanted to leave.
By now Jack had gotten them to notice the mibracc's voices, but the four figured thet if they went all
together there wouldn't be a problem. Jack warned them not to, getting pretty passionate about it. But
they wouldn't listen. They thought he was spun. They were more scared of their parents than of the
mibracc. Ther screams across the golf course were terrible to hear. Four sets of screams, then nothing
but the muttering of the mibracc and the scraping of metd againgt soil.

When dawn broke, the remaining six kids were flaked out around amound of empty beer cans. Geli and
Tonel were adeep. Pinkahad chewed alot of marijuana gum and was jabbering to Tyler, who was
delicately jabbing at his music machine's controls, mixing the soundsin with her words. Gretchen and
Jack were just dtting there staring toward the clubhouse, half knowing what they'd see.

Asthemigt cleared, they were able to pick out the figures of the five mibracc, busy at the eighteenth
green, right by the terrace. They had shoves, they'd carved the green down into a cupped-out
depression. Like asatdlite dish. The surface of the dish gleamed, something dick wasall over it —
smed. Therewasadim projecting twist of smed at the dish's center. The green had become an antenna
beaming signasinto who knew what unknown dimensions,

On theterrace the large barbeque grill was already fired up, greasy smoke pouring fromitslittletin
chimney. Next to it was asturdy table piled with bloody meat. And standing there working the grill was
— Danny.

"Let'sgo," said Jack. "I haveto get out of thistown."

He shook Tonel and Geli awake. There was amoth resting on Tond's cheek, another moth with a human
head. Before flapping off, it smiled at Jack and said something in an encouraging tone— though it was
too faint to understand.

"| been dreaming about heaven,” said Tond, rubbing his hands againgt hiseyes. "What up, dog?'
Jack pointed towards the clubhouse and now all the kids saw what Danny was doing.

Gdli, Pinkaand Tyler decided to stay out a hole six, but Jack, Gretchen and Tondl worked their way



closer to the clubhouse, taking cover in the patches of rough. Maybe they could il fix things. And Jack
couldn't get it out of hismind that he till might catch hisbus.

He was seeing more and more of the moths with human heads. Their wings shed the brown-gray
moth-dust and turned whitein the rays of therisng sun. They werelittle angels.

A cracked trumpet note sounded from the heavens, then another and another. "Look,” said Gretchen
pointing up. "It'sdl true."

"God help us," said Tond, gazing at the gathering UFOs.

A slver torus landed by the clubhouse, homing right in on the eighteenth green. Some creatures got out,
thingsmore or lesslike large preying mantises— with long, jointed legs, curving abdomens, bulging
compound eyes, and mouths that were crud triangular beaks. A dozen of them. They headed straight for
the barbeque wagon.

Stacked on the table beside the barbeque wagon were the headl ess butchered corpses of Lulu Anders,
LouieLevy, Lucy Candler and Rick Stazanik, ready to be cooked. The diens— or devils— crossed
theterrace, their large bodies rocking from side to Sde, their green abdomens wobbling. Danny swung
up the barbeque wagon's curved door. There in the double-hog barbeque grill were the bodies of Les

and Ragland, aready well-crisped.

Swesting and grinning, Danny wielded acleaver and athree-tined fork, cutting loose some tender
barbeque for the giant mantises. The monsters bit into the mest, their jaws snipping out neat triangles.

Danny's eyes were damned, tormented, mad. He was wearing something strange on his head, not a
chef's hat, no, it was floppy and bloody and hairy and with big ears— it was poor Les Trucklee's scalp.
Danny wasa Pig Chef.

Over by the parking lot, early-bird golfers and barbeque breakfasters were starting to arrive. One by one
the mibracc beat them to death with golf clubs and dragged them to the barbeque wagon's side. Even
with the oily smoke and the smdll of fresh blood in the air, none of the new arrivas thought to worry
when the five familiar men from the back room gpproached them.

"Theend of theworld," breathed Gretchen.
"l haveto see Mom," said Jack brokenly. "Get my suitcase and see Mom. | haveto leave today."
"I want to get Daddy,” said Tondl.

The three looped around the far side of the clubhouse and managed to hail down a pick-up truck with a
lawnmower in back. Thedriver wasold Luke Taylor.

"Can you carry ushome?" asked Tonel.
"l can,” said Luke, dignified and cam. "What up at the country club?'
"Theresaflying saucer with devils eating people!" said Gretchen. "It'sthe end!™

Luke glanced over at her, not believing what he heard. "Maybe," he said equably, "But I'm gtill gonna cut
Mrs. Bowen's grass befo' the sun gets too hot.”

Luke dropped them at VVaughan Electronics. Jack and Gretchen ran around the corner to the rectory.
The house was quiet, with the faint chatter of children's voices from the back yard. Odd for a Sunday



morning. Rev. Langhorne should be bustling around getting ready for church. Jack used his key to open
the door, making as little noise as possible. Gretchen wasright at hisside.

It was Gretchen who noticed the spot on the banister. A dried bloody print from avery smal hand. Out
in the back yard the children were singing. They were busy with something; Jack heard aclank and a
rattle. He didn't dare go back there to see.

Moving fast, Jack and Gretchen tip-toed upstairs. There was blood on the walls near the Langhorne
parents room. Jack went straight for his mother's single bedroom, blessedly unspotted with blood. But
the room was empty.

"Mom?" whispered Jack.
There was adight noise from the closet.

Jack swung open the closet door. No sign of his mother — but, wait, there was abig lump on the top
shelf, covered over with asilk scarf.

"Isthat you, Mom?" said Jack, scared what he might find.

The paidey scaf did down. Jack's mother was curled up on the shelf in her nightgown, her eyeswide
and garing.

"Those horrible children,” she said in atiny, strained voice. "They butchered their parentsin bed. | hid."
"Hurry, Mrs. Vaughan," said Gretchen. She was standing against the wall, peeking out the back window.
"They're garting up the grill."

And, yes, Jack could smell the lighter fluid and the smoke. Four little Pig Chefsin the making. A smdlish
dien craft did past the window, wedging itsdf down into the back yard and aley.

Somewhat obsessively, Jack went into his bedroom and fetched his packed suitcase before leading
Gretchen and his Mom to the front door. It just about cost them too much time. For asthe three of them
crept down the front porch steps they heard the damming of the house's back door and the drumming of
little footsteps.

Faster than it takesto tell it, Jack, Gretchen and Jessie Vaughan were in Jessie's car, Jack at the whedl,
dewing around the corner. They dowed only to pick up Tond and Vincente, and then they were
barreling out of town on Route 501.

"Albert was saying we should cometo the Casa Lindaand help him," said Gretchen. "He said heldd be
watching from the roof. He said he needed five pure heartsto pray with him. We're pure, aren't we?”
Jack wouldn't have stopped, but asit happened, there was a roadblock in the highway right by the Casa
Linda The police dl had pointed ears. The coffeein their cups was continudly swirling. And the
barbeque pit beside the Banana Split was fired up. A gold UFO was just now angling down for a
landing.

"I'm purely ready to pray my assoff," said Vincente.

When they jumped out of the car, the palicetried to take hold of the five, to hustle them towards the
barbeque. But a sudden flight of the little angels distracted the pig-eared cops. Thetiny winged beings
beat a the men's crud faces, giving the five pure hearts achance.



Clutching his suitcase like atalisman, Jack led Gretchen, Jessie, Tond, and Vincente across the parking
lot to the Casa Linda. They pounded up the motel's outdoor concrete gairs, al the way to the roof. The
pointy-eared police were too busy with the next carload of victimsto chase after them. Over by the
Banana Split, hungry mantises were debarking from the gold donui.

They found Albert Chesney at the low paragpet of the motel roof, staring out acrosstherolling hills of
Killeville. He had acam, satisfied expresson. His prophecies were coming true.

"Behold the city of Sin," he said, gesturing towards Killevill€s pitifully sparse town center, its haf dozen
worn old office buildings. " See how the mighty have been brought low."

"How do we make it stop, Albert?" asked Gretchen.
"Let usjoin hands and pray," said Chesney.

So they stood there, the early morning breeze playing upon the six of them — Albert, Gretchen, Jack,
Jessie, Tonel and Vincente. There were maybe three dozen toroidal UFOs scattered around Killeville by
now. And beside each of them was a plume of greasy smoke.

Jack hadn't prayed in quite sometime. As boardersin the rectory, they'd had to go to Reverend
Langhorné's church every Sunday, but the activity had struck him as exclusvely socid, with no
connection to any of the deep philosophica and rdligious questions he might chew over with friends, like,
"Where did dl thiscome from?' or, "What happens after | die?"

But now, oh yes, he was praying. And it's safe to say the five others were praying too. Something like,
"Save us, save the earth, make the aliens go away, dear God please help.”

Asthey prayed, the moth-like angels got bigger. The prayers were pumping energy into the good side of
the Shekinah Glory. Before long the angels were the size of people. They were more numerous than Jack
hedinitidly redized.

"Halefriggin-lujah!" said Vincente, and they prayed some more.

The angelsgrew to the Size of cars, to the size of buildings. The Satanic flying donuts sprang into the air
and fired energy bolts a them. The angels grew yet tdler, as high asthe sky. Ther faceswere clear,
solemn, terrible to behold. The evil UFOs were helpless against them, puny as gnats. Peeking through his
fingers, Jack saw one of the dien craft go flying across the horizon towards an angel, and saw the impact
asthe great holy being struck with ahand the size of a county. The shattered bits of the UFO shrank into
nothingness, asif mdting in the sun. It was only ameatter of minutes until the battle was done. The closest
angel fixed Jack with an unbearable gaze, then made a gesture that might have been abenediction. And
now the great beings rotated in some unseen direction and angled out of view.

"Praise God!" said Albert Chesney when it was done.

"Praise God," echoed Jack. "But that's enough for now, Lord. Don't have the whole Last Judgment
today. Let megoto collegefird. Give usat least Sx more years.”

And it was s0.

A Greyhound bus drew even with the Casa Lindaand pulled over for astop. "BLACKSBURG," read
the sign above the bus window. Jack bid the quickest of farewellsto his mother and hisfriends and then,
whooping and yelling, he ran down the stairs with his suitcase and hopped aboard.

TheKilleville Barbeque Massacre trids dragged on through the fall. Jack and Albert had to testify afew



times. Mogt of the Pig Chef defendants got off with temporary insanity pleas, basing their defense on
smed -poisoning, dthough no remaining samples of smed could be found. The police officers were of
course pardoned, and Danny Dank got the death penalty. The cases of Banks, Price, Sydnor, and
Rainey were moot — for with their appetites whetted by the flesh of the children's parents, the mantises
had gone ahead and eaten the four fledgling Pig Chefs.

Thetridsdidn't draw as much publicity as one might have expected. The crimeswere smply too
disgusting. And the Killeville citizenry had collective amnesiaregarding the UFOs. Some of the Day Six
Synodites remembered, but the Synod was soon split into squabbling sub-sects by a series of schisms.
With his onerous parole conditions removed in return for hishelp with thetrids, Albert Chesney left town
for Cdiforniato become acomputer game devel oper.

Jessie Vaughan got hersalf ordained as a deacon and took over the pastoral dutiesat St. Anselm's
church. At Christmas Jessie celebrated the marriage of Jack to Gretchen Karst — who was indeed
pregnant. Tondl took leave from the Navy to serve as best man.

Gretchen transferred into Virginia Polytechnic with Jack for the spring term. The couple did well in their
studies. Jack mgored in Fluid Engineering and Gretchen in Computer Science. And after graduation they
somehow ended up moving into the rectory with Jesse and opening aconsulting firmin Killeville.

Asfor the men in the back room of the country club — they completely dropped out of sight. The
prudent reader would be well advised to keep an eye out for mibracc in his or her home town. And pay
close attention to the fluid dynamics of coffee, juice and acoholic beverages. Any undue rotation could
beasign of smed.

Theendisnear.



