Hidden Paradise
by Robert Reed

"Can | go outsde, Uncle John? Please?"

"Outsde, indde," singsthefat man stting behind the register. "I1t's your damn vacation. Go whereyou
want, boy!"

"Thanks, Uncle John!"

Vick kicksthe door open and |eaps, escaping the gloomy, chilled world of the restaurant. The sun blinds
and the air is suddenly twenty degrees warmer, suffused with the brutal humidity that would gladly kill
some men. But boyswho are dmost twelve years old are immuneto thiskind of heat. Vick isskinny and
strong, blessed with jittery, most endless energies. He legps and legps again, then settlesinto a headlong
sprint, charging across the mostly empty parking lot, barely giving the road haf aglance before darting
across. A pickup truck wearing Nixon-Agnew bumper stickers dams onits brakes, its driver throwing
out curses. But Vick has already vanished, diding down one of the steep trail s that leads to the stream.
Only at the bottom does he findlly stop, panting rapidly and happily, onetiny portion of hisvery busy
brain wondering who belongs to the angry voice that keeps shouting at some crazy little son of abitch.

In Colorado, water such asthiswouldn't mean much. But thisfar from the mountains, any fast and clear
and hafway-cold stream is atreasure. Vick watches the rippling current for severa moments. He wears
nothing but cut-off jeans and ragged tennis shoes and ayoung tan edging very closeto afull burn. His
hair ishippie-long and uncombed. Hisfaceis bright and engaged, eyes dark and quick and full of a
graceful mischief dways looking for opportunity. Somebody has stowed apair of large inner tubesin the
brush behind him. Acrossthe stream are aline of shabby little cabins—summer retreats and little
rentals-and there's no telling who belongs to these black tubes. 1t would be difficult to ask for anyone's
permission. With that in mind, Vick makes astring of mord caculations, and to keep the math even more
agreeable, the boy selects the smaller tube—the less desirable one, he reasons—propping it on a
shoulder whiletdling himsdlf that hell bring it back injust afew minutes

The dream livesindgde abrief little valey, fed by cold springs and runoff from the occasona windmill.
Dozens of cabinsline the waterway, most of them upstream from here, while the downsiream route
winds through woods and wet glades. Vick has caught glimpses of the woods from the accessroad. He
has been living here for three days but still hasn't floated downstream. Which makesit the more
interesting voyage. And besides, if he wantsto float the upstream route, he hasto wak uphill, now and
for the next ten or fifteen minutes—an unendurable delay in his quest for satisfaction.

Thedecison ismade hewill sart from here.

With agrace born from practice aswell asluck, Vick throws the tube into the water, turns and leaps
backward, landing butt-first in the moving hole, gouging himself only alittle on the sharp meta vave.

Just as heimagined, everything downstream is new. The current shows him fresh turns, and the last of the
cabins drop away, replaced by trees on the banks and afunny quiet made quieter by the gentle swishing
of water.

Thisisnothing like wilderness. Instead of rock, the occasiond rapids are made from cut-down trees and



dabsof old concrete. An abandoned Buick hugs one embankment—a helmet-shaped behemoth like the
one Vick's mom used to drive. Then the stream takes along turn, and the valley suddenly widensand
turnsto forest. A wild turkey strolls along the shordline, and the boy pulls close enough to seeits stupid
black eyes before it spooks, running off into the shadows. Then something big pushesitsway through the
brush. A deer, probably. Although it could be acougar, hetells himsdf. Then he startsto imagine what
else could be lurking among the trees: Dinosaurs, naturaly. Every day, Vick thinks about cold-blooded
dinosaurs. He pictures giant crocodiles stretched out on the bank, and above, aflock of hungry
pterosaurs circling. And grinning to himself, he throwsin a couple bulliesfrom school, their bodiestornin
half by the assorted mongters, the shredsleft in plain sght for him to enjoy.

He keeps daydreaming, and the stream carries him on.

Almost too late, Vick notices the bridge passing overhead—a wooden railroad trestle, black against the
bluish white Sky. After this, it's saverd milesto the highway, and that means along march home. Vick
kicks and flails with hisarms, working toward the east bank, and then he climbs out, hanging the inner
tube on histired right arm, managing the dow, doppy climb through the underbrush, up to the stedl tracks
and then the access road.

The boy can appreciate why nobody floats downstream. It's just too damned hard, what with the walk
afterward. By the time he reaches the road, he's ready for abreak. A nap or second lunch, or even
better, he would accept aride back to the restaurant. But nobody he knowsis going to drive past. After
al, he knows only Uncle John and Aunt Katherine, who never leave work, plusthe half dozen kids that
he's played with over the last couple days. So when he sees a car coming his way, he makes another
deep mord caculation. Thiswill be astranger, he realizes. But what are the odds that a child molester
will be a the whed? And who ever heard of an evil disgusting soul likethat cruisng around ingde alittle
blue Datsun?

Vick liftshisright arm and the warm black inner tube.

He can't see the driver. For amoment, it seems asif nobody isinsdethe car, asif aface and attached
body don't quite exist behind the glare on the windshield. Then a shape emerges, and the brakes squeak
asif in pain, and thelittle car fightsits own momentum. Squinting, Vick makesout adark face and alittle
nest of hair passing by. For amoment, he believes that aboy must be driving the ca—ablack kid, which
ismorethan alittleincredible, consdering where they are in the world. Then the Datsun skids ahead and
stops, and Vick noticesthe Illinoislicense plate. That helps. What he sees beginsto make allittle sense.
Then somebody opens the passenger door, and astrange voice driftsinto the warm, wet air. "Hello,” the
voicecdlsout. "May | hdp you, little man?'

It isawoman's voice, young and wearing arich accent.

Vick's heart kicksinto high gear.

"Where are you going, little man?"'

To that open door, if hislegsdon't give out first. Vick takes afew weak-kneed steps and leans againgt
the door, looking insde. Thegirl is pretty, yes. But she's smaler than he had imagined, in statureand in
every other way. Sheisn't awholelot taller than him, redly. To that young woman, with adry, weak
voice, hesays, "Hidden Paradise ... 'mgoingto ..."

"Ah, that ismy destination, too. Shdl | giveyou aride?'



He has never ridden in any Jap car. And maybe he won't today. The girl's passenger seet isjammed
forward, the back end filled with suitcases and boxes and two big stereo speakers. Thereisn't enough
room for both him and the inner tube.

"Let thegasgo free" she adviseswith agrin.
Well, duh! Pressing histhumbnail againgt the vave, Vick bleeds out the cold air until he can Stuff the tube

behind the seet. Then he climbsin beside her and looks at the pretty young face, blurting out the first
question that bubbles up into his mouth.

"Areyou the stripper?”’
Shelaughsasif nothing in her life has been haf so funny.
"Where are you from?"' he asks.

She shoves the knob into second gear, |etting up on the clutch, and asthey roll downhill, she says,
"Jamaica," with a Caribbean musicin her voice.

"You'refrom Jamaica?'
"Hardly at dl, little man. That ismy name. Sally Ann Jamaica, from points unknown.”
HHH#

Uncle John is not aman given to quick motions. Vick's mom saysthat her big brother suffersfrom
diabetes and bad knees and akind of laziness that runs among the men of her family. She used to tell
Vick that he was the exception, and that he was very much hisfather's child. Which made the boy happy
to hear. But lately, Mom has been fighting alot with Dad. And Vick isdriving her mad, she clams, what
with hisantics and everything. That'swhy his parents are having their vacation this summer without him.
According to Mom, she and Dad are trying to rekindle whatever it was that made them get married in the
first place, or at least catch up on their deep.

Uncle John hasn't moved in the last forty minutes. He remains behind the counter, on ahigh, padded
stool, positioned so that the air-conditioning will blow across hisface and chest. Thered eyesstareat a
tiny black-and-whitetelevison. A prosperous-looking man is atempting to sell gold coins. "In these
troubled times," the man begins, and then Uncle John looks up to see Vick rushing insde, followed by a
willowy little woman dressed in jeans and aloose gray T-shirt.

"Goldisasolid investment for anyone worried about tomorrow," saysthetelevison.

"A dubiousclam, a best," says Sdly Ann.

Uncle John stares at the newcomer. Even puzzlement requires too much energy to do easily or quickly.
Thetired red eyes narrow, and with adeep breath, hetriesto clear hishead. "Who areyou?' he
inquires.

"She's our stripper,” Vick blurts out.

Sly Ann laughslightly and hands over abusiness card.



Uncle John gtares at the words for amoment, plainly confused. Then he startsto say, "Y ou aren't quite
whal ..."

Hisvoicetrailsaway.
"I'm not what you ordered,” Sdlly Ann saysfor him.

"Yourenot," the old man agrees. "l talked to your boss, | guesshewsas ... is... and hetold meyou
were blond—"

She explodesinto laughter. "I need aword with dear Burt, if that'swhat he believes| am.” Then sheraps
alittlefist on the glass countertop. "No, serioudy ... that blond girl is named Dora, and she had some
last-minute catastrophe that kept her home. Don't worry, just alittle catastrophe. But | am her
replacement, for tonight and tomorrow night, too.”

With acareful eye, Uncle John examines her willowy body. Then he glances at the stack of handouts
beside the cash regigter. "Exotic Dancer," they say, with dates and times and avery tame picture of the
promised girl. ThisisFriday afternoon, and within afew hours, dozens of local men will arrive, expecting
to see the leggy blonde that has been promised.

Wheat can he do?

The conundrum istoo much. Uncle John shakes his head, no sound coming from his open mouth. Then
another voice intrudes on the confused silence—a sharp, smart voice that says, "Y ou can't be our
dancer.”

"But | am, maam,” says Sdly Ann.

"My nameis Katherine," saysatall, big-boned woman. She offers ahand and what might be confused
for asmile. "I hope you don't take this the wrong way. But you aren't at al what we envisioned.”

The girl takesthe hand, replying, "What dream is ever true?'

Vick has never seen hisaunt a alossfor words. But it happens now, for awondrousinstant. The big,
tough-minded woman seemsto forget where sheis and what they are doing. Reclaiming her hand, she
runs the long fingers through her stedl-colored hair, and then she turnsto her little nephew, saying, "Go
somewheredse, Vick."

"Why?" Vick asks, using his most reasonable voice.

"Because," says Aunt Katherine. Then sheturnsto the girl again, saying, "I need to cal your service.
Obvioudy, amistake has been made.”

Sdly Ann has an indestructible smile. With the mildest possible voice, she says, "The men will start
ariving. Very soon."

"1 know full well—"
"And they'll expect some kind of show," shemaintains.

Aunt Katherine bresthes through her mouth, eyes staring angrily off into space.



"Perhgps" Sdly Ann begins.

"Yes, dear? What?"

"| could steal away one of your waitresses. Fit her into my costumes and teach her afew basic moves.”
"God, no," Uncle John exclams.

"Thesearelocd girls," Aunt Katherine replies. "Don't take offense, please. But if | even thought of
involving them—"

"Who'd pay to watch them," Uncle John interrupts, Sitting up straight on his stoal. "We're talking about fat
gdls, for the most part. Pretty enough, in akind of milk-maid way, | guess—!"

Aunt Katherine stares at her husband, puzzled by this sudden burst of energy.
"Ah," hesays, "thisgirl'sgoing to befine. Trust me, Kath!"

"But think of the men who will be here," hiswife mutters. "And now look at how shelooks, Johnny.
Don't you see our problem?”

But the old man won't be dissuaded. He laughs and waves off the doubts, saying, "I've got afeding.
Theré's something about thisMiss Jamaica. It'sall going to work out.”

Aunt Katherinetriesto find any other course, and can't. So findlly, she turns back to their guest and says,
"Don't take offense, miss. Please. But for the duration of your stay-tonight and tomorrow night
both—you will stay in our guest cottage. Under no circumstances will you enter the living quarters at the
back of this establishment. And because thisis my nephew, and because | promised his parentsto keep
him away from thewrong influences ... you will not spend another moment with thisboy, unless| am
present.”

Sdly Annisavery pretty cresture. Feminine, with afine, dender body and her hair cut short. But only
when she smiles does shelook dl-girl, and sheisn't smiling just then. To Vick, her facelookstight and
strong, wearing not one sex or the other. But she speaks with acalm, amost pleasant voice, saying, "l
understand, madam. | understand fully.”

To escape the tenson, Uncle John returnsto the little television. The commercids have finished, and the
nightly news has come on. To nobody in particular, the old man grumbles, "Goddamn Russans.”

Sdly Ann reacquires her smile, showing it to Vick.

He smilesback a her, feding warm insde.

"Go somewheredse" says Aunt Katherine.
"Likewhere?' the boy inquires.

"Theworld'sabig place," the old woman assures him.

Vick glances at their guest again.



Then Saly Ann Jamaicagives him alittle wink, and with the Strangest tone, she says, "Theworld isn't big
a dl. Your aunt iswrong."

Then to Uncle John, she says, "And about the Red menace ... | wouldn't worry too much. | know |
don't.”

HH

Vick can only watch from a distance while Saly Ann unloads the equipment from the back seet and
trunk, carrying each box and spesker and coiled-up length of cableinto the big room on the south end of
the restaurant—the room normally reserved for wedding receptions and high school graduation parties.
He watches from across the street, from the yards of various cabins. Other kids play beside him, but he
fedsuninvolved in their little made-up dramas. He stares and stares, and then aboy two years older rides
by on his Stingray. With aworldly scorn, the newcomer says, " So that's our new stripper?”

For some reason, Vick doesn't like histone. But he's been using the same words, hasn't he? Straightening
hisback, he says, "Yeah." Sdly Annisyanking some odd little box from the back corner of the trunk.
"That'sher."

"Kind of smdl-looking," the thirteen year-old complains, leaning back in hisbike seet, expertly lifting the
front whed off the ground. "And kind of dark. Did you notice? That she'salittle black girl?

Vick says nothing.
"Then again,” the older boy continues, "she looks sweeter than the last stripper they brought up here."”
Thisisnewsto Vick. Uncle John and Aunt Katherine have done this sort of thing before?

"Oh, that one was an old broad,” the boy offers. "Nearly forty years old, from what my dad says. Kind
of fat. With these big, saggy tits."

How old is Sdly Ann? The question seems smple, but Vick can't decide.

"Yeah, | bet my dad won't even bother with the show tonight,” saysthe bike rider, in concluson. "Most
of hisbuddieswon' either, | bet. Even if they didn't know shelookslikethat ... after the old-bag
sripper, | bet guyswon't want to waste the time or the gas.”

HiHt

Y et there are men who are curious enough or desperate enough, and they begin arriving even asdinner is
being served. Judging by the county numbers on the license plates, they have come from asfar as seventy
miles away—solitary men driving large pickups that might have started the day clean but since have
acquired asmooth gray veneer of stubborn dust and oil. Each man is dressed in his best jeans and boots,
and there are big cowboy-style hats that have to be worn at carefully considered angles, and heavy
leather belts, and smple shirtsthat are pressed, and probably in most cases the visitors have clipped and
ceaned their fingernails. They are apolite, generdly quiet gathering that st inthe bar, drinking inlittle
groups or aone. The waitresses make jokes about wolves on patrol and dl the lewd talk, but Vick
neither hears nor sees anything of the sort. Aunt Kath makes afew pointed comments about the dow
dinner crowd, but most of the tables are taken. Families have come up for the weekend or for the week,
and there are dways afew travelers lured off the highway by the Hidden Paradise sgns: HOME



COOKING IN A PLEASANT ATMOSPHERE.

The atmosphere iswondrous and thrilling, the anticipation real enough to see and to taste. Vick sucksin
al he can. And then dinner is done, and Uncle John—following gtrict orders from hiswife—shufflesup to
him and says, "Time for bed."

Whichitisnt.

But before Vick can respond, his uncle sweetens the pot. ™Y ou can watch the color TV tonight.
Whatever shows you want to watch."

But Vick can do that at home. Dropping his gaze, he pushes out hislower lip. Then, with amournful,
self-possessed voice honed by years of practice, the boy claims, "Thisisn't fair.”

"Far?' theold man replies.

Then hisuncle laughs, honestly laughs, maybe for the first time since Vick has cometo stay. "Y ou think
far has anything to do with anything, my boy? Do you?"

it

Vick watches Johnny Carson with the sound down, the bulk of his senses focused on the deep, throbbing
bass line that pushes from the party room into the gpartment at the back of the restaurant. Sometimes
thereis only the music, and sometimes, either when the song ends or at least pauses, he can make out the
hooting of living men and athin but intense rain of gpplause.

Vick triesto imaginewhat Sally Annisdoing at each moment, and what she iswearing, conjuring up an
assortment of colorful, vivid scenes.

Does adiripper strip everything off?

But thereis supposed to be a G-gtring Ieft on. Isn't there? He has assembled that bit of half-knowledge
by listening to older, louder boys. The string covers her privates, which seems critically important al of a
sudden. Vick can see Sdly Ann dancing in some fashion, and disrobing to some embarrassing point, and
when he hears the hollering and the boots stomping, he can even accept the fact that she's doing what she
doesin front of afew dozen strange men whom shewill never see again.

Unlessthey come back again tomorrow night, of course.

Then after midnight, asVick dipsaway into adeep deep, he comesto accept the idea that maybe even
the G-string isremoved. And he doesn't care if athousand men are watching Sally Ann Jamaica dance
before them, utterly naked. Just aslong as Vick isone of themen ...

Hitt

At breskfast, Aunt Katherineis grinning happily.

Itisastrange sght, her visble pleasure, and Vick finds himself staring a her face until she noticeshim.

But instead of abristly anger, she merdly laughs out loud, asking, "Would you like to earn an easy five
dollars?'



Always.

"Then get atrash sack and pick up the parking lot, would you? Bottles, cans. Just don't touch anything
you shouldn't touch.”

He promises”l won't" without being sure what that might be.

The sun has barely lifted over the east hills, but it isaready hot and sticky outdoors. Vick wearsthe same
jeans as yesterday, but he has put on a clean shirt—one of hislast—and he works asfast as he can, but
carefully. Thoroughly. He knows how particular hisaunt can be, regardless of her temporary happiness.
He picks up beer cans and beer bottles and empty packs of cigarettes, and he uses hissandalsto bury a
few piles of cigarette butts, and he does the same with apair of condomsthat look asif they havelaid all
year on the graveled terrain.

The boy on the bike arrives as Vick finishes hiswork.
"It was something,” the kid announces.
"What was?"

"Last night was." The boy wears aknowing sneer, explaining, "My dad has never seen better. And he
knows alot about strip clubs."”

"Y our dad wasn't going, | thought.”

"Wadl, hedid. Later." The boy shrugs his shoulders. " Some buddies came and got him during her break,
and he went running up here and caught the last haf hour of her show.”

Vick fedsathousand emations. Each pullsits own way, leaving him without any emotions. No fedings
whatsoever. Hefinds himsdlf staring into the half-filled plastic sack, trying not to imagine anything &t dl.

"Y ou sneak alook?' the boy asks.

For amoment, Vick considerslying. Hetriesto decide how to say "Y es' with the proper tone. But he
needsto doit in abelievable fashion, with just enough certainty that the older kid won't doubt him, and al
of that congderation takes too much time. The boy interrupts the silence with aloud laugh, and then says
"Thought not" as he turns and scornfully rides away.

HiHt

The guest cottage is atwo-room shack with curtains. Squeezed into atiny back window isathird-hand
air conditioner that shakes the entire structure when it works; but despite the morning's heat, nobody has
turned the unit on. Is Sally Ann even insde? The question posesitsdlf to Vick, and he nearly panics. The
ideathat she could have left for any reason ... well, it makes him crazy for afew seconds. But her little
Datsun is parked in the shade of the cottage, which means that she has to be somewhere close. Then he
notices that one of the front windows has been opened two or three inches, letting the air move. And of
course thereisthe inescapable fact that she isfrom el sewhere—Jamaica, perhaps, or some other tropical
realm—and maybe she doesn't believe in or even require luxurieslike air-conditioning.

These thoughts are dl crowding into his head when the cottage door opens and Saly Ann steps out into
the day.



Vick drops histrash sack in surprise.

She laughs, but somehow not at him. Her manner and dark smooth face make him fed asif the morning
isterribly humorous, and maybe the sun has just told awonderful joke.

Thereisno trash to pick up here, but Vick reclaims his sack and begins scanning the bare ground
between them. "Did you deep okay?' he mutters.

Then even softer, he says, "Maam.”

Sheiswearing clothes smilar to what she wore yesterday, but not identical. And her feet are bare, tiny
and very narrow and moving something like a dancer's feet would move—at least what Vick imagines
when he thinks of dancer'sfeet. He is astonished to see those lovely feet carry her closer, walking on the
long toes and stopping just a step or two short of him. Then with that deep accented voice, she admits, "I
had to put the air-conditioning to deep. It wasjust so earnest and loud in itswork.”

That wipes away one little mystery. Vick nods and looks up at her face, and then, because he can't help
himself, helookslower. He stares at her T-shirt and the modest breasts that unfortunately seem to be
wearing abra.

More than anything, Vick wantsto say afew perfect words.

None occur to him.

SAly Annlooksat his sack and says, "Entropy."”

What did she just say? The boy looks up at her face again, puzzled but intrigued. He recognizes that
word, but he knows nothing about it. "What do you do?" he asks, trying to steer the subject. "When
you're not dancing, | mean. What do you do with yourse?'

"Y ou mean, am | student somewhere?’

Maybe he does mean that. Yes.

"A college student, perhaps. With apassion for the high sciences.”

"Areyou?'

"Or thearts," she continues. "Music and dance might be the center of my life."

"Okay ..."

"Or physical education. For al you know, | could be ataented gymnast applying her skillsto alow
trade."

Exasperated, Vick puts down his sack of trash again, and again he triesto come up with a series of
perfect words, explaining his soul while entertaining this very strange creature to the best of his ahility.

"What are you doing here, Vick?"



Aunt Katherine has waked up behind him, unnoticed. Saly Ann seems untroubled by her presence,
while Vick is concentrating too hard on his next wordsto care about his aunt like he should. The only
person who acts flustered is the old woman. She drags a hand through her stedl hair and triesto smile,
the expression fdling short of its god, and then because somebody needsto say something, shetells
Vick, "I think you've done enough work. Why don't you go back to the restaurant? Tell your uncleto
giveyou five ones”

But he doesn't want to leave now. If he hasto, that only provesthat the world is deeply unfair.
"Vick," purrs Aunt Katherine.

He picks up sack, pretending it weighstons.

Momentarily satisfied, the old woman turnsto Sally Ann, and with asoft voice that sounds hafway
nervous, she says, "Congratul ations.”

Thegirl givesthe oddest little curtsy.

"Fromwhat | saw last night,” Aunt Katherine continues, "that program of yours, that show, wasa
wonderful success."

"It wasfun, | think."

"Yes, yes." The stedl hair needs another adjustment. Then the woman says what she cameto say. "l was
thinking ... wewere ... because of the enthusasm ... far more than | ever hoped for, I'll tell you ... John
and | wondered if you'd bewilling to stay for athird night, with dl the usud arrangementsfor pay, of
course..."

"No."

Aunt Katherine graightens.

"Thank you, but | cannot,” saysthe delicious voice.

"If it'saquestion of money—"

"l have to leave tomorrow morning,” the young woman proclaims. And the way she saysthat one
word—"leave'—means everything.

"Back to Chicago?"' asks Aunt Katherine.
SAly Ann shakes her head sadly. "I am expected dsewhere. | am sorry, but that iswhat is.”

And suddenly Vick fedsawful, sick and too wesek to lift the massive sack of trash. Y et even as his heart
shatters, he continues to stare at those sweet brown dancer's fest.

HiHt

It isbarely threein the afternoon—six long hours before the show begins—yet thefirgt trucks aready
gart to pull into the graveled lot. The drivers seem unaware of the hour or how silly they look. Some of
the vehicles seem familiar; they were probably herelast night. While others come from counties that might



be two or three hours removed from this place, afew even hailing from neighboring states. How do they
know to come? Vick wonders. Do cowboys call one another on the phone, or do they talk face to face
in the pastures and on the back roads? Unless of course thisis an event that each can fed for himsdf, like
achangein the weether. For along while, the first men sit lonein their cabs with their windows down, a
few smoking and most of the rest chewing tobacco, using empty cans held between their legsto catch
their foul black spit. Back bumpers weer little emblems—hints about politics and philosophies.
AMERICA-LOVEIT ORLEAVEIT, Vick reads again and again. They uniformly despise Communism
indl of itsforms. They support Nixon, even though heisn't President anymore. They love fireermsand
the NRA, which isn't much of a surprise, consdering how many gun racks hang in the back windows.
There dso are severd Confederate flags, which seemsimportant. And one tobacco-chewing man has
covered his bumper with variations on the same theme: AMERICA, BUILT AND PAID FOR BY
HARD WORKING WHITE MALES.

Vick givesthat man astare. Oddly, the face behind the steering whedl doesn't look much older than him.
Sixteen years old, he guesses. But the voice attached to that face seems even younger, cracking alittle
when it says, "What are you looking &, kid? Leave methe hell aone.”

After four-thirty, the parking lot isentirely full, and cowboys as well as men dressed like cowboys begin
to wander into the restaurant and, in particular, into the bar. Aunt Katherine has called in dl of the
walitresses, including girls who don't seem to know their job, and she has rounded up every last body in
the county that can cook an edible meal. But the crowd remains orderly and mostly polite, drinking as
many soft drinks as beers, egting the entire inventory of pretzels and potato chips before six o'clock.

As supper begins, even Uncle John is given jobs and responsibilities.

"I'm suppose to watch over you," he reportsto Vick. "With both eyes, dl thetime.”

For amoment, the boy doesn't understand. Then he redlizes what the adults are afraid of, and in the same
breath he discoversthat he isthinking aong the samelines. But how he can ever fool anybody with
anything if hishead isthistransparent and his motives are so obvious ... ?

"Help me at the counter,” sayshisuncle.

"Doing what?' Vick asks.

"I don't know. | haven't thought ahead that far ahead.”

So Vick just gts, watching the black-and-white television asthe picture rolls, watching the loca news
turn to the Whed of Fortune. The first men start to pay for their medls, and Uncle John makes change for
twenties and fifties and even a couple hundred-dallar bills, handing back piles of cash until the register is
just about exhausted.

"I need change," hetellsVick. "Fed like carrying a couple thousand dollarsin your hands?’

"Sure" the boy mutters.

"Takethisto Kathering," the old man says. "She'sin the office, right down the hal there—"

"I know whereitis" Vick complains.

"I'mjust saying," reportshisuncle. "1 can seeyou al theway, and I'll be watching for you. Got it?'



Vick has no intention to do anything but what he has been told to do. Carrying the enormous billsin both
hands, Vick fedslucky and trusted, and he can't think of himself as being anything but trustworthy. How
much money isthis? He stops for amoment, letting his fingerstry to count these pieces of fancy paper.
But there are too many of them, and timeis precious, and he breaksinto alittle trot, knocking twice on
the office door before stepping inside.

Aunt Katherine its behind her desk, seemingly waiting for him. She is wearing agood modest dressand
abroad smile directed at the money before anything else.

"Quiteanight,” isher opinion.

"Uncle John wants—"

"Ones and fives, and probably sometens, too. Yes, | know."

The safeisblack stedl, enormous and older than any person here, and possibly older than the restaurant
itsdlf. She opensit with afew deft twists of the hand and wrist and quickly countswhat Vick has brought
her and matchesit with taller stacks of smdler bills. Handing him amaiching fortune, she saysagain,
"Quiteanight.”

"Yes, maam."

"And barely begun yet," she adds, coming closeto agiggle.

The cash fills his hands. Vick steps back into the halway, hearing the buzz of men talking, some close
and mogt distant. He stands till for amoment, thinking of nothing. He lets his eyes|ook down the hallway
at hisuncle, watching him dedling with the young cowboy who looks too young to have built anything in
hislife. Thekid is showing Uncle John his driver'slicense, or somebody else'slicense. Vick can seethe

young mouth saying, "But | am nineteen,” even though he looks and stands like heisfourteen, if that.

One of the new waitresses passes by. Shefeds harried, too many tables needing her attention and
adrenaline making her shaky. With an abrupt voice, Vick saysto her, "Here."

"What'sthis?' shecomplains.

"Money," heexplains. Then he pointsand says, "Take it down to my uncle, would you? Tell him | went
to the bathroom.”

"Who are you?' she says, honestly unsure what this boy isdoing here.

But then heisn't there anymore. On quick feet, he has sprinted back through the restaurant and into the
gpartment behind the kitchen, using the private door to dip outside before anybody can think of stopping
him.

Hitt

Itisevening, hot and damp but growing more plessant by the moment. Vick pausesin front of the guest
cottage, knowing exactly what he wantsto do. But it isn't often that he feelstoo shy or too insecure to do

anything. Suddenly hislegslock up, and with a cold terror clamping down on histhroat, he does nothing
aadl.



"Isit arespectable crowd?' asksavoice.

Sdly Annisingde, cdling out to him through the dightly open window. Vick jumps at the sound of her
voice and then laughs at himsdlf, and with a glance at the crowded parking lot, he reports, "It'sahuge
crowd.”

"Wonderful!"

"Andit'sonly seven-thirty," he adds. "Therée's no teling how many more are coming.”

Slence,

"Areyou getting ready?' he asks.

"l anready,” she answers.

Vick feds close to meting. He fedswonderful and sick with nerves, particularly when the door comes
open. Then she steps out. Except for the plastic sandals, sheis dressed exactly as she was thismorning,
injeansand abig T-shirt.

He was expecting different clothes. Or no clothes, maybe. He stares at her, thinking that he redlly knows
nothing at al about the habits of strippers.

"| fed hot," she reports.

After aday of cloudless sun, it must be miserably hot inside the cottage.

"When | first saw you," shereports, "you wereriding an inner tube down thet little stream.”

"l wasn't," he says. "l waswaking aong the road.”

She amiiles, teeth bright and even. "Y ou are correct. My mistake.”

Vick watches her face,

"Anyway," she continues. "I'd like to take afloat trip, too."

"Huh?'

Shewinksat him, asking, "Can you find me two inner tubes, Vick. Please?’

"Two tubes? Why two?"

Whichisavery funny thing to ask, it seems. That leadsto alight touch with ahand that should be damp
with perspiration, yet isn't, and very quietly, Saly Ann Jamaicaasks, "Do you think | would wish to make
thisjourney done?'

T

The young cowboy sitsin his pickup, nursing acan of Coke while considering the grave injustices of this



world. At firdt, he actsindifferent to the two strangers walking past. Then a switch tripsingde his head,
and he jumps down, stunned and perplexed, and then absolutely furious. "Hey you!" he cries out. "Where
areyou taking her? Hey!"

Vick gtartsto run, Sdly Ann at hissde.

"Hey, kid"

Y esterday's inner tube has been pumped full of air again, the larger tube waiting beside it, as before. The
stream runs past their feet, looking swift and deep in the gathering dusk.

"Youll get wet," Vick warns.

But Saly Ann doesn't hesitate, grabbing up the big tube and flinging it upstream. The tube hits the water
with arubbery, faintly musica thunk. And then she turns and leaps backward—a graceful, long, and
utterly blind leap that drops her into the center of the spinning black circle.

Other men are shouting, harsh voices curang as they come closer.

Vick presses histube againg his chest and jumps forward, the cool water soaking the front of his shirt
and hisexposed legs. Then herolls over and sits up and kicks, pushing clear of the concrete riprap that
linesthe bank where the stream quickens, making ready to dive into thefirst sharp bend.

Sdly Ann says, "Neat."

Asif racing, she kicks and paddles, pushing out into the current, gaining along lead.

Vick triesto keep up, but he cannot.

When he passes the rusted Buick, he fedlsasif nobody eseis on the water. The mystery woman has
vanished, not just up ahead somewhere but completely. Forever. Mourning takes the boy, and he
actually sobsfor amoment, coming around the next long bend, the shadows of the trees reaching to the
far bank, leaving the stream in adeep gray gloom.

"Hdlo, littleman," she says.

Sdly Annissitting besde asnag of driftwood, clinging to abare limb with three fingers.

"I thought you were gone," Vick admits.

A wiselittle smile breaks out. "Not yet, no," she sings, letting go of her handhold, kicking a coupletimes
to push out beside him.

The cabins are behind them. The woods are faling into darkness, and the sounds of water mix with the
wild chittery voices of insects and alast few cries from snoozing birds. For aminute or two, drifting is
enough. They float where the stream takes them, and sometimes the tubes bump against each other with
their own soft music. Then Vick beginsto hear engines running, and where the treesthin, he seesaline of
trucks moving fast dong the high access road.

But nobody can catch them, he knows.



When they pass benegth the railroad trestle, he feel s free—happy and lucky, perplexed and
wonderstruck.

"Who areyou?" hefindly asks.
Shesays nothing for alittlewhile, and then says, "Life," and nothing else.
"What areyou?' Vick wonders aoud.

"Y ou do not know," she begins. Then their tubes touch, and she places her hand on histube, strong
fingerswrapped around the meta air valve. "Y ou cannot know ... just how common lifeis..."

He asks, "Where?'

"Everywhere."

Helooks at fireflies calling to each other in the woods, and he asks, "Are you talking about the stars?"
"One common abode. Stars, yes."

Vick says nothing, feding atremendous weight againgt his chest and throbbing heart.

"Earlier than you know, starsfed little worlds that made life that learned how to think. What you cal the
universe was settled before thisworld had form, much lessits own thoughtful minds.”

He stares at her, and waits.

"And lifeis everywhere s, too."

"Between the stars?' he asks.

"And beyond them," shereplies. "In places you cannot imagine, Vick."

Helovesto hear hisnamein her mouth.

"But whenever something iscommon, Vick, it isaso extraordinarily cheap." Her voice changesitstone.
The pleasureis replaced with agravenessthat unsettles him, just alittle. "By definition, what ischegpis
replacesble, and with every moment, something islost. With awrong step, or aright step done
improperly, an entireworld dies. Or onelong arm of agalaxy is scrubbed clean of everything you would

consder to beremotely dive."

The stream turns one way and back again. A pair of mule deer stands on the bank, one drinking and then
the other, neither noticing the tubes and bodies drifting within ten feet of them.

"What are you saying?' Vick whispers.
"Too much, probably."
Again, one last time, the boy wantsto know, "What are you?"'

"If | could explain, | would," she promises. "But in clear honest terms, | cannot make much of this



comprehensible.”

"Okay. But why are you here?"

Shelooksat him, thelovely face shining as she amiles.
Then Vick says, "I know why. | do."

"Tdl me"

He takes a deep breath, and another. Then with deep conviction, he says, Y ou've cometo Earth to help
us. You're hereto teach usand show us.... | don't know what exactly ... but something that's going to
help ussurvive, | think ...."

That winsalong, long silence.

The stream continues to wind itsway down thelittle valley, new springs feeding itsflow, making it
noticeably wider and alittle deeper. Then, after alast long turn, the highway comesinto view. By then,
thenight isin full force, save for on top of the concrete bridge that spans the stream. Dozens of pickup
trucks and cars have parked on the shoulders and in the traffic lanes, and the crisscrossed headlights and
occasiond spotlight push back the darkness with cones and columns of yellowish light.

"I would like very much to help your world, yes| would,” shesings. "If | believed | was doing good, |
would fed happier than | do now."

Vick risks placing hishand on top of hers, and shelets him leave it there.
Her flesh iswarmer than any fever.

"But your central assumption iswrong, Vick. | am sorry.” The voice sounds sorry and very distant. "'l
was speaking about myself. When | told you that worlds die with asingle misstep, | was talking about my
particular home and my particular form of life. They are dead now, and in every sensg, it is because of
my own little misstep.”

Vick startsto cry.

"No one survives but me," she admits. "So | wander done, and | linger in those little placesthat interest
me. And when it seemslikefun, | dance, in one fashion or another.”

They have dmost reached the bridge. At least twenty men stand in the current, cold water up around
their hips, armslinked to block the way. Y et nothing about them is menacing or foul. They only wish to
catch the object of their deep infatuation. While Aunt Katherine and Uncle John wait above on the bare
clay bank, holding hands aswell, watching hard for both of them.

"I don't want thisto end,” Vick begs.

"| suppose you don't," says Saly Ann Jamaica. Then she leans close and kisses him softly on the ear,
adding, "Worlds or boys, it's dways the same way. Did you know that? Each passes, and each is
replaced by something else ... and al you can hopeisthat what comes next is something as good, if not
better ..."



TheEnd
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