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TheEyes

It beganinthe lagt days of Augudt, when the leaves of the dm in the front yard had curled
into crigp brown tubes and fdlen away to litter the lawn. | sat at the curb that afternoon, waiting for
Miger Softee to round the bend at the top of Willow Avenue, ligening carefully for that mournful knell,
each measured ding both a promise of ice cream and a pinprick of remorse. Taking a cast-off leef into
each hand, | made double figs. When | opened my fingers, brown crumbs fdl and scattered on the road
a my feet. Had | been waiting for the arriva of that strange changding year, | might have understood the
gfting debris to be symboalic of the end of something. Instead | waited for the eyes.

That morning I’ d left under a blue sky, walked through the woods and crossed the railroad tracks
away from town, where the third rall hummed, lying in wait, like a snake, for an errant ankle. Then dong
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the road by the factory, back behind the grocery, and up and down the streets, | searched for discarded
glass bottlesin every open garbage can, Dumpster, forgotten corner. 1’d found three soda bottles and a
half-gdlon milk bottle. At the grocery store, | turned them in for the refund and walked away with a
quarter.

All summer long, Mister Softee had this contest going. With each purchase of twenty-five cents or
more, he gave you a card: On the front was a amd| portrait of the waffle-faced cream being pictured on
the side of the truck. On the back was a piece of a puzzle that when joined with seven other cards made
the same exact image of the beckoning soft one, but eight times bigger. | had the blue lgpels and red bow
tie the sugar-cone-flesh lips parted in a pure white amile the exposed towering brain of vanillg,
cream-kissed a the top into a pointed swirl, but | didn’'t have the eyes.

A complete puzzle won you the Specia Softee, like Coney Idand in a plagtic dish—four twirled
Softee-loads of cream, chocolate sauce, butterscotch, marshmalow goo, nuts, party-colored sprinkles,
rasns, M&M’s, shredded coconut, bananas, dl topped with a cherry. You couldn't purchase the
Specid Softee—you had to win it, or so said Md, who through the years had come to be known smply
as Softee,

Occasondly Md would try to be pleasant, but | think the paper canoe of a hat he wore every day
soured him. He aso wore a blue bow tie, a white shirt, and white pants. His face was long and crooked,
and a times, when the orders came too fast and the kids didn’t have the right change, the bottom hdf of
his face would dowly met—a sundae abandoned at the curb. Hislong ears sprouted tufts of hair as if his
skull contained a hedge of it, and the lenses of his glasses had internd flaws like diamonds. In a voice that
came draight from his freezer, he cdled my sster, Mary, and dl the other girls “ sweetheart.”

Ealier in the season, one late afternoon, my brother, Jm, sad to me, “You want to see where
Softee lives?” We took our bikes. He led me way up Hammond Lane, past the shoe store and the junior
high school, up beyond Our Lady of Lourdes. After a hdf hour of riding, he stopped in front of a small
house. As| pulled up, he pointed to the place and said, “Look at that dump.”

Softee’s truck was parked on a barren plot a the dde of the place. | remember ivy and a
one-story house, no bigger than a good-size garage. Shingles showed ther zebra stripes through fading
white. The porch had obvioudy sustained a meteor shower. There were no lightson ingde, and | thought
this strange because twilight was mixing in behind the trees.

“Ishegtting in there in the dark?” | asked my brother.

Jm shrugged as he got back on his bike. He rode in big circles around me twice and then shot off
down the street, screaming over his shoulder as loud as he could, “Softee sucks!” The ride home was
through true night, and he knew that without him | would get lost, so he pedaled as hard as he could.

We had forsaken the jingle bells of Bungdow Bar and Good Humor dl summer in an attempt to
win Softee’s contest. By the end of July, though, each of the kids on the block had a least two
near-complete puzzles, but no one had the eyes. | had heard from Tim Sullivan, who lived in the
development on the other side of the schooal fidd, that the kids over there got fed up one day and rushed
the truck, jumped up and swung from the bar that held the rearview mirror, inveded the driver's
compartment, dl the while ydling, “Give us the eyes! The fuckin' eyed” When Softee went up front to
chase them, Tim's brother Bill leaped up on the Sl of the window through which Softee served his
customers, leaned into the inner sanctum, unlatched the freezer, and started tossng Itdian ices out to the
kids ganding at the curb.

Softee logt his glasses in the fray, but the hat held on. He screamed, “You little bitches!” at them as
they played him back and forth from the driver's area to the serving compartment. In the end, Md got
two big handfuls of cards and tossed them out onto the street. “Like flies on dog shit,” sad Tim. By the
time they'd redized there wasn't a pair of eyes in the bunch, Softee had turned the bl off and was
coadting dlently around the corner.

| had a theory, though, that day a summer’'s end when | sat at the curb, waiting. It was my hope
that Softee had been holding out on us until the close of the season, and then, in the find days before
school started and he quit his route till spring, some kid was going to have bestowed upon him a pair of
eyes. | had fath like | never had a church that something special was going to happen that day to me. It



did, but it had nothing to do with ice cream. | sat there at the curb, waiting, until the sun Started to go
down and my mother cdled meinfor dinner. Softee never came again, but asit turned out, we dl got the

eyes.

Wil There Be Clowns?

My mother was a better painter than she was a cook. | loved her portrait of my father in a
suit—the dark red background and the distant expression he wore—but | was't much for her spaghetti
with tomato soup.

She stood at the kitchen stove over a big pot of it, glass of cream sherry in one hand, a burning
cigarette with a three-quarter-inch ash in the other. When she turned and saw me, she said, “Go wash
your hands.” | headed down the hdl toward the bathroom and, out of the corner of my eye, caught Sght
of that ash fdling into the pot. Before | opened the bathroom door, | heard her mutter, “Could you
possibly...?” followed hard by the mud-sucking sounds of her girring the orange glug.

When | came out of the bathroom, | got the job of mixing the powdered milk and sarving each of
us kids a glass. At the end of the med, there would be three full glasses of it gtting on the table.
Unfortunately, we dill remembered rea milk. The mix-up kind tasted like sauerkraut and looked like
chak water with froth on the top. It was there merdy for show. As long as no one mentioned that it
tasted horrible, my mother never forced us to drink it.

The dining-room walls were lined with grained panding, the knots of which dways showed me
screaming faces. Jm sat across the table from me, and Mary sat by my side. My mother sat at the end of
the table beneath the open window. Instead of a plate, she had the ashtray and her winein front of her.

“It srib-gtickin’ good,” sad Jm, adding a knifeful of margarine to his plate. Once the orange stuff
gtarted to cool, it needed constant lubrication.

“Shut up and eat,” said my mother.

Mary said nothing. | could tdl by the way she quietly nodded that she was being Mickey.

“Softee never came today,” | said.

My brother looked up a me and shook his head in disappointment. “Hel be out there at the curb
ina snowdrift,” he said to my mother.

She laughed without a sound and swatted the air in his direction. “You've got to have fath,” she
sad. “Life's onelong son of a bitch.”

She took adrag on her cigarette and a sp of wine, and dJm and | knew what was coming next.

“When things get better,” she said, “I think we'll dl take a nice vacation.”

“How about Bermuda?’ said Jm.

In her wine fog, my mother hesitated an indtant, not sure if he was being sarcastic, but he knew
how to keep a draght face. “That's what | was thinking,” she said. We knew that, because once a
week, when she hit just the right level of intoxication, that's what she was dways thinking. It had gotten
to the point that when Jm wanted me to do him afavor and | asked how he was going to pay me back,
he d say, “Don't worry, I'll take you to Bermuda.”

She told us about the water, crystd blue, so clear you could look down a hundred yards and see
schools of manta rays flgoping their wings. She told us about the pure white beaches with pam trees
swaying in the soft breeze filled with the scent of wildflowers. We'd deep in hammocks on the beach.
We' d eat pinegpples we cut open with a machete. Svim in lagoons. Washed up on the shore, amid the
chambered nautilus, the sand dollars, the shark teeth, would be pieces of eight from gdleons wrecked
long ago.

Thet night, as usud, she told it dl, and she told it in minute detail, so that even Jm sat there
ligening with his eyes hdf closed and his mouth haf open.

“Will there be clowns?” asked Mary in her Mickey voice.

“Sure” said my mother.

“How many?’ asked Mary.

“Eight,” said my mother.
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Mary nodded in gpprova and returned to being Mickey.

When we got back from Bermuda, it was timeto do the dishes. From the |eftovers in the pot, my
moather heaped a plate with spaghetti for my father to eat when he got home from work. She wrapped it
inwaxed paper and put it in the center of the stove where the pilot light would keep it warm. Whatever
was |eft over went to George the dog. My mother washed the dishes, smoking and drinking the entire
time dJm dried, | put the plates and silverware away, and Mary counted everything afew dozen times.

Fve years ealier the garage of our house had been converted into an apatment. My
grandparents, Nan and Pop, lived in there. A door separated our house from their rooms. We knocked,
and Nan cdled for usto comein.

Pop took out his mandolin and played us a few songs “Apple Blossom Time” “Show Me the
Way to Go Home” “Goodnight, Irene” All the while he played, Nan chopped cabbage on a flat
wooden board with a one-handed guillotine. My mother rocked in the rocking chair and drank and sang.
Thetrilling of the double-stringed insrument accompanied by my mother’s voice was beautiful to me.

Over a the litle table in the kitchenette area, Mary sat with the Laredo machine, making
cigarettes. My parents didn't buy their smokes by the pack. Instead they had this machine that you
loaded with a piece of paper and awad of loose tobacco from a can. Once it was dl set up, there was a
little lever you pulled forward and back, and presto. It wasn't an easy operation. You had to use just the
right amount to get the cigarettes firm enough so the tobacco didn't fal out the end.

When my parents hed firs gotten the Laredo, Mary watched them work it. She was immediady
expert at measuring out the brown shag, sorinkling it over the crisp white paper, pulling the lever. Soon
ghe took over as chief roller. She was a cigarette factory once she got going;, Pop cdled her R. J.
Reynolds. He didn't smoke them, though. He smoked Lucky Strikes, and he drank Old Grand-Dad,
which seemed fitting.

Jdmand |, we watched the televison with the sound turned down. Dick Van Dyke mugged and
rubber-legged and did praifals in black and white, perfectly synchronized to the drains of “Shanty
Town” and “I'll Be Seeing You.” Even if Pop and my mother weren't playing music, we wouldn't have
been able to have the sound up, since Pop hated Dick Van Dyke more than any other man dive.

The Shadow Y ear

My room was dark, and though it had been warm dl day, a cool end-of-summer breeze
now filtered in through the screen of the open window. Moonlight dso came in, meking a patch on the
bare, painted floor. From outsde | could hear the chug of the Farleys little pool filter next door and,
beneeth that, the sound of George's claws, tgpping across the kitchen linoleum downdtairs.

Jmwas adeep in hisroom across the hdl. Bdow us Mary was aso adeep, no doubt whispering
the times tables into her pillow. | could picture my mother, in the room next to Mary’s, lying in bed, the
reading light on, her mouth open, her eyes closed, and the thick red volume of Sherlock Holmes stories
with the slhouette cameo of the detective on the pine open and resting on her chest. All | could picture
of Nan and Pop was a darkened room and the tiny glowing bottle of Lourdes water in the shape of the
Virgin that sat on the dresser.

| was thinking about the book | had been reading before turning out the light—another in the series
of adventures of Perno Shell. This one was about a deluge, like Noah's flood, and how the old wooden
gpartment building Shell lived in had broken away from its foundation and he and dl the other tenants
were sdling the giant ocean of the world, having adventures.

There was a mydery about the Shdl books, because they were dl published under different
authors names, sometimes by different publishing companies, but you only had to read a few pages to
tdl that they were dl written by the same person. The problem was finding them in the stacks, because
the books were shelved aphabeticdly, according to the authors last names | would never have
discovered them if it wasn't for Mary.

Occasondly | would read to her, snatches from whatever book | was working through. We'd st
in the corner of the backyard by the fence, in a bower made by forsythia bushes. One day, amid the
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ydlow flowers, | read to her from the Shel book | had just taken out: The Stars Above by Mary
Holden. There were illugrationsin it, one per chapter. When | was done reading, | handed the book to
her so she could look &t the pictures. While paging through it, she held it up to her face, siiffed it, and
sad, “Pipe smoke.” Back then my father smoked a pipe once in a while, so we knew the aroma. | took
the book from her and smdled it up close, and she was right, but it wasn't the kind of tobacco my father
smoked. It had a darker, older smell, like a cross between a horse and a mildewed wool blanket.

When | waked to the library downtown, Mary would wak with me. She rardy sad a word
during the entire trip, but a few weeks after | had returned The Sars Above, she came up to me while |
was searching through the four big stacks that lay in the twilight zone between the adult and children’'s
sections. She tugged a my shirt, and when | turned around, she handed me a book: The Enormous
Igloo by Duncan Main.

“Pipe smoke,” she said.

Opening the valume to the first page, | read, “*Perno Shell was afraid of heights and could not for
the world remember why he had agreed to ajourney in the Zeppelin that now hovered above his head.’”
Another Perno Shel novel by someone completdly different. | lifted the book, smeled the pages, and
nodded.

Tonight | wanted Perno Shdll to stay in my imagination until | dozed off, but my thoughts of him
soon grew as thin as paper, and then the theme of my wakeful nights done in the dark, namdy desath,
came dawing through. Teddy Dunden, aboy who'd lived up the block, two years younger than me and
two years older than Mary, had been struck by a car on Montauk Highway one night in late spring. The
driver was drunk and swerved onto the sdewalk. According to his brother, Teddy was thrown thirty feet
inthe air. | dways tried to picture that: twice again the height of the basketball hoop. We had to go to his
wake. The priest said he was at peace, but he didn’'t look it. As he lay in the coffin, his skin was ydlow,
his face was bloated, and his mouth was turned down in a bitter frown.

All summer long he came back to me from where he lay under the ground. | imagined him
suddenly waking up, dawing at the lid asin a story Jm had once told me. | dreaded meeting his ghost on
the street at night when | walked George around the block done. I'd stop under a dreetlight and lisen
hard, fear would build in my chest until | shivered, and then I'd bolt for home. In the londy backyard at
sundown, in the darkened woods behind the schoal fidd, in the corner of my night room, Teddy Dunden
was walting, jeglous and angry.

George came up the gtairs, nudged open my bedroom door, and stood beside my bed. He looked
a mewith his bearded face and then jumped aboard. He was a samdl, schnauzer-type muit, but fearless,
and having him there made me less scared. Sowly | began to doze. | had a memory of riding waves a
Hre Idand, and it blurred at the edges, dipping into a dream. Next thing | knew, | was fdling from a
great height and woke to hear my father coming in from work. The front door quietly closed. | could hear
him moving around in the kitchen. George got up and |eft.

| contemplated going down to say hello. The last I'd seen him was the previous weekend. The
hills forced him to work three jobs. a part-time meachining job in the early morning, then his regular job as
agear cutter, and then nights part-time as a janitor in a department store. He left the house before the sun
came up every morning and didn’t return until very near midnight. Through the week | would amdl a hint
of machine ol here and there, on the cushions of the couch, on a towd in the bathroom, as if he were a
ghost leaving vague traces of his presence.

Eventudly the sounds of the refrigerator opening and dosng and the water running stopped, and |
redized he mugt be gtting in the dining room, eating his pile of spaghetti, reading the newspaper by the
light that shone in from the kitchen. | heard the big pages turn, the fork againg the plate, a maich being
struck, and that’s when it happened. There came from outside the house the dhill scream of awoman, so
loud it tore the night open wide enough for the Shadow Y ear to dip out. | shivered, closed my eyes tight,
and burrowed deep beneath the covers.

A Prowler



C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

When | came downdtairs the next morning, the door to Nan and Pop’s was open. | stuck
my head in and saw Mary gtting at the table in the kitchenette where the night before she had made
cigarettes. She was edting a bowl of Cheerios. Pop sat in his usud seat next to her, the horse paper
spread out in front of him. He was jotting down numbers with a pencil in the margins murmuring a steady
gream of bloodlines, jockeys names, weghts, speeds, track conditions, ciphering what he cdled “the
McGinn System,” named after himsdf. Mary nodded with each new factor added to the equation.

My mother came out of the bathroom down the hdl in our house, and | turned around. She was
dressed for work in her turquoise outfit with the big star-shaped pin that was like a stained-glass window.
| went to her, and she put her am around me, enveloped mein a cloud of perfume that smdled as thick
as powder, and kissed my head. We went into the kitchen, and she made me a bowl of cered with the
mix-up milk, which wasn't as bad that way, because we were adlowed to put sugar on it. | sat down in
the dining room, and she joined me, carrying a cup of coffee. The sunlight poured in the window behind
her. Shelit a cigarette and dragged the ashtray close to her.

“Friday, last day of vacation,” she said. “You better make it a good one. Monday is back to
schoal.”

| nodded.

“Waetch out for strangers,” she said. “I got a cal from next door this morning. Mrs. Conrad sad
that there was a prowler a her window last night. She was changing into her nightgown, and she turned
and saw aface a the glass”

“Did she scream?’ | asked.

“She sad it scared the crap out of her. Jake was downgtairs watching TV. He jumped up and ran
outside, but whoever it was had vanished.”

Jm appeared in the living room. “Do you think they saw her naked?’ he asked.

“A fitting punishment,” she said. And as quickly added, “Don't repest that.”

“l heard her scream,” | said.

“Whoever it was used that old ladder Pop keepsin the backyard. Put it up agang the sde of the
Conrads house and climbed up to the second-floor window. So keep your eyes out for creeps
wherever you go today.”

“That means he wasin our backyard,” sad Jm.

My mother took a drag of her cigarette and nodded. “1 suppose.”

Before she Ieft for work, she gave us our lig of jobs for the day—wak George, dean our rooms,
mow the back lawn. Then she kissed Jm and me and went into Nan and Pop’s to kiss Mary. | watched
her car pull out of the driveway. Jm came to stand next to me a the front window.

“A prowler,” he said, amiling. “We better invesigate”

A hdf hour later, Jm and Mary and I, joined by Franky Conrad, sat back amid the forsythias.

“Did the prowler see your mother naked?” Jm asked Franky.

Franky had a hairdo like Curly from the Three Stooges, and he rubbed his head with his fat, blunt
fingers “1 think s0,” he said, winang.

“A fitting punishment,” said Jm.

“What do you mean?’ asked Franky.

“Think about your mother’s ass,” said Jm, laughing.

Franky sat quietly for a second and then said, “Yeah,” and nodded.

Mary took out a Laredo cigarette and lit it. She dways stole one or two when she made them. No
one would have guessed. Mary was snesky in a way, though. Jm would have told on meif I'd smoked
one. All hedid was say to her, “You'll stay short if you smoke that.” She took a drag and said, “Could
you possibly...?" inaflat voice,

Jm, big boss that he was, lad it out for us. “I'll be the detective and you dl will be my team.”
Pointing a me, he said, “Y ou have to write everything down. Everything that happens must be recorded.
I'll give you a notebook. Don't be lazy.”

“Okay,” | sad.

“Mary,” he said, “you count shit. And none of that Mickey Suff.”



“I'm counting now,” she said in her Mickey voice, nodding her head.

We cracked up, but she didn't laugh.

“Franky, you' re my right-hand man. Y ou do whatever the hdl | tdl you.”

Franky agreed, and then dm told us the firg thing we needed to do was search for clues.

“Did your mother say what the prowler’s face looked like?’” | asked.

“She sad it was no one she ever saw before. Like a ghost.”

“Could be avampire” | said.

“It was't avampire” dJm said. “It was a pervert. If we're going to do this right, it's got to be like
science. There's no such things as vampires.”

Our firgd step was to invedigae the scene of the crime. Beneath the Conrads  second-floor
bedroom window, on the sde of ther house next to ours, we found a good footprint. It was big, much
larger than any of ours, and it had a design on the bottom of lines and circles.

“You see what that is?” asked Jm, squatting down and pointing to the design.

“It' sfrom a snesker,” | sad.

“Yegh,” he sad.

“I think it's Keds,” said Franky.

“What does thet tdl you?” asked Jm.

“What?' asked Franky.

“Wel, it's too hig to be a kid, but grown-ups usudly don’'t wear sneakers. It might be a teenager.
We better save thisfor if the cops ever come to investigate”

“Did your dad cdl the cops?’ | asked.

“No. He sad that if he ever caught who it was, he'd shoot the son of a bitch himsdf.”

It took us about a haf hour to dig up the footprint, carefully loosening the dirt dl around it and
scooping way down benesth it with the shovd. We went to Nan's side door and asked her if she had a
box. She gave us around pink hatbox with alid that had a picture of a poodie and the Eiffd Tower.

Jmtold Franky, “Carry it like it's nitro,” and we took it into our yard and stored it in the toolshed
back by the fence. When Franky did it into place on the wooden shdlf next to the bottles of bug killer,
May sad, “One”

AsGod IsMy Judge

Nan made lunch for us when the fire whistle blew at noon. She served it in our house &t the
dining-room table. Her sandwiches dways had butter, no matter what ese she put on them. Sometimes,
like that day, she just made butter-and-sugar sandwiches. We dso had barley soup. Occasiondly she
would make us chocolate pudding—the kind with an inch of vinyl skin across the top—but usudly
dessert was a ladyfinger.

Nan had gray wire-hair like George's, big bifocals, and a brown mole on her temple that looked
like a squashed rasn. Her amdl Stature, dark and wrinkled complexion, and the slken black strands a
the corners of her upper lip made her seem to me a times like some ancient monkey king. When she'd
fart while ganding, she'd kick her left leg up in the back and say, “Shoot him in the pants. The coat and
ves are mine”

Every moming she'd say the rosary, and in the afternoon when the neighborhood ladies came over
to drink wine from teacups, she'd read the future in a pack of playing cards.

Each day at lunch that summer, dong with the butter sandwiches, she'd aso serve up a sory from
her life. That firgt day of our investigation, she told us one from her childhood in Whitestone, where her
father had been the editor of the loca paper, where the fire engines were pulled by horses, where Moishe
Pipik, the strongest man dive, ate twelve raw eggs every morning for breskfast, where Clementine
Cherenete, whose har was awaterfdl of gold, fdl in love with a blind man who could not see her beauity,
and where John Hardy Farty, a wandering vagrant, srummed a harp and sang “Damn the rooster crow.”
All events, both great and smdl, happened within Sght of alocd landmark, Nanny Goat Hill.

“A night vigtor,” she said when we told her about the footprint we had found and preserved in her
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pink hatbox. “Once there was a man who lived in Whitestone, a neighbor of ours. His name was Mr.
Weeks. He had a daughter, Louqueer, who wasinmy grade at school.”

“Louqueer?’ said dJm, and he and | laughed. Mary looked up from counting the grains of barley in
her soup to see what was so funny.

Nan gmiled and nodded. “ She was allittle odd. Spent dl her time staring into a mirror. She wasn't
van but was looking for something. Her mother told my mother that at night the girl would wake up
choking, bluein the face, from having dreamed she was swdlowing athimble”

“Theat wasn't redly her name” said Jm.

“As God ismy judge” sad Nan. “Her father took the tran every day to work in the city and
didn't come home until very late a night. He dways got the very lagt train that stopped in Whitestone,
just before midnight, and would stumble home drunk through the streets from the station. It was sad that
when he was drunk at a bar, he was happy-go-lucky, not a care in the world, but when he got drunk at
home, he hit hiswife and cursed her.

“One night around Halloween, he got off the train a Whitestone. The wind was blowing, and it
was cold. The gation was empty but for him. He started walking toward the steps that led down to the
street, when from behind him he heard a noise like a voice in the wind. OOOOo0000 was whét it sounded
like. He turned around, and at the far end of the plaiform was a giant ghost, eight feet tal, rippling in the
breeze.

“It scared the bgesus out of him. He ran home screaming. The next day, which was Saturday, he
told my father that the train sation was haunted. My father printed the tory as kind of a joke. No one
believed Mr. Weeks, because everyone knew he was a drunk. Still, he tried to convince people by
swearing to it, saying he knew what he saw and it was redl.

“On the way into the city on the fallowing Friday, he told one of the neighbors, Mr. Laveglia, who
took the same train in the morning, that the ghost had been there on both Monday and Wednesday nights
and that both timesit had caled his name. Weeks was a nervous wreck, suttering and shaking while he
told of hislatest encounters. Mr. Laveglia sad Weeks was a man on the edge, but before getting off the
tranin the city, Weeks leaned in close to our neighbor and whispered to him that he had a plan to dedl
with the phantom. It was eight o’ clock in the morning, and Mr. Laveglia said he dready smelled liquor on
Weeks's breath.

“Thet night Weeks returned from the dity on the late train. When he got off onto the plaiform at
Whitestone, it was deserted as usud. The moment he turned around, there was the ghost, moaning,
cdling his name, and coming Sraight a him. But that day, in the city, Weeks had bought a pistol. That
was his plan. He took it out of his jacket, shot four times, and the ghost collapsed on the platform.”

“How can you kill aghost?’ asked Jm.

“It was eight feet tdl,” said Mary.

“It wasn't a ghogt,” said Nan. “It was his wife in a bedsheet, ganding on dilts. She wanted to
scare her husband into coming home on time and not drinking. But he killed her.”

“Did he get arrested for murder?’ | asked.

“No,” sad Nan. “He wept bitterly when he found out it was his wife When the police
investigation was over and he was shown to have acted in sdf-defense, he abandoned his home and
Louqueer and went off to live as a hermit in a cave in a fidd of wild asparagus at the edge of town. |
don’'t remember why, but eventudly he became known as Beddia, and kids would go out to the cave
and scream, ‘Bedelia, we'd love to stedl yal’ and run away when he chased them. Louqueer got sent to
an orphanage, and | never saw her again.”

“What happened to the hermit?’ asked Jm.

“During a bad winter, someone found himin the middle of the fied by his cave, frozen solid. In the

spring they buried him there among the wild asparagus.”

Sewer Pipe Hill

After lunch we put George on the leash and took him out into the backyard. Mary didn't go
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with us because she decided to have a sesson with her make-believe friends, Sdly O'Malley and Sandy
Graham, who lived in the closet in her room. Once in a while, she'd let them out and she would become
Mickey and they would go to school together down in the cdllar.

Jm had the idea that we could use George to track the pervert. We'd let him amdl the ladder,
he'd pick up the scent, and we'd fallow dong. Franky Conrad joined us in our backyard where the
ladder again lay propped againg the side of the toolshed. For a while we just stood there waiting for the
dog to amdl the ladder. Then | told Jm, “You better rev him up.” To rev George up, dl you had to do
was stick your foot near his mouth. If you left it there long enough, he'd start to growl. Jm stuck his foot
out and made little circles with it in the ar near George's mouth. “ Geooorgieee,” he sang very softly.
When the dog had had enough, he went for the foot, gromling like crazy and fake-biting dl over it—a
hundred fake bites a second. He never redlly chomped down.

When he was revved, he moved to the ladder, smelled it a few times, and then pissed on it. We
were ready to do some tracking. George started waking, and so did we. Out of the backyard, we went
through the gate by Nan's sde of the house and under the pink blossoms of the prehistoric mimosa tree
into the front yard.

Around the corner was East Lake School, a one-story redbrick structure, a big rectangle of
classrooms with an enclosed courtyard of grass at its center. On the right-hand side was an dcove tha
held the playground for the kindergarten—monkey bars, swings, a seesaw, a sandbox, and one of those
round, turning platform things thet if you got it oinning fast enough, dl the kids would fly off. The gym
was atached to the left-hand side of the building, a giant, windowless box of brick that towered over the
squat main building.

The school had acircular drive in front with an elongated, high-curbed ova of grass at its center.
Jugt west of the drive and the little parking lot there were two asphat basketbal courts, and beyond that
spread a vast fidd with a baseball backstop and bases, where on windy days the powdered dirt of the
basdlines rose in cyclones. At the border of the fidd was a high barbed-wire-topped fence to prevent
kids from dimbing down into a craterlike sump. Someone long ago had used a chan cutter to make a dit
in the fence that a smdl person could pass through. Down there in the early fdl, anong the goldenrod
gaks and dying weeds, it was a kingdom of crickets.

Behind the school were more fidds of sunburned summer grass cut by three asphalt bike paths. At
the back the school fidds were bounded by another development, but to the east lay the woods: a deep
oak-and-pine forest that stretched wel into the next town and south as far as the railroad tracks. Streams
ran through it, as wel as some rudimentary paths that we knew better than the lines on our own pams. A
quarter mileinlay asmdl lake that we had been told was bottomless.

Tha day George led us to the boundary of the woods, near the pregnant swdling of ground
known as Sewer Pipe Hill. We stood on the sde of the hill where a round, dark circle of the pipe
protruded and faced the tree line Some days a trickle of water flowed from the pipe, but today it was
bone dry. Jm walked over to the round opening, three feet in circumference, leaned over, and ydled,
“ Helloooooo!” Hisword echoed down the dark tunnd beneath the school fidds. George pissed on the
concrete facing that held up the end of the pipe.

“X marks the spot,” said dJm. He turned to Franky. “You better crawl in there and see if the
prowler is hiding underground.”

Franky rubbed his head and stared at the black hole,

“Are you my right-hand man?’ asked Jm.

“Yes” sad Franky. “But what if he' sin there?’

“Before he touches you, just say you're making a citizen's arrest.”

Franky thought about this for a moment.

“Don'tdoit,” | said.

Jmglared & me. Then he put his hand on Franky’s shoulder and said, “He saw your mom'’s ass.”

Franky nodded and went to the pipe opening. He bent down, got on his knees, and then crawled
forward into the dark a little way before stopping. Jm went over and lightly tapped him in the rear end
with the toe of his sneaker. “You'll be aheroif you find him. They’'ll put your picture in the newspaper.”



Franky started crawling forward again, and in seconds he was out of Sght.

“What if he getslogt in there?’ | said.

“WEIl just have everyone in town flush at the same time, and heé'll ride the wave out into the sump
behind the basebd| fidd,” said Jm.

Every few minutes one of uswould lean into the pipe and ydl to Franky, and he would ydl back.
Pretty soon we couldn’t make out what he was saying, and his voice got smdler and smdler. Then we
cdled afew more times and there was no answer.

“What do you think happened to hm?’ | asked.

“Maybe the pervert got him,” said Jm, and he looked worried. “He could be stuck in there.”

“Should | run home and get Pop?’ | asked.

“No,” sad dJm. “Go up to that manhole cover on the bike path by the playground and cal down
through the little hole. Then put your ear over the hole and see if you hear him. Tdl him to come back.”

| took off running up the sde of Sewer Pipe Hill and across the fidd as fast as | could. Reaching
the manhole cover, | got on dl fours and leaned my mouth down to the neat round hole & its edge.
“Hey!” | ydled. | turned my head and put my ear to the hole.

Franky’ s voice came up to me quite dlearly but with ametdlic ring to it, asif he were a robot.

“What?’' he said. “I'm here” It sounded asif he were right beneath me.

“Comeout,” | caled. “Jm says to come back.”

“I likeitin herg)” he said.

In that moment | pictured his house; his ster, Lily, with her crossed eyes; his mother’s prominent
jaw and horse teeth, her crazy red har; the little figures his father fashioned out of the wax from his
enormous ears. “You gotta come back,” | said.

A hdf minute passed in slence, and | thought maybe he had moved on, continuing through the
darkness.

Fndly his voice sounded. “Okay,” he said, and then, “Hey, | found something.”

Jm was stting on the lip of the sewer pipe reading a magazine, while George st at his feet daring
up & him. As| eased down the side of the hill, he said, “Look what George tracked down by that falen
tree” He pointed into the woods. “ There were some crushed beer cans and cigarette butts over there”

| came up next to him and looked over his shoulder at the magazine. It was wrinkled from having
been rained on, and there was mud splattered on the cover. He turned the page he was looking a
toward me, and | saw awoman with red hair, black stockings, high-heded shoes, atop hat, and an open
jacket but nothing else.

“Look a the Sze of those tits” said Jm.

“She's naked,” | whispered.

Jm picked the magazine up to his mouth, pogtioning it right in the middle of her spread-out legs,
where the little hedge of red hair grew over her pussy, and ydled, “ Hellooooooo!”

We laughed.

| forgot to tdl dm that I'd made contact with Franky. Instead we moved on to the centerfold.
Three full pages of a giant blonde bending over a piano bench.

“Aye-aye, Captain,” sad Jm, and rapidly sauted her ass four times. Then we flipped the pages
quickly to the next naked woman, only to stare and swoon.

As| reached down to pet the dog for his discovery, we heard Franky indde the pipe. Jm got up
and turned around, and we both stared into the opening. Sowly the soles of his shoes appeared out of
the dark, and then hisrear end, as he backed out into daylight. When he stood up and turned to face us,
he was amiling.

“What's your report?’ asked Jm.

“It was nice and quiet in there,” said Franky.

Jm shook his head. “Anything es=?’

Franky held out his hand and showed Jm what he'd found. It was a green plastic soldier, carrying
amachine gunin one hand and a grenade in the other. | moved closer to see the detall and noticed that
the figure wore no hemet, which was unusud for an amy man. He wore cartridge belts over each



shoulder, and hislips were pulled back so that you could see his teeth gritted tight.

Jmtook the soldier out of Franky’'s hand, looked at it for a second, said, “ Sergeant Rock,” and
then put it into his pocket.

Franky’s brow furrowed. “Give it back,” he said. His hands bdled into figs, and he took a step
forward as a chdlenge.

Jmsaid, “Let me ask you a question. When the prowler saw your mother’s ass...”

“Stop saying my mother’s ass,” said Franky, and took another step forward.

“...did it look like this?" asked Jm, and he flipped the magazine so that the centerfold opened.

Franky saw it and went dack. He brought his hands up to his cheeks, his fingers partidly covering
hiseyes. “Oh, no,” he said, and stared.

“Oh, yes” said Jm. He ripped off the bottom third, the page containing the big ass, and handed it
to Franky. “Thisis your reward for bravery in the sewer pipe.”

Franky took the torn page in his trembling hands, his gaze fixed on the picture. Then he looked up
and said, “Let me see the magazine”

“l can't,” said dm. “It's Exhibit A. Evidence. You'll get your fingerprints on it.” He rolled it up and
put it under his am the way Mr. Mangini carried the newspaper as he waked down the street coming
home from work every evening.

We spent another couple of hours looking for clues dl around the schoal fiedd and through the
woods, but George lost the scent, and we eventudly headed home. At every other driveway we passed,
Franky would take his piece of centerfold out of his back pocket and stop to stare a it. We left hm
ganding in front of Mrs. Grimm'’s house, petting the image asiif it were flesh instead of dick paper.

Botch Town

When we got home, Jm made me go in fird and see if the coast was clear. My mother
wouldn’'t be home for about two hours, and Nan and Pop were in thair place. | didn't see Mary around,
but that didn’t matter anyway.

Up in his room, dJm did the loose floorboard back and stowed the magazine. Then he got up and
went to his desk. “Here” he said, and turned around holding a black-and-white-bound composition
book. “Thisisfor the invedtigation.” He walked over and handed it to me. “Write down everything that's
happened so far.”

| took the book from him and nodded.

“What are you gonna do with the soldier?’ | asked.

Jm took the green warrior out of his pocket and held it up. “Guess” he said.

“Botch Town?’ | asked.

“Precisdly,” he said.

| followed him out of the room, down the stairs, through the living room, to the hdlway thet led to
the firg-floor bedrooms. At the head of this hdl was a door. He opened it, and we descended the
cresking wooden steps into the dim mildew of the cellar.

The cdlar was lit by one bare bulb with a pull string and whatever light managed to seep in from
outsde through the four window wels. The floor was unpainted concrete, as were the wals The
staircase bisected the layout, and there was an area behind the steps, where a curtain hung, that alowed
access from one sde to the other. Sx four-inch-thick metal poles postioned in a row across the center
of the house supported the ceiling.

It was warm in the winter and cool in the summer down there in the underground twilight, where
the aroma of my mother’s ail paints and turpentine mixed with the pine and dlittering tinsd scent of
Christmas decorations heaped in one corner. It was a treasure vault of the old, the broken, the forgotten.
Suff lay on shelves or stacked dong the walls, covered with athin layer of cdlar dust, the dandruff of
concrete, and veled in cobwebs hung with spider eggs.

On Pop’ s heavy wooden workbench, complete with crushing vise, there sat coffee cans of rusted
nuts and bolts and nalls, planes, rasps, wrenches, levels with little yelow bubbles encased to live forever.
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Riding atop this troubled sea of strewn tools, ssemingly abandoned in the middle of the greatest
home-repair job ever attempted, was a long, curving Chinese junk carved from the horn of an ox,
gporting sails the color of snged paper, created from thin sheets of anima bone, and manned by a little
fdlow, carved right out of the black horn, who wore afidd worker’s hat and kept one hand on the tiller.
Pop told me he had bought it in Singapore, when he traveled the world with the merchant maring, from a
woman who showed him my mother as a little gifl dancing, years before she was born, in a piece of
cryda shaped like an egg.

Leaning againg the pipe that ran aong the back wall and then out of the house to connect with the
sawer line were my mother’s paintings: a self-portrait sanding in a darkened halway, holding me when |
was a baby; the flowering bushes of the Bayard Cutting Arboretum; a seascape and view of Captree
Bridge. All the colors were subdued, and the images came into focus dowly, like wraiths gpproaching out
of afog.

Crammed into and fdling out of one tdl bookcase that backed agang the dair raling on the
right-hand sde were my father’s math books and used notebooks, every inch filled with numbers and
weird Sgns, in his hand, in pencil, as if through many years he had been working the equation to end dll
equations. | remember a series of ydlow journds, each digolaying in a cirde on the cover the bust of
some famous, long-dead genius | would have liked to know more about, but when | pulled one journa
off the shelf and opened it, that secret language ingde told me nothing.

In the middle of the floor to the right of the dtairs sat an old school desk, with wooden chair
attached, and a place to put your books underneeth. Around this prop Mary created the school that her
dter ego, Mickey, attended. Sometimes, when | knew she was playing this game, | would open the door
inthe hdlway and ligten to the strangely different voices of the teacher, Mrs. Harkmar, of her classmates,
Sly O'Mdley and Sandy Graham, and naturaly of Mickey, who knew dl the answers.

Back in the shadows where the al burner hummed stood a smdl plaiform holding the
extreme-unction box, a rdigious artifact with hand-carved doors and a brass cross protruding from the
top. We had no idea what unction was, but Jm told me it was “haly as hdl” and that if you opened the
door, the Holy Ghost would come out and strangle you, so that when they found your dead body it'd
look like you just swallowed your tongue the wrong way.

To the left of the Stairs, beneath the Sngle bare bulb like a sun, lay Jm's creation, the sprawling
burg of Botch Town. At one point my father was thinking of getting us an eectric-train set. He went out
and bought four sawhorses and the most enormous piece of plywood he could find. He set these up as a
train table, but then the money troubles descended and it sat for quite a while, smooth and empty. One
day Jm brought a bunch of cast-off items home with him, picked up dong his early-morning paper route.
It had been junk day, and he’ d ddivered his papers before the garbagemen had come. With coffee cans,
old shoe boxes, pieces from broken appliances, Pez dispensers, buttons, Dixie cups, ice cream gticks,
bottles, and assorted other discarded items, he began to build a facsmile of our neighborhood and the
surrounding area. It became a project that he worked on a little here, a little there, continuoudy adding
detalls.

He' d started by painting the road (battleship gray) that came down draight from Hammond Lane
and then curved around to the school, made from a shoe box with windows cut in it, a flagpole outside,
the circular drive, basketball courts, and fidds. Negtly written on the building in black Magic Marker
above the front doors was RETARD FACTORY . Therest of the board he painted green for grass, with the
exception of the lake in the woods, whose deep blue ovad was covered with dlitter.

| left Im there, contemplating his miniature world, and went back upstairsto record what we'd so
far discovered.

Dead Man’s Float

| sat at the desk in my room, the open notebook in front of me, a pencl in my hand, and
stared out the window, trying to recdl dl the detalls surrounding the prowler. There was the old |adder
and the footprint, gtting, like a dirt layer cake, in a pink hatbox in the shed. | could have started with
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Mrs. Conrad and her ass, or just her scream.

But, in fact, | didn't know where to start. Although from the time | was sx, | had dways loved
writing and reading, | didn’'t fed much like recording evidence. Then, through the open window, | heard
the Farleys back screen door groan open and dam shut. | stood and looked out to see what was going
on. It was Mr. Farley, carrying a highbdl in one hand and a towd in the other. He was dressed in his
svimming trunks, his body soft and yelow-white. His head seemed too heavy for the muscles of his
neck, and it drooped forward, meking him look as if he were searching for something he’'d dropped in
the grass.

The Farleys pool was a child's aboveground model, larger then the kind you blow up but no
bigger then three feet deep and no wider than eight across. Mr. Farley set his drink down on the picnic
table, draped his towd over the thickest branch of the chery tree, shuffled out of his sandds, and
stepped gingerly over the sSde into the glassy water.

He trolled the surface, ingpecting every inch for beetles and bees that might have escaped the
draw of the noisy little filter that ran congtantly. He fetched up blackened cherry leaves from the bottom
with his toes and tossed them into the yard. Only then did he st, cautioudy, the liquid rigng to
accommodate his paunch, his sagging chest and rounded shoulders, until his head bobbed on the surface.
Gradudly he dipped forward, bringing his legs underneath him. His arms stretched out at his sides, his
legs straightened behind him, his back broke the surface, and his face dipped beneath the water, leaving
one bright bubble behind in its place.

He floated there for a moment, his body stretched tautly across the center of the pool, and there
came an indant when the rigid raft of his form gave way to death. His ams sank dowly, and his body
curled like a piece of dough in a deep fryer. Mr. Farley redly could do a mean dead man's float. |
wondered if he |eft his eyes open, letting them burn with chlorine, or if he closed them in order to dream
more deeply into himsdf.

| sat back down at my desk, and ingtead of writing about the investigation | wrote about Mr.
Farley. After describing him getting into the pool and fake-drowning, | recorded two other incidents |
remembered. The firg had to do with his older son, Gregory, who had snce moved away from home.
When the boy was younger, Farley, an engineer who made tools for flights into outer space, tried to get
his son interested in astronomy and science. Instead the kid wanted to be an artist. Mr. Farley didn't
approve. Before Gregory left home for good, he made a giant egg out of plaster of paris and set it up in
the middle of the garden in the backyard. It sat there through months of wind and ran and sun and
eventudly turned green. On the day &fter the adtronauts waked on the moon, Mr. Faley
dedgehammered the thing into oblivion.

The second incident happened one day when my father and | were raking leaves on the front
lawn. Suddenly the Farleys front door opened and there he stood, weaving dightly, highbdl in hand. My
father and | both stopped raking. Mr. Farley started down the steps tentatively, and with each step his
legs buckled alittle more until he sumbled forward, his knees landing on the lawvn. He remained kneding
for an indant and then tipped forward, fdling face-first onto the ground. Throughout dl this, and even
when he lay flat, he held his drink up above his head like aman trying to keep a pistol dry while crossng
ariver. | noticed that not a drop was spilled, as did my father, who looked over a me and whispered,
“Nice touch.”

| put the pencil down and closed the notebook with a feding of accomplishment. Jm had Botch
Town, Mary had her imaginary world, my mother had her wine, my father his jobs, Nan the cards, and
Pop his mandalin. Instead of writing about the footprint or Mrs. Conrad’s scream, | planned to fill the
notebook with the lives of my neighbors, creating a Botch Town of my own between two covers.

When | went down into the cellar to tdl Jm about my decision, | found him holding the plagtic
soldier up to the lightbulb. Big white circles had been painted over his eyes, and his hands, which had
once held the machine gun and grenade, had been chopped off and replaced with sraight pins that jutted
dangeroudy, points out, from the stubs of hisarms.

“Watch this glow-in-the-dark paint,” sad Jm, ganding the figure upright on the board between
our house and the Conrads . He then leaned way out over Botch Town and pulled the lightbulb string.



The cellar went dark.

“Theeyes,” hesaid, and | looked down to see the twin circles on the soldier’s face glowing in the
shadows of the handmade town. The Sght of him there, like something from a nightmare, gave me a chill.

Jm stood quietly, admiring his creation, and | told him what | had decided to do with the
notebook. | thought he would be mad at me for not following his orders.

“Good work,” he said. “Everyone is a suspect.”

He Walksthe Earth

Saturday afternoon | sat with Mary back amid the forsythias and read to her the
descriptions of the people | had written about in my notebook so far. That morning I’d gone out on my
bike early, scouring the neighborhood for likdy suspects to turn into words, and had caught sght of Mrs.
Harrington, whom | had nicknamed “the Colossus’ for her mesmerizing girth, and Mitchell Erikson, a kid
who shared my birthday and who, for every school assembly and holiday party, played “Lady of Span”
on his accordion.

| doled them out to Mary, sarting with Mr. Farley, reading in the same rapid whisper | used when
rdaying a chapter of a Perno Shdll adventure. Mary was a good audience. She sat dill, only nodding
occasondly as she did when she sat with Pop while he figured the horses. Each nod told me that she had
taken in and understood the information up to that point. She was not obvioudy saddened when Mrs.
Harrington's diminutive potato-head husband died, nor did she laugh at my description of Mitchdl’s amile
when bowing to scanty applause. Her nod told me she was tabulating the results of my effort, though, and
thet was dl | needed.

When | was done and had closed the notebook, she sat for a moment in dlence. Fndly she
looked at me and said, “I'll take Mrs. Harrington to place.”

Our mother cdled us in then. Since it was the weekend, my father had just gotten home from
work, and it was time for us to vigt our aunt Laura. We piled into the white Biscayne, Jm and me in the
back with Mary between us. My father drove with the window open, his ebow leaning out in the sun, a
cigarette going between his fingers. | hadn't seen him dl week, and he looked tired. Adjuging the
rearview mirror, he peered back at us and smiled. “All aboard,” he said.

S. Anselm'’s was somewhere on the North Shore of Long Idand, nearly an hour’s drive from our
house. The ride was usudly solemn, but my father sometimes played the radio for us, or if he was in a
good mood, he'd tdl us a story about when he was a boy. Our favorites were about the ancient,
swaybacked plow horse, Pegasus, dirty white and ploddingly dangerous, that he and his brother kept as
kidsin Amityville

This hospitd was not a sngle modern building, smdling vagudy of Lysol and piss. St. Ansdm's
was like agmdl town of stone castles set amid the woods, afary-tade place of giant granite steps, oaken
doors, stained glass, and dim, winding corridors that echoed in their emptiness. There was a spot set
amid a thicket of poplars where a curved concrete bench lay before a fountain whose datuary was a
pelican piercing its own chest with its beak. Water geysered forth from the wound. And the oddest thing
of dl was that everyone there, save the patients and old, bent Dr. Hashith of the bushy white sideburns,
was anun.

I"d never seen so many nuns before, dl of them dressed in their flowing black robes and tight
headgear. If one of them came toward you from out of the cool shadows and your eyes weren't yet
adjusted to the dark interior, it was like a disembodied face floating in midair. They moved about in utter
dlence, and only rarely would one amile in passing. The place was haunted by God. | couldn't help
thinking that our aunt was being held prisoner there, enchanted like Slegping Beauty, and that on some
lucky Saturday we would rescue her.

As usud, we were not dlowed to accompany our parents to the place where Aunt Laura was
kept. Jm was |€ft in charge, and we were each given a quarter to buy a soda. We knew that if we went
down a set of winding steps that led into what | thought of as a dungeon, we would find a amdl room
with a soda machine and two tables with chairs. Our typica routine was to descend, have a drink, and



C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

then go and st on the bench by the fountain to watch the pelican bleed water for two hours. But that day,
after we'd finished our sodas, Jm pointed into the shadow at the back wall of the amdl canteen to a door
I’d never noticed before.

“What do you think isin there?’ he asked as he walked over to it.

“Hdl,” said Mary.

Jm turned the knob, flung the door open, and jumped back. Mary and | Ieft our seats and stood
behind him. We could see a set of stone steps leading downward, walls close on ether side like a brick
gullet. There was no light in the stairway itsdlf, but a vague glow shone up from the bottom of the steps.
Jmturned to look at us briefly. “I order you to follow me”

At the bottom of the long flight of steps, we found a room with alow celing, a concrete floor, and
arow of pews that disappeared into darkness toward the back. Up front, near the entrance to the
darway, was agmdl dtar and above it a huge painting in a golden frame. The dim light we had seen from
above was a angle bulb positioned to illuminate the picture, which showed a scene of Jesus and May
gtting next to a pooal in the middle of a forest. The aguamarine of Mary’s gown was radiant, and both her
and Chrid’s eyes litardly shone. The figures were amiling, and their hair, dong with the leaves in the
background, appeared to be moving.

“Let'sgo back,” | said.

Mary inched away toward the airs, and | started to follow her.

“One second,” said Jm. “Look &t this, the haly fishing trip.”

We heard a rudtle of materid and something dunk againg the heavy wood of one of the pews
behind us. | jumped, and even Jm spun around with a look of fright on his face.

“Itsalovdy scene, in't it?” said a soft femde voice. From out of the dark came a nun, whose
face, pushing through the black mantle of her vestments, was so young and beautiful it confused me. She,
too, was gmiling, and her hands were pae and ddicate. She lifted one as she passed by us and climbed
onto the dtar. “But you mustn’'t miss the message of the painting,” she said, pointing.

“Do you see here?’ she asked, and turned to look at us.

We nodded and followed her direction to gaze into the woods behind Mary and Jesus.

“What do you see?’

Jm stepped closer and afew seconds later said, “Eyes and asmile”

“Someone is there in the woods,” | said as the figure became evident to me.

“A dark figure, soying from the woods,” said the nun. “Who isit?’

“The devil,” said Mary.

“You'reasmart girl,” said the nun. “Satan. Do you see how much this looks like a scene from the
Garden of Eden? Wdll, the painter is showing us that just as Adam and Eve were subject to temptation,
to desth, so were the Savior and His mother. So are we dl.”

“Why ishe hiding?’ asked Jm.

“He swalting and watching for the right moment to strike. HE's clever.”

“But the devil isn't red,” said Jm. “My father told me”

She amiled sweetly at us. “Oh, the devil is red, child. I've seen him. If you don’t pay atention,
hell take you.”

“Good-bye now,” whispered Mary, who took my hand and pulled me toward the steps.

“What does he look like?" asked Jm.

| didn’'t want to be there, but | couldn’t move. | thought the nun would get angry, but instead her
amile intengfied, and her face went from pleasant to scary.

Mary pulled my arm, and we took off up the tairs. Not bothering to stop in the canteen, we kept
going up the next set of steps to the outsde and only rested when we made it to the bench by the
fountain. We waited there for some time, hypnotized by the cascading water, before dm findly showed
up.

“You chickens should be hung for mutiny,” he said as he approached.

“May was afrad,” | said. “I had to get her out of there”

“Check your own shorts,” he said, sheking his head. “But she told me a secret.”



“What?' | asked.

“How to spot the devil when he walks the earth. That's what Sster Joe said, ‘when he waks the
earth,”” said Jm, and he started laughing.

“She was the devil,” said Mary, garing into the water.

That night, back a home, the wine flowed, and my parents danced in the living room to the Ink
Spots on the Victrola. Something dire was up, | could tdl, because they didn’'t tak and there was a
joyless gravity to their spins and dips.

Before we turned in, Nan came over from next door and told us that while we were out she had
heard from Mavis across the street that the prowler had struck again. When Mavis's husband, Dan, had
taken out the trash, he heard something moving in ther grape arbor. He cdled out, “Who's there?’ Of
course there was no answer, but he saw a shadow and a pair of eyes. Dan was an arline pilot who flew
dl over the world, and one of his hobbies was callecting old weapons. He ran indde and fetched a long
knife from Turkey that had awriggled blade like aflat, frozen snake. Mavis had told Nan that he charged
out the back door toward the arbor, but hafway there tripped on a divot in the lawn, fdl, and stabbed his
own thigh. By the time he was able to hobble back beneath the hanging grapes, the prowler had
vanished.

While my mother sat in her rocker, eyes closed, rocking to the music, Jm and | arm-wrestled my
father afew times, and then Mary danced with him, her bare feet on his shoes. “Bed,” my mother findly
sad, her eyes dill closed.

At the top of the stairs before Jm and | went into our separate rooms, he said to me, “He waks
the earth.” | laughed, but he didn't. George followed me to bed and lay by my feet, fdling adeep
indantly. He kicked his back leg three times and growled in his dreams. | stayed awake for a while,
ligening to my parents hushed conversation down in the living room, but | couldn’t make anything ot.

| wasn't the least bit tired, so | got up and went over to my desk. Nan's taking about Mavis and
Dan gave me the idea to capture them in my notebook before | forgot. All 1 found interesting about Dan
were the things that he owned: the leopard-skin rug, the shrunken head, the axes and knives and ancient
pisols. Otherwise he was a pretty blank person, save for his toupee, which sat on his head like a daily.
Mavis, on the other hand, had been born in Ireland, in the town of Cork, and had the most beautiful way
of taking. She had grown up with the actor Richard Harris, who sang the song about the cake in the rain.

By the time | was done, it was quiet downgtairs, and | knew that my parents had findly gone to
bed. Sill, | wasn't tired, and on top of that | was a little spooked by the day’s events. Any thought of
degth was capable of conjuring the angry spirit of Teddy Dunden. To dispel his gathering presence, | got
out of bed and tiptoed quietly down the gtairs. In the kitchen | stole a cookie, and that’s when | decided
to vist Botch Town.

Every old wooden step on the way to the cdlar groaned miserably, but my father’s snoring, ralling
forth from the bedroom at the back of the house, covered my own prowling. Once below, | inched
blindy forward, and when my hip touched the edge of the plywood world, | leaned way over and
grabbed the pull dring. The sun came out in the middle of the night in Botch Town. | half expected the
figures to scurry, but no, they must have heard me coming and froze on cue. Peering down on the minute
lives made me think for an ingtant about my own smallness

Scanning the board, | found the prowler, with his sraight-pin hands, on the prowl, hiding in the
toothpick grape arbor netted with vines of green thread behind Mavis and Dan’s house across the street
from ours, his clever, glowing eyes like beacons searching the dark.

The Retard Factory

School started on a day so hot it seemed stolen from the heart of summer. The tradition
was that if you got new clothes for school, you wore them the first day. My mother had made Mary a
couple of dresses on the sawing machine. Because he' d outgrown what he had, Jm got shirts and pants
from Gertz department store. | got his hand-me-downs, but | did dso get a new pair of dungarees. They
were as diff as concrete and, after months of my wearing nothing but cutoffs, seemed to weigh fifty
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pounds. | swesated like the Easter pig, shuffling through school zombie style, to the library, the lunchroom,
on the playground, and dl day long that burlap scent of new denim smdled like the spirit of work.

Jm was garting seventh grade and was going to Hammond Road Junior High. He had to take a
bus to get there. Mary and | were 4ill stuck at the Retard Factory around the corner. None of us was a
good student. | spent mogt of my timein the classroom ether completely confused or daydreaming. Mary
should have been in fourth grade but instead was in a specid class in Room X, bascdly because they
couldn’t figure out if she was redly smart or redly smple. The kids they couldn’t figure out, they put in
Room X. Although dl the other classsooms had numbers, this one had just the letter that Sgnaed
something cut-rate, like on the TV commercids Brand X. When I'd pass by that room, 1’d look in and
see these wacky kids hobbling around or mumbling or crying, and there would be Mary, Stting sraight
up, focused, nodding every once in a while. Her teacher, Mrs. Rockhill, whom we caled *Rockheed,”
was no Mrs. Harkmar and didn’'t have the secret to draw the Mickey of dl right answers out of her. |
knew Mary was redly smart, though, because Jm had told me she was a genius.

Once they cdled dJm into the psychologist’ s office and made my mother go over to the school and
witness the tests they gave him. They showed him pages of paint blobs and asked him what he saw in
them. “| see a spider biting a woman's lip,” he said, and, “That's a sck three-legged dog, edting grass”
Then they asked him to put pegs of various shapes into appropriate holesin a block of wood. He shoved
dl the wrong pegs into dl the wrong holes. Findly my mother smacked him in the back of the head, and
then he and she darted laughing. Throughout Sxth grade he incorporated something about Joe
Manygoats, a Navgo boy written about in the fifth-grade socid-studies book, into dl his test answers,
no matter the subject, and sgned dl yearbooks with that name. Stll, he never faled a grade, and this
gave me hope that |, too, would someday leave East Lake.

My teacher for sixth grade was the fearsome Mr. Krapp. To borrow a phrase from Nan, “as God
ismy judge,” that was his name. He was a short guy with a sharp nose and a crew cut so fla you could
land a helicopter on it. Jm had had him for sxth grade, too, and told me he screamed a lot. My mother
had diagnosed Krapp with a Napoleonic complex. “You know,” she said, “he's a little generd.” He
assured us on the firg day that he “wouldn’'t stand for any of it.” The third time he repested the phrase,
Tim Sullivan, who sat beside me, whispered, “He d rather get down on his knees.”

Krapp dso had big ears, and he heard Tim, who he made get up in front of the classsoom and
repest for everyone what he'd said. That day we dl learned an important lesson in how not to laugh no
matter how funny something is.

School brought a greet heaviness to the hours of my days as if they, too, had put on new
dungarees. By that year, though, it was business as usud, so | weathered it with a grim resignation. The
only thing drastic that happened in that first week occurred on the way home one afternoon: Will Hinkley,
a kid with abulging Adam'’s apple and curly har, chalenged me to a fight. | tried to wak away, but
before | knew what was going on, a bunch of kids had surrounded us and Hinkley started pushing me.
The whirl of voices and faces, the evident danger, made me light-headed, and what little strength | had
quickly evaporated. Mary was with me, and she started crying. | was not popular and had no friends
there to help me instead everyone was cheering for me to get beat up.

After alot of shoving and name-cdling and me trying to back out of the circle and getting thrown
into the middle again, he hit me once in the side of the head, and | was dazed. Clenching my figs, | hed
my hands up in front of my face, assuming a pogtion | had seen infightson TV, and Hinkley circled me. |
tried to follow his movements, but he darted in quickly, and his bony knuckle split my lip. There was litile
pan, just an overwhdming sense of embarrassment, because | fdt tears weling in the corners of my eyes.

As Hinkley came toward me again, | saw Jm pushing through the crowd. He came up behind
Hinkley, reached around, and grabbed him by the throat with one hand. In a second, Jm wrestled him to
the ground, where he punched him again and again in the face. When Jm got up, blood was running from
Hinkley's nose and he was quietly whimpering. All the other kids had taken off. dm lifted my book bag
and handed it to me.

“You're such apussy,” he sad.

“How?" wasdl | could manage, | was sheking so badly.



“Mary ran home and told me,” he said.

“Did you kill im?’

He shrugged.

Hinkley lived, and his mother called our house that night complaining that Jm was dangerous, but
Mary and | had dready told our mother what had happened. | remember her tdling Mrs. Hinkley over
the phone, “Wel, you know, you play with fire, you're lidble to get burned.” When she hung up the
phone, she flipped it the middle finger and then told us she didn’t want us fighting anymore. She made Jm
promise he would gpologize to Hinkley. “Sure” he said, but later, when | asked him if he was redly
going to gpologize, he said, “Yeah, I’'m going to take him to Bermuda.”

His Air Was Cold

In redity, the start of school was antidimactic, because the prowler had surfaced twice
more. The Hayeses' teenage daughter, Marci, spotted him spotting her gtting on the toilet late one night.
The Mason kid, Henry, who regularly proclaimed in school that he would someday be president, found
the shadow man in ther darkened garage, crouching in the corner behind the car when he took out the
empty milk bottles after dinner. As he told Jm and me later when we went to talk to him about it, “He
ran by me so fast | didn’'t see him, but hisair was cold.”

“What do you mean, ‘hisar was cold' 7" asked Jm.

“It amdled cold.”

“Unlike yours?’ said Jm.

Henry nodded.

Tha evening, down in the cdlar, Jm made tiny red flags out of sawing needles and congtruction
paper and stuck them into the turf of Botch Town in dl the spots we knew that the prowler had been.
When he was done, we stepped back and he said, “I saw this on Dragnet once. Jud the facts. It's
supposed to reved the crimind’s plan.”

“Doyou see any plan?’ | asked.

“They'redl on our block,” he said, “but otherwise it's just a mess.”

Apparently we weren't the only ones concerned about the prowler, because somebody called the
cops. Thursday afternoon a police officer walked down the block, knocking on peopl€'s doors, asking if
they’ d seen anything suspicious at night or if they’ d heard someone in their backyard. When he got to our
house, he spoke to Nan. As usud, Nan knew everything that happened on the street, and she gave the
cop an earful. We hid in the kitchen and listened, and in the process we learned something we hadn’t
known. It so happened that the Farleys had found a human shit a the bottom of therr svimming pool, as
if someone had sat on the rim and dropped it.

When the cop was getting ready to leave, Jm stepped out of hiding and told him we had a
footprint we thought belonged to the prowler. He amiled a us and winked at Nan but asked to see it.
We led him back to the shed, and Jm went in and brought out the hatbox. He motioned for me to take
thelid off, and | did. The cop bent over and peered insde.

“Nice job, fdlas” he said, and took the box with him, but later on, when | walked George around
the block that night, | saw the pink cardboard box with its poodle and the Eiffd Tower jutting out of the
Manginis open garbage can at the curb. | went over to it and peeked under the lid. The footprint was
ruined, and | decided not to tdl Jm.

As George and | continued on our rounds, autumn came. We were sanding a the entrance to
East Lake beneath aful moon, and suddenly a great burst of wind rushed by. The leaves of the trees at
the boundary of the woods beyond Sewer Pipe Hill rattled, some flying free of their branches in a dark
swvarm. Jud like that, the temperature dropped. | redized that the crickets had gone slent, and | sndled
atrace of Haloween.

Down the block a wind chime that had been slent dl summer sounded its cowbell cdl. | looked
up a the stars and fdt my mind start to wander, so | sat down at the curb. George sat next to me.

That day in school, they had herded usinto the cafeteria and showed us a movie, The Long Way
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Home from School. It was about kids playing on the train tracks and getting flattened by speeding trains
or eectrocuted on the third rail. The guy who narrated the stories looked like the father from Leave It to
Beaver. He told one about kids thinking it was fun to dimb on train cars and run across the tops. Little
did they know that the train was about to pull out. When the movie showed the train garting to move, he
sad, “Oops, Johnny fdl in between the cars and was crushed to deeth by tons of sed. It's not so much
funwhen you're flat as a pancake.” After that came a scene of akid shooting a dingshot at a moving train
crosscut with another scene of allittle girl in a passenger compartment pressing her hand to her eye as
blood dripped down her face while the landscape rolled by. “Nice shooting, cowboy,” Mr. Cleaver said.

After the movie they made us line up out in the hdlway on our knees with our heads down and
pressed into the angle where the floor met the wall. “Cover the back of your head by locking your fingers
behind it. This will protect you from flying debris” sad Mr. Cleary, the principd, one hand lightly
groking his throat. We were led to bdieve tha this crouching maneuver would save us if the Russans
dropped an atomic bomb on our town.

My mother had told us thet if the air-raid sren ever redly went off, | was to get home. She and my
father had devised a plan. The minute the Sren sounded, someone was supposed to shove dirt into the
window wells of the cdlar and then get dl the mattresses from the house and lay them out on the firgt
floor to block the radiation from seeping down into the basement. At one time they had stocked a bunch
of cans of food in the cdlar and gdlon bottles of water, each with a drop of bleach in it to keep them
fresh. But as time went on, the supplies dwindled to a Sngle can of Spam and a bottle of water that had
gone green.

As George and | got up and headed back home, | daydreamed a Twilight Zone scenario of us
projecting oursaves into the world of Botch Town to escape the horrible devastation of aomic bombs.

When George and | got home, the wine bottle sat on the kitchen counter, empty, and my mother
was passed out on the couch. There was a cigarette between her fingers with an ash dmogt aslong asthe
cigarette. Jm went and got an ashtray that was hdf a giant damshdl we had found on the beach the
previous summer, and Mary and | watched as he positioned it under the ash. He gave my mother’s wrist
the dightest tap, and the gray tube dropped perfectly whole into the shell.

| wedged a pillow under her head as dJm took her by the shoulders and settled her more
comfortably on the couch. Mary fetched the Sherlock Holmes. Jm opened it to The Hound of the
Baskervilles, the story that obsessed her, and gently placed the volume binding up, its wings open like
those of a giant moth, on her chest.

We went next door to say good night to Nan and Pop.

“Where's your mother?” asked Pop.

“She'sout cold,” said Jm.

Nan's lips did that kissng-fish thing that they did whenever she was trying to trick you into
ignaring the truth. 1 had firgt noticed it that past summer on the day the ladies came over and she read the
cards for them. The widow, old Mrs. Restuccio, who lived by hersdlf next to the Curdmeyers across the
street, had drawn the ace of spades. Nan's lips started going, and she quickly pulled the card from the
table and exclamed, “Misded.” There was a moment where the room went stone quiet, and then, as if
someone flipped a switch, the ladies started chattering again.

Never Eat a Peach L eaf

The fird Saturday morning after school started, | followed Pop around the yard holding a
colander as he harvested the yidd of the trees. Before he picked each piece of fruit, he'd take it lightly in
his hand asif it were a live egg with a fragile shell.

Aswe moved from tree to tree, he told me things about them. “Never put a peach lesf near your
mouth,” he said. “They're poisonous.” When we came to the ydlow apple tree: “This tree grew from
seeds that no one sdisanymore. It's cdled Miter's Sun, and | bought the sapling from an old coot who
told me there were only a hdf dozen of them left in the world. It's important to take care of it, because if
it and the few others that remain die off, this species will be gone from the face of the earth forever.” He
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picked a smal, misshapen ydlow apple from a branch, rubbed it on his shirt, and handed it to me. “Take
abite of that,” he said. From that ugly marble came a wonderful sweetness.

We continued on to the plum tree, and he said to me, “I heard you werein afight this week.”

| nodded.

“Do you want me to teach you how to box?" he asked.

| thought about it for awhile “No,” | said, “I don't like to fight.”

He laughed so loud that the crow dtting on the TV antenna atop the house was frightened into
flight. | fdt embarrassed, but he reached down and put his hand on my head. “Okay,” he said, and
laughed more quietly.

After retiring from the Big A, Aqueduct Racetrack, where he had worked in the boiler room for
years, Pop had taken up an interest in trees, especidly ones that gave fruit. On our quarter-acre
property, he planted quite a fev—a peach, a plum, three apples, a cherry, an ornamenta crabapple, and
something caled a smoke bush that kept the mosguitoes avay—and spent the summer months tending to
them: spraying them for bugs, digging around their bases, pulling up saplings, getting rid of dead branches.
I’d never seen him read a book on the subject or study it in any way; he just started one day within the
firs week after leaving hisjob.

Nan had shown us old, ydlowing newspaper dippings from when Pop was a boxer in Jamaica
Arena and photographs of him standing on the deck of a ship with an underwater suit and a metd diving
hemet that had a little window init. Once when my parents thought | was adeep on the couch but | just
had my eyes closed, | learned that he had spent time in a mentd inditution, where they’d given him
electroshock therapy. Supposedly, when he was fifteen, his mother had sent him out around the corner
for aloaf of bread. He went and joined the merchant marine, lying about his age, and returned home after
three years, carying the loaf of bread. Later, when he was asked how his mother had reacted, his
answer was “ She beat the shit out of me”

He was powerfully built, with a huge chest and wide shoulders. Even when he wasin hisold age, |
couldn’t circle one of his biceps with both my hands. Every once in awhile, we'd ask to see his tattoos,
ven-blue drawings he could make dance by flexing his muscles a naked woman on his left forearm, an
eegle on his chest, and a weird fire-breathing dragon-dog, dl curlicue fur and huge lantern eyes, on his
back, which he had gotten in Java from a man who used whaebone needles. He told Jm and me that the
dragon-dog was named Chimto and that it watched behind him for his enemies.

The trees may have been Pop’s hobby, but his true love was the horses. He studied the Daily
Telegraph, the horse paper, asif it were a sacred text. When he was done with it, the margins were filled
with the scribble of horses' names, jockeys names, times, daiming purses, stacks of smple arithmetic,
and strange symbols that looked like Chinese writing. Whatever it dl stood for, it dlowed him to pick a
farly high percentage of winners. There was one time when he went to the track and came home in a
brand-new car, and another when he won so much he took us dl on vacation to Niagara Fals. Pop’s
best friend was his bookie, Bill Pharo, and Pop drove over to Babylon to see hm amost every day.

Mr. Blah-Blah

That Saturday afternoon, when my father got home from work, he cdled us kids into the
living room and made us st on the love seat. My mother and he sat on the couch across the marble
coffee table from us. Before they spoke, my mind raced back through the recent weeks to try to
remember if we could be in trouble for something.

All'l could think of, besides the incident with Hinkley, which seemed to have blown over by then,
was a night a week or so before school started when Jm and | had made a dummy out of old
clothes—shirt and pants—stuffed with newspapers and held together with safety pins. The head was
from a big, mildewed doll, an dephant suffed with sawdust someone had won & the Good Samaritan
Hospitd fair that had been lying around in the cdlar for as long as | could remember. We cut the head
off, removed some of the sawdugt, tied the neck in a knot, and pinned it to the collar of the shirt. The
figure was crude, but we knew that it would serve our purposes, especidly in the dark. We got it out of



C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

the cdllar unseen by pushing it through one of the windows into the backyard.

We d named our floppy eephant guy Mr. Blah-Blah and tied a long length of fishing line around
his chest under the arms of the shirt. We laid him at the curb on one sde of the street and then payed out
the fishing line to the other side of the street and through the bottom of the hedges in front of the empty
house that had, until a litle more than a year earlier, belonged to the Haloways. We knew that it
wouldn't pay to do what we were planning in front of our own house, and the one we chose had the
benefit of having a southern extension of the woods right behind its backyard. We could move dong the
trals in the pitch black, and anyone who tried to chase us would be hopeessy lost and have to turn
back.

Hiding behind the hedges, we waited until we saw the lights of a car coming down the Street.
When the car neared the hedges, we pulled on the line, reding in the bum, and in the dark it looked like
he was cramvling across the road in fits and starts, like maybe he' d dready been hit by a car.

The car’ s brakes screeched, and it swerved, dmost driving up onto the curb and nearly hitting the
telephone pole. Theingant | heard the brakes, | redized that the whole thing was a big mistake. Jm and
| ran like hdll, bent in haf to gain cover from the hedges. We stopped at the corner of the old Haloway
house, in the shadows.

“If they come after us, run back and jump the stream, and I'll meet you at the fork in the man
path,” dJm whispered.

| nodded.

From where we stood, we had a good view of the car. | was rdieved to see it wasn't one |
recognized as beonging to any of the neighbors. It was an old mode, from before | was born, shiny
white, with a kind of bubble roof and fins that stuck up in the back like a pair of goaposts. The door
creaked open, and a man dressed in a long white trench coat and hat got out. It was too dark and we
were too far away to see his features, but he came around the side of the car and discovered Mr.
Blah-Blah in the road. He must have seen the fishing line, because he looked up and stared directly at us.
Jm pulled me back deeper into the shadows. The man didn’'t move for the longest time, but his face was
turned draight toward us. My heart was pounding, and only Jm’'s hand on the back of my shirt kept me
from running. Findly the man got back into the car and drove away. When we were sure the car was
gone, we retrieved Mr. Blah-Blah and threw him back in the woods. But that had happened more than a
week earlier.

My father cleared his throat, and | looked a Jm, who sat on the other side of Mary. He looked
back a me, and | knew that his memory was stuffed with that mildewed eephant head.

“We just wanted to tdl you that we don't think Aunt Laura is going to be with us much longer,”
sad my father. His elbows were on his knees, and he was looking more at our feet than at us. He rubbed
his hands together asif he were washing them.

“You mean she' sgoing to die?’ said Jm.

“She'svery sck and weak. In away it will be a blessng,” said my mother. | could see the tears
forming in the corners of her eyes.

We nodded, but | was unsure if that was the right thing to do. | wondered how dying could be a
good thing. Then my father told us, “Okay, go and play.” Mary went over to where my mother was
gtting and dimbed into her lap. | left before the waterworks redly got started.

Later that afternoon | took George and my notebook, and we traveled far. When | set out, | fdt
the weight of a heavy thought inmy head. | could fed it roogting, but when | tried to redize it, reach for it
with my mind, it proved utterly dusive, like trying to catch akillifish in the shalows with your bare hands.
On my way up to Hammond Lane, | saw Mr. and Mrs. Bishop being screamed at by ther ten-year-old
tyrant son, Reggie passed by Boris, the janitor from East Lake, who was fixing his car out in his
driveway; saw the lumbering, moon-eyed Horton kid, Peter, big and dow as a mountain, riding a bike
whose seat seemed to have disappeared up his ass.

We crossed Hammond Lane and went down the street lined on both sides with giant sycamores,
leaves gone ydlow and brown. To the left of me was the farm, cows grazing in the fidd; to the right was
a plowed expanse of bare dirt where builders had begun to frame a line of new houses. Beyond that



another mile, down ahill, amid a thicket of trees, next to the highway, we came to a stream.

| sat with my back to an old telephone pole someone had dumped there and wrote up the
neighbors I'd seen on my journey—told about how Mrs. Bishop had Reggie when she was forty-one;
told about how the kids a school would try to fool Boris, who was Y ugodavian and didn't speak English
vay wdl, and his invaridble response: “Boys, you are tdking dogshit”; told about the weird redneck
Hortons, whom | had overheard described by Mrs. Conrad once as “incest from the hills”

When | was finished writing, | put my pencil in the notebook and pulled George close. | petted his
head and told him, “1t's gonna be okay.” The thought I’ d been carrying findly broke through, and | saw a
figure, like a human shadow, leening over Aunt Laurd s bed in the otherwise empty room at &t. Ansem'’s
and lifing her up. He hdd her to him, envdoping her in his darkness and then, like a bubble of ink
burdgting, vanished.

Maybe He'll Show Up for L unch

That night, wdl into her bottle of wine, my mother erupted, spewing anger and fear. During
these episodes she was another person, a stranger, and when they were done. | could never remember
what the particulars of her rage were, just that the experience seemed to suck the ar out of the room and
leave me unable to breathe. In my mind | saw the evil queen gazing into her talking mirror, and | tried to
rebuff the image by conjuring the memory of a snowy day when | was little and she pulled Jm and me to
school on the ded, running as fagt as she could. We laughed, she laughed, and the world was covered in
white.

We kids abandoned our father, leaving him to take the brunt of the attack. dm fled down the cdlar
to lose himsdf in Botch Town. Mary went indantly Mickey, encircled hersdf with a whispered string of
numbers for protection, and snuck next door to Nan and Pop’s house. As | headed up the dairs to the
refuge of my room, | heard the sound of a smack and something skittering across the kitchen floor. |
knew it was ether my father’s glasses or his teeth, but | was't going downgdtairs to find out. | knew he
was gtting there stoicdly, waiting for the storm to pass. | shoved off with Perno Shel down the Amazon
in search of E Dorado.

Some time later, just after Shell had taken a curare dart in the neck and paralyss was sdting in,
there was a knock on my door. Mary came in. She curled up a the bottom of my bed and lay there
daing a me.

“Hey,” | said, “want me to read you some people from my notebook?’

She sat up and nodded.

So | read her dl the ones | had recently added, up to the Horton kid on his bike. | spoke my
writing a adow pace in order to kill time and dlow her along gint of the rdief she found in the menta
tabulation of my findings. When we finished, the house was slent.

“Any winnersin that bunch?’ | asked.

“Boris the janitor,” she said.

“Go to bed now,” | told her.

The next morning my mother was too hungover to take us to church, so she told us to each say a
good act of contrition and a Haill Mary. We raced through them. When we were findly gathered at the
breskfast table, my father recounted some of his stories from the amy. | wondered if my mother’s
assault the night before had put him in mind of other battles. The phone rang, and my mather, now light
and amiling, as if suffering amnesia of lagt night, answered it.

When she hung up, she told us the news—yesterday Charlie Edison, who was in my class a East
Lake, had gone out to play and never returned. At dinnertime, when he didn't appear, his mother had
started to worry. When night fdl and he gill hadn’t gotten home, his father caled the police. My mother
sad, “Either something happened to him or he's been abducted.” Nan's lips moved in and out, and she
sad, “Maybe hell show up for lunch.”

Charlie Edison was even more weak and meek than me. We'd had the same teachers since
kindergarten. In class photographs he was dearly the runt of the litter. His arms were as thin as pipe
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cleaners, and he was short and skinny, with a pencil neck and a face that looked like Tommy the Turtle
from the old cartoons. His glasses were s0 big it was asif he had solen them from his old man, and every
time | thought of him, | pictured him pushing those huge specs up on the bridge of his nose with one
extended twiglike finger. Charli€ s dally project was trying to achieve invighility, because the meaner kids
liked to pick on him. | felt sympathy for im and aso relief that he existed, snce without him those same
kids would probably have been picking on me.

For gym we had Coach Crenshaw, who for some reason dways had a least one hand in his
swesatpants, and I’'m not talking about the pocket. When it rained or the weather was too cold to go
outside, we'd stay in the gym and play dodgeball. We divided into two teams, one on ether side of the
gym. You couldn’t cross the dividing ling, and you had to bean someone on the other sde with one of
those hard red gym bdlsin order to get him out. If he managed to catch the bdl, then you were out and
hed to gt on the Sde.

One day, right before Christmas, Crenshaw got that glint in his eye, blew hiswhigle, and cdled for
dodgeball. The usud game ensued, and Charlie managed to hide out and practice his powers of
invighility long enough so he was the last one left on hisside of the line. On the other Sde of the ling, the
last one left was Bobby Harweed. No one knew how many times he’'d been left back, but it was certain
he'd aready been arrested once before he'd made it to fifth grade. His aam muscles were like smooth
rocks, and he had a tattoo he had given himsdf with a straight pin and indiaink: the word “Shit” scrawled
across the cdf of hisleft leg. When Crenshaw saw the find match-up, he blew his while and indtituted a
new rule—the two remaning players could go anywhere they wanted; the dividing line no longer
mattered.

Charlie had the bal, but Bobby stalked toward him, unworried. Charlie threw it with dl his might,
but it just kind of floated on the air, and Bobby grabbed it like he was picking an apple off a tree. That
should have ended the game, but Crenshaw didn't blow the whigtle. Everyone in the gym started chanting
Bobby’s name. Bobby wound up, and as he did, Charlie backed away until he was dmog to the wall.
He brought his hands up to cover hisface. When it came, the ball hit im with such force in the chest that
it knocked the air out of him and dammed him backward so his head hit the concrete wall. His glasses
flew off and cracked in hdf on the hardwood floor, and he dumped unconscious. An ambulance was
cdled, and for that Christmas, Charlie got a broken rib.

My father and Pop went out in the car to join the search for Charlie, and Jm and | hooked up
George and headed for the woods to see if we could track him there. On the way we passed a lot of
parents and kids from the neighborhood ether in cars or on bikes out looking for him, too.

Jmtold me, “He mugt have just gotten lost somewhere and couldn’'t remember how to get home.
You know Charlie”

| didn't say anything, as my imagination was pinning with images of mysdf, lost, unable to find my
way home, or worse, being tied up and taken away to a place where | would never see my family or
home again. | was frightened, and the only thing that prevented me from running back to the house,
besides the daylight, was that we had George with us. | said, “Maybe the prowler took him.”

We were, by then, at the entrance to the school, and Jm stopped waking. He turned and looked
a me. “You know what?’ he said. “Y ou might be right.”

“Do you think they thought of it?’

“Of course,” he said, but | remembered the hatbox in the garbage can and had my doulbts.

Our tour of the woods was brief. It was a beautifully clear and cool day, the trees dl turning red,
but the idea that the prowler was now doing more than just peeping kept us on edge. We ventured only
as far as the bend in the stream before giving up. Once out from under the trees, we peered into the
sewer pipe, inspected the basketbal courts, gazed briefly down into the sump, and followed the
perimeter of the fence around the school yard back to the entrance.

“l have thirty cents,” said Jm. “Y ou want to go to the ddi and get a soda?’

|sThat You?
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There were cops dl over the neighborhood for the next week or so, interviewing people
about the disappearance of Charlie Edison and trying to piece together what might have happened to
him. The story was on the nightly news, and they incdluded a shot of East Lake in the report. It looked
different in black and white, dmogt like some other school a kid would want to go to. Then they flashed a
photo of Charlie, amiling, from behind hisbig glasses, and | had to look away, aware of what he'd been
through since I’ d known him.

There had been honest grief over his absence and the anguish it caused hisfamily, but at the end of
the second week the town started to dip into its old ways, asif some strong current were pulling us back
to normacy. It distressed me, though | couldn’'t so easily put my finger on the feding then, how ready
everyone was to leave Charie behind and continue with the business of living. | can't say | was any
different. My mind turned to worrying about Krapp's mah homework and the troubles of my own
family. | suppose the investigation into Charli€'s disappearance continued, but it no longer entranced the
neighborhood.

Even though the hubbub surrounding the tragedy was quickly receding, I’d il get a chill at school
whenever I'd look over to Charli€'s desk and see his empty chair, or when out on my bike I’d pass his
mother, who had certainly log her mind when she los her son. Evary day shed wander the
neighborhood, traipsng through people's backyards, ingpecting the Dumpgters behind the stores
downtown, staggering adong the railroad tracks. She was one of the youngest mothers on the block, but
the loss had drained her, and overnight she became haggard, her blond hair frizzed, her expression blank.

In the evenings she'd wak around the school yard and stand by the playground cdling Charlie's
name. One night, as darkness fdl and we were eating dinner, my mother, quite afew glasses of sherry on
her way to Bermuda, looked up and saw, through the front window, Mrs. Edison heading home from
East Lake. She stopped taking and got up, walked through the living room and out the front door. Jm
and Mary and | went to the window to watch. She met Mrs. Edison in the street and said something to
her. Then she stepped in close, put her ams around the smdler woman, and held her. They stood like
that for a very long time, swaying dightly, until night came, and every now and then my mother would
lightly pat her back.

Since it involved going out before sunrise each morning, Jm had to quit his paper route, and
certain precautions were taken, even induding locking the front and back doors a night. We weren't
alowed to go anywhere off the block without another kid with us, and if | went to the woods, I'd have to
get Jm to go with me. Stll, | continued to walk George by mysdf a night and now fdt another specter
lurking behind the bushes with Teddy Dunden.

On the fird redly cold night, near the end of September, the wind blowing dead leaves down the
block, I went out with George and started around the bend toward the school. As we passed Mrs.
Grimm's darkened house, | heard awhisper: “Isthat you?” The sudden sound of a voice made me jump,
and George gave alow growl. | looked over at the yard, and there, Sanding amid the barren rosebushes,
was Mrs. Edison.

“Charlie, isthat you?’ she said, and put her hand out toward me.

The sudden sight of her scared the hdl out of me. | turned, unable to answer, and ran as fast as |
could back to my house. When | got home, my mother was adegp on the couch, s0 just to be near
someone ese | went down to the cdlar to find Jm. He was there, Stting beneeth the sun of Botch Town,
fixing the roof on Mrs. Restuccio’s house. On the other side of the stairs, Mickey and Sandy Graham
and Sly O’ Mdley were working hard in Mrs. Harkmar’s class,

“What do you want?’ asked Jm.

My heart was 4ill begting fast, and | redized it wasn't so much the sght of Mrs. Edison that hed
scared me, sSince we were by now used to her popping up anywhere at just about any time, but it was the
fact that she thought | was Charlie. | didn't want to tdl Jm what was wrong, as if to give voice to it
would make the connection between me and the missng boy ared one.

“l guess the prowler is gone now,” | said to him. There had been no reported sghtings of him
dnce Charli€' s disappearance. | scanned the board to find the shadow man's figure, those painted eyes
and draight-pin hands, and found him standing behind the Hortons' place up near Hammond Lane.



“He sdill around, | bet,” said Jm. “He slying low because of dl the police on the block in the last
couple of weeks.”

My eyes kept moving over the board as he spoke. Botch Town dways drew mein. There was no
glancing quickly at it. | followed Willow Avenue down from Hammond and around the corner. When |
got to Mrs. Grimm’s house on the right Side of the street, | was brought up short. Standing in her front
yard was the day figure of Mrs. Edison.

“Hey,” | said, and leaned out over the board to point. “Did you put her there?’

“Why don’t you go do something?’ he said.

“Jud tdl me, did you put her there?’

| knew he could tdl from the tone of my voice that | wasn't kidding.

“No,” he sad, “Why?’

“’Cause | was judt out with George, and that's exactly where | saw her afew minutes ago.”

“Maybe she walked over there after | turned the lights out last night,” said Jm.

“Comeon,” | said. “Did you move her?’

“l swear | didn’'t touch her,” he said. “1 haven’'t moved any of them in a week.”

We looked at each other, and out of the slence that followed, we heard, from the other side of the
cdlar, the voice of Mrs. Harkmar say, “Mickey, you have scored one hundred on your English test.”

A few seconds passed, and then | called out, “Hey, Mary, come here”

Thevoice of Sdly O'Mdley sad, “I'll have to do better next time”

Jmgot up and took a step toward the gairs. “Mickey, we need you over here” he said.

A moment later Mary came through the curtain behind the tairs and over to where we were
danding.

“I'm not going to be mad a you if you did, but did you touch any of the suff in Botch Town?’ he
asked, gmiling.

“Could you possibly...?" she sadin her Mickey voice.

“Did you move Mrs. Edison here?’ | asked, and pointed to where the dlay figure stood.

She stepped up to the board and looked down &t the town.

“Wdl?" asked Jm, resting his hand lightly on her shoulder.

She dared intently and then nodded.

The McGinn System

The next day on the playground a school, | overheard Peter Horton tdlling Chris Hackett
that there had been someone at his mother’ s window the night before.

“Who was it?" asked Chris. “Baman?’

Peter thought for some time and then laughed so his whole giant body jiggled. “No, course not,”
he said. “ She thought she was lookin' a aful moon, but then it was aface”

“What adip,” sad Chris.

Peter thought just as long again and then said, “Hey,” reaching out one of his man-sze hands for
Chris's throat. Hackett took off, though, running across the fidd, ydling, “Your mom's got a fart for a
brain!” Horton ran four steps and then ether forgot why he was running or became winded.

The minute | heard what Peter had sad, | thought back to the board the previous night and
remembered the shadow man's pins scratching the back wall of the Hortons' house. When | got home
that afternoon, | told Jm, and we went to find Mary. At firg she was nowhere to be found, but then we
saw little clouds of smoke rigng from the forsythias in the corner of the backyard. We crossed the
leaf-covered grass and crawled in to St on ether Side of her.

“How do you know where to put the peoplein Botch Town?’ asked Jm.

Mary flicked the ash off her cigarette exactly the way my mother did and said, “Ciphering the
McGinn System.”

“Y ou're handicgpping them?’ | asked.

“From your morning ling” she said.
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“What do you mean?’ | asked.

“You read them to me,” she said.

“My notebook?’

She nodded.

“A town full of horses” said Jm.

“Itsnot arace” | sad.

“Yesitis, inthe numbers,” she said, saring straight ahead.

“Do you figureitin your head or on paper?’ | asked.

“Sometimes” she said.

Mary ssamped out her cigarette. We sat there quiet for a time, the wind blowing the branches of
the bushes around us. Above, the dying leaves of the oak tree scraped together. | tried to understand
what she was doing with the information | was giving her but couldn’t stretch my imagination around it.

“Where's Charlie Edison?’ asked dm.

“Gone” sad Mary.

“But where does he bedong on the board?’ he persisted.

“l don’t know. You never read him to me,” she said, turning to me.

“I never read you his mother ether,” | said.

“I| saw her,” said Mary. “ Saw her on the street and saw her with Mommy.”

For the next fifteen minutes we told her everything we knew about Charlie Edison: dl of his trids
and tribulaions in school, what color bike he rode, wha team indgnia was on his basebal hat (the
Clevdand Indians), and so on. She nodded as we fed her the information. When we were done, she
sad, “ Good-bye now,” and got up and left the forsythias.

Jm gtarted laughing. “It'sdl luck,” he said. “There€'s only so much space in Botch Town, and the
figures have to go somewhere. There's a good chance you'll get it right sometimes.”

“l don’'t know,” | said.

“You think she's Dr. Strange,” he said, and laughed so hard a me | was convinced I'd been a
fool. For my trouble he gave me a Fonseca Pulverizer in the Sde muscle of my right arm that deadened it
for a good five minutes. As he left me behind in the bushes, he caled back, “You'll believe anything.”

In slent revenge | thought back to the night afew years earlier when my parents had told Jm and
me that there was no Santa Claus. Just that afternoon dJm and | had been lying on our ssomachs in the
snow, trying to peer into the cdlar, which had been off-limits snce Thanksgiving. “1 see a bike,” said Jm.
“Chrig, | think | see Robot Commando.” But when my mother dropped the bomb that there was no
Santa Claus, | was the one who smply nodded. Jm went to pieces. He sat down in the rocking chair by
the front window, the snow fdling in huge flakes outsde in the dark, and he rocked and sobbed with his
hands covering his face for the longest time.

| Ieft the bushes and went indde to dig around in the couch cushions for change. | found a nicke
and decided to ride to the store and get a couple pieces of Bazooka. There was dill an hour |eft before
my mother got home from work and made dinner. The sun was aready sgting when | |eft the house.
Night was coming sooner and sooner each day, and | rode dong wondering what | should be for
Haloween. | took the back way to the store, down Feems Road, and was't paying much atention to
what was going on around me when | suddenly woke up to the scent of a vaguely familiar aroma.

A few feet in front of me, parked next to the curb, was a white car. | knew | had seen it before
but couldn’t recal where. Only when | was next to it and looked in the open passenger-side window to
see a man gtting in the driver’s seat, did | remember. The fins the bubble top, the old curved
windshidd—it was the car that had stopped the night we dragged Mr. Blah-Blah across the street. As |
passed, | saw the men indde, wearing a white trench coat and white hat. He was smoking a pipe. His
face was thin, with a sharp nose, and his eyes squinted as if he were sudying me.

| panicked and took off down the sdewalk, pedding as fast as | could. Behind me | heard the car
gart up, and that pushed me to pump even faster. | made it around the turn that led to the stores but
didn’'t stop. Instead of heading left to the ddli, | made aright on Hammond and rode dl the way down to
Willow and back home. | was amost home and thoroughly winded when | findly stopped to see if he



was dill behind me. The street was empty, and night was only a few minutes away.

| didn’t want to tdl Jm what had happened, because | knew he would laugh, but | couldn’t shake
the memory of the way that guy had stared a me. It took alot of effort to put him out of my mind. Mom
came home, we had dinner and did our homework and went next door to ligen to Pop play the
mandalin, and after a few hours | was able to forget him. When | went to bed, though, and opened the
nove about Perno Shdll in the Amazon, that face came floating back into my mind's eye. Pipe smoke!
The same exact scent that had made me look up during the bike ride now emanated from the pages of
my book.

It Must Have Been the Black Olives

The next day Pop had to drive over to the school and pick Mary up. She was running a
high fever and feding sick to her somach. Something was definitdy making the rounds at East Lake.
When my class was in the library that afternoon, Larry March, the boy who smdled like ass, puked
without warning dl over the giant dictionary that old Mr. Rogers, the librarian, kept on a pedestd by the
window. Larry was escorted to the nurse's office, and Boris the janitor was cdled in, pushing his barrel
of red suff and carrying a broom. | don’'t know what that red suff was, but in my imagingtion it was
composed of grated pencil erasers and its specid properties absorbed the gns of children. He used
about two snow shoves full in the library that day. As Boris disposed of the ruined dictionary, much to
Mr. Rogers's obvious sadness, he said, “It mugt have been the black olives”

Back in Krapp's classsoom, though, after library, Patricia Trepedino puked, and then &fter
watching her, Felicia Barnes upchucked. Boris and his barrd of red suff were in hot demand, because
reports of more puking camein from dl over the school. Krapp was vishly shaken, his nodrils flaring, his
eyes darting. After everything was cleaned up, a lingering vomit funk pervaded the room. He opened dl
the windows and put on a filmgrip for us about the uses of fossl fues featuring a taking charcoa
briquette. He sat in the last row in the dark, dabbing his forehead with a handkerchief.

When | got home, Dr. Gerber was there. He had pulled the rocker over by the living-room couch,
where Mary was degping wrapped in a blanket with a bed pillow under her head. A big sted pot we
knew as “the puke bucket” was on the floor next to her. He opened his eyes and waved to me as | came
through the door. He was amoking a cigar, which he took out of his mouth momentarily to put his finger
to hislips, and cautioned meto be quiet.

Gerber was the town doctor. He was a heavyset man with a thick wave of black hair, awide face,
and glasses. | never saw him without his black suit on and his black leather bag Stting next to him or in his
hand. He gave us kids dl our shots, choked us on flat sticks, rubber-hammered our knees, listened to our
hearts, and came to our houses when we were too sck to make it to the office. When my mather firg
brought Mary, smdl and weak, home from the hospita, he stopped by every day for a month to help my
mother administer a specid medicine and to assure us that Mary would live. It was not unusud to find
him, morning or night, dozing for a few minutesin our rocking chair, pocket watch in hand.

Once, during a snowstorm, when it was impossble to drive and my mother thought Jm was
having an appendicitis attack, Gerber came the hdf mile from his office on foot, trudging through the
snow. When he pronounced that Jm was merdy suffering from a bad case of gas, he shook his head and
laughed. Then he went next door to see Pop, with whom he shared an interest in horses, had a glass of
Old Grand-Dad and a cigar, and was off. | watched him through the front window as he left, the
darkness fdling hard with the snow.

He didn't stay long the day Mary was sick but told Nan that he had another dozen kids to see, dl
of whom had the same thing. When he left, | sat at the end of the couch and watched cartoons on TV
with the sound off. Just when | was about to get up and go outsde, Mary opened her eyes. She was
shivering dightly. Her mouth started to move, and she mumbled something. | got up and went to the hall
clost where the towds were kept. Taking a washrag, | wet it with cold water and placed it on her
forehead. She grabbed my hand.

“The boy,” she said. “He s to show. | found him.” She pointed one finger down at the floor.
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“Okay,” | sad. “Okay.”

Shefdl back to degp and seemed to be more comfortable. | went out into the yard, bored, and
looked for something to do. dm, | knew, would not be home soon, as he had joined the wredtling team
and now took the late bus. In the middie of smacking the cherry tre€'s trunk with an old ydlow Wiffle
bl bat, it suddenly came to me what Mary had meant.

| ran back ingde and went into the cdllar. Leaning out over Botch Town, | pulled the gring for the
aun. | garted at Hammond Lane and scanned up and down the block, searching for the day figure of
Charlie Edison. Mrs. Harrington was standing, round as a marble, in her front yard. Mr. Conrad was out
of place, danding next to Mrs. Hayes in the Hayeses backyard. Mr. Mason had fdlen over in his
driveway, Boris the janitor worked on his car. | did find Mrs. Edison meking her way down Willow
Avenue toward the school but didn't see Charlie anywhere. Most of the characters usudly just milled
around by their houses, but Charlie was no longer there.

| was about to turn out the light and give up my search when | findly saw him. All the way on the
other sde of the board, beyond the school fidd and the woods, his figure lay on its side, directly in the
center of the glittering blue waters of the lake.

Back updtairs, | put the leash on George, and we were out the door in a flash. Down the block
and around the corner we went, moving quickly toward the school. It was getting late in the afternoon,
and the temperature had dropped. The woods were somewhat forbidding to me since Charlie had gone
missing, and | wasn't supposed to enter them aone, but | hesitated for only a moment before plunging in
benegth the trees.

We took the main trail and after ten minutes of fast walking stood at the edge of the lake. All the
neighborhood kids parents told them it was bottomless, but the older | got, the more | suspected that
was just a gory to keep usfrom svimming iniit or trying to set sal on araft.

Its surface was littered with fdlen leaves, and in those places where the water peeked through, the
reflection of the surrounding trees was rippled by the wind moving over its surface. It was so peaceful. |
didn’'t know what | expected to find—maybe a body floating out in the middle—but it looked just like it
adways did in autumn. | stood there for quite a while, ligening to acorns and twigs faling in the woods
around me, thinking about Charlie. | imagined him regting lightly on his back at the bottom, his eyes wide,
his mouth open as if arying out. His hands reached up for the last rays of sunlight thet came in over the
treetops, cutting the water and reveding the way through his murky nightmare back up to the world. The
gathering dusk chased George and me down the path and back out of the woods.

That night | woke from deegp shivering. The wind was blowing, and the antenna on the roof above
my room vibrated with a high-pitched wall, asif the very house were moaning. | made it to the bathroom,
got sick, and staggered back to bed, where | fdl into feverish dreams—a tumbling whirl of images
punctuated with scenes of the sewer pipe, the lake, the descending brick stairway at St. Ansem'’s. Teddy
Dunden paid me a vist. Charlie, his mother, the man in the white car, a pae face a the window, and
Perno Shdll himsdf chased me, befriended me, betrayed me, urtil it dl suddenly stopped. | heard the
birds anging and opened my eyes to see ahint of red through the window. There was a wet coth on my
forehead, and then | noticed the shadowy form of my father, dtting at the end of my bed, hunched
forward, eyes closed, one hand lying atop the covers next to my ankle. He must have fdt me gir. He
whispered, “I’'m here. Go back to deep.”

Although the fever had broken and | was feding much better by nine o’ clock in the morning, the
virus bought me a day off from school. Mary didn’'t go ether, and my mother stayed home from work to
take care of us. It was like the old days, before the drinking and the money trouble. Nan camein, and we
dl sat for an hour after breskfast a the dining-room table, playing cards. old mad and casino. | had a
great adventure with my plagtic soldiers, which | hadn’'t bothered with for months, on the windowsl! in
the living room while the brilliant, cold day shone in around me. We watched a mysery movie on TV
with Peter Lorre as the sauerkraut-eating detective Mr. Moto, and my mother made spaghetti with
butter.

Around three o' clock | lay back down on the couch and closed my eyes. Mary sat on the floor in
the kitchen putting together a puzzle, while my mother sat in the rocker beside me and dozed. All was



quiet save for the murmur of the wind outside.

| thought back to when | wasin fourth grade and had stayed out of school off and on for forty-five
days. My mother wasn't working then, and if | didn't fed like going to school, she let me stay home. |
hed genuindy discovered reading thet year, and | lay in bed much of the time, devouring one book after
another: Jason and the Argonauts, Treasure Idand, The Martian Chronicles, Charlotte’s Web. It
didn't matter whet type of story it was, the characters were more dive to me than dl the students and
teachers at East Lake.

At lunchtime | would come out into the living room, and my mother would make the spaghetti, and
we would weatch an old movie. | was the only fourth grader who could identify Paul Muni or Ledie
Howard on sght. | loved the mystery movies, their plots and the sense of suspense. My favorites were
the ones with the Thin Man, and my mother, of course, was partia to Basl Rathbone as Holmes. Mr.
Cleary threatened to keep me from passing fourth grade, but my mother went over to the school and told
hm1 was passng, and | did.

Remembering that year, | redized how different my mother was from other parents. That
difference was like alight that dways shone in the back of my mind no matter how dim things got when
she'd drink. She scared me, and | hated what she became, but that light was like the promise of an
eventud return to the way things once were. Those memories protected me as | fdl a thousand stories
down into deep.

| woke from that peaceful ngp of no dreams only because Jm pried open my left eye with his
thumb. “This on€'s dead, Doctor,” he said. | came to and noticed twilight a the window, heard the
sound of the wine bottle pinging the rim of a glassin the kitchen. The firgt thought | had was of Charlie a
the bottom of the lake. Who could | tdl who would bdieve what | thought | knew?

After dinner my mother put the Kingston Trio on the Victrola and sat at the dining-room table
drinking and reading the newspaper. Mary was on her roller skates, going round and round, fallowing the
outer curve of the braided rug in the living room. Insde her orbit, Jm showed me some of his wrestling
Moves.

“Could you possibly...?" | heard my mother say, and then she called us over to her.

Jmand | each went to one side of the chair. She pointed at a smdl photograph in the newspaper.
“Look who thet is” she said.

| didn’t recognize him &t firgt because he wasn't wearing his paper hat, but dm findly said, “Hey,
it's Softee.”

Then the long, haggard face came into focus, and | could just about hear him say, “What'll it be,
Sweetheart?’

My mother told us that he' d been arrested because he was wanted for child molestation in another
date. For awhile he' d been a suspect in the Charlie Edison case but had been cleared of that suspicion.

“What's child molegtation?’ | asked

“It means he's a creep,” said my mother, and she turned the page.

“He gave some kid a Specid Softee,” said Jm.

My mother lifted the paper and svung it at him, but he was too fadt.

“Wha's the world coming to?’ she said, and took another Sp of wine.

That night | couldn’t get to deep, partly because | had dept during the day and partly because my
thoughts were ful of dl the dark things that had burrowed into my world. | pictured a specimen of
Miter's Sun fresh from the branch but riddled with wormholes. The antenna moaned in the wind, and it
didn't matter how close Perno Shell was to the golden streets of E Dorado—the aroma of pipe smoke
made it impossible to concentrate on the book.

| got up and went to my desk, opened the drawer, and took out my stack of Softee cards. The
vanilla-cone head now struck me as sniger; leering with that frozen amile | took them over to the
garbage pal and dropped them in. Back in bed, though, dl |1 could think of was the one card—the
eyes—that | had never owned. | was unable to throw that card out, bury it, burn it with the rest of the
deck, those eyes were dways ganing power, and they watched me from ingde my own head. |
hunkered down under the covers and waited to hear my father come in from work.



Instead | heard a scream—Mary downstairs—and the sound of George barking. | jumped out of
bed and took the steps. dJm was right behind me. When we got to her darkened room, she was Stting
upright in bed with a terrified look on her face.

“What?' said Jm.

“Someone' s outsde,” she said. “There was a face at the window.”

George snorted and growled.

| fdt someone at my back and turned quickly. It was Nan, sanding there in her quilted bathrobe
and hairet, holding a carving knifein her hand.

Jm took George by the collar and led him to the kitchen. “Get "em, George,” he said, and opened
the back door. The dog ran out, growling. Mary, Nan, Jm, and | waited to hear if he caught anyone.
After some time passed, Nan told us to stay put and went out, holding the knife at the ready. A few
seconds later, she came back, George a her heds.

“Whoever it was is gone” she said. She sent IJm and me back to bed and told us she'd st with
May until our father got home. My mother had never even opened an eye, and as | passed her
bedroom, next to Mary’s, | saw her lying there, mouth open, the weight of Holmes holding her down.

You'd Be Surprised

By thetime | was in the kitchen the next morning, fixing a bowl of cereal, Jm had aready
been out in the backyard studying the scene of the crime.

“The ladder was up againg the house,” he said.

“Any footprints?’ | asked.

He shook his head.

“Your father is contacting the police about it from work today,” cdled my mother from the dining
room.

Jm leaned in close to me and whispered, “We gotta catch this guy.”

| nodded.

| went to school, my head full of worry, only to learn something that amost made me laugh with
joy. At recess Tim Sullivan told me that his father had said that the police were going to dredge the lake
for Charlie Edison. | couldn’'t believe how lucky | was. It was as if someone had read my mind, and not
just that, they were doing something about it. | suppose it only made sense, given the circumstances of
Charlie' s disappearance, but for meit was ardief.

That afternoon Krapp announced that the police were going to be “searching” the lake for Charlie
on Saturday and they had asked dl the teachers to announce that no kids were alowed near the school
fidd or in the woods on the weekend. Part of our homework assgnment was to tel our parents.

“WEIl go into the woods behind the Haloways house,” Jm said later that day after I'd told him.
We werein his room, and he was supposed to be doing his homework. “The cops will have guys at the
schoal fidd and maybe over on Minerva, but they probably won't be that far into the woods. Well take
the binoculars”

| nodded.

“Can you imagineif they pull him out of the lake?’ he said, staring a the floor as if he were seeing
it before his eyes. “WEe |l have to get up and go early.”

| wasn't so sure | wanted to see them dredge Charlie up, but | knew | had to go. “If they find him,
does that mean hefdl in or someone threw himin there?’ | asked.

“Who do | look like, Sherlock Holmes?' he said.

After that he gave me indructions to rig the ladder the next day after school. “Get two old soda
cans and fill them with pebbles,” he said. “Tie one to one end of the ladder with fishing line and one to the
other end the same way. If he comes at night and tries to take it, we'll hear im and let George out.”

The week dragged in anticipation of the Saturday dredging. Mary sat with me the fallowing
afternoon as | worked at setting up the ladder. It lay dong the fence on the right-hand sde of the yard,
near the clothedine. She had counted the number of pebbles | put into the firs can and would not let me
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tie the second one on until it contained the exact same number.

“Two more,” she said when | figured | was done. | looked over a her, and she lifted her hand.
Firg the index finger came up and then, dowly, the thumb. | laughed and put another two in.

“So Charli€sin the lake” | sad as | tied the second can in place. | had not yet spoken to her
about her Botch Town revelation.

“Hell beinthelake” she said.

“Areyou sure?’ | asked.

“Hell beinthe lake”

| went out on my bike looking for someone to write about and passed Mr. Barzita's house. He
was such a quiet old man that 1I'd dmogt forgotten he lived on our block. There he was, though, raking
leavesin hisfront yard. He had lived done since hiswife died, back when | was only seven. His property
was surrounded by a chain-link fence, and ingtead of opting for the usud open lawvn, he had long ago
planted rows of fig trees, so that his house was obscured by a amdl orchard. Even though he lived in
solitude, rardly emerging from his front gate, he ways smiled and waved to us kids when we rode by on
our bikes, and he would come to the fence to talk to grown-ups.

Mr. Barzita was one of those old people who seemed to be shrinking and would Smply fade away
rather than die of old age. During the winter | never saw him, but every soring he reappeared, more
wizened than the year before. On the hottest summer days, he'd gt in his chaise lounge among the fig
trees, Spping wine, holding aloaded pdlet pigtal in his lap. When squirrels invaded his yard to get at the
figs he'd shoot them. If you yelled to him, “How many?’ he'd hold whatever hiskill was up by the talls.

One Sunday when my father and | were driving by the old man’'s house, | asked what he thought
of Barzitakilling the squirrels. My father shrugged. He told me, “That guy wasin the medicd corps in the
amy during the Second World War. He was gationed a a remote mountain base in Europe, and there
was an outbreak of meningitis—a brain disease, very contagious, very deadly. They asked for volunteers
to take care of the sick. He volunteered. They put him and another guy in a locked room with fifteen
infected soldiers. When it was over, he was the only one who came out dive”

| tried to imagine what it must have been likein that room, the ar stale with the last exhdétions of
dying men.

“A lat of these old farts you see scrabbling around town...” he said. “You'd be surprised.”

Hand Methe Camera

Jm looked both ways up and down Willow to check for cars or anyone who might be
watching, and then he and | ducked into the Haloways driveway and behind the hedges. We ran around
the sde of the house, through the backyard, and down a dope that led to the stream. Jumping the stream,
we moved in under the trees. It was a little before eght o'clock on Saturday morning. The sky was
overcast, and there was a cold breeze that occasondly gusted, lifting the dead leaves off the floor of the
woods and loasing more from the branches above.

We followed awinding path toward East Lake. Jm suggested we not take the most direct route
that passed closest to the school yard but that we arc out on a lesser-used trall through moss patches and
low scrub. He had Pop’s old binoculars dung around his neck, and | carried the Brownie camera. As we
neared the lake, Jm warned me to keep quiet and said that if we were spotted, we should split up; he'd
head toward the railroad tracks, and I'd go back the way we came. | nodded, and from that point on,
we only whispered.

After jumping the sneking stream twice more, from mossy hillock to root bole, from sandbank to
solid dirt, we camein view of the lake. Jm crouched and mationed for me to get down too.

“The cops are there dready,” he said. “Well have to crawl.”

We made our way to within thirty yards of the southern bank of the lake and hunkered down
behind afdlen oak. My heart was pounding, and my hands were shaking. Jm peeked up over the trunk
and put the binoculars to his eyes.

“It looks like they just got Started,” he said. “Ther€' s five guys Two on the bank and three in a
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flat-bottom boat with a little ectric motor.”

| looked and saw what he had described. Coming off the back of the boat were two ropes
attached to winches with hand cranks. The boat was moving aong dowly, tralling the western side of the
lake. Then | noticed some of the neighbors standing on the opposite bank. Mr. Edison was there, a big
men with a bald head and a mustache. He wore his gas-station uniform and stood, eyes downcast, ams
folded across his chest. It was the first I'd seen of him since Charlie had gone missng. Besde him was
his next-door neighbor, Mr. Fdina. There were a few other people | didn't recognize, but when one of
them moved to the Sde, | caught sght of Krapp. There he stood, dressed in hisusud short-deeved white
shirt and tie, his hairdo flatter than his persondity.

“Krapp’'s here” | whispered.

Jm turned the binoculars to focus on the group I’d been looking at. “ Jeez, you'reright,” he said.

“Wonder what he's doing here?’ | said.

“I think he's crying,” sad dm. “Yeah, he's drying his eyes. Man, | dways knew he was a big

“Yeah,” | said, but the thought of Krapp both showing up and crying struck me.

Jm swung the binoculars back to see what the cops were doing. He reported to me that a the
ends of those ropes they had these big sted hooks with four claws each. Every once in a while, they’d
stop moving and red them in by turning the hand cranks. He gave me an inventory of what they brought
up—pieces of trees, the rusted handlebars of a bike, the partid skeleton of either a dog or fox...and on
and on. They dowly covered the entire lake and then Started again.

“He s not down there,” said Jm. “So much for Mary’s predictions.”

| peered back over the falen trunk and watched for a while, braver now that | probably wasn't
going to see Charlie. We sat there in the cold for two draight hours, and | started to shiver. “Let’s go
home” | whispered.

“Okay,” sad Jm. “They’'re dmog done” Sill he sat watching, and our hiding and spying
reminded me of the prowler.

From out on the lake, one of the cops ydled, “Hold up, there's something here!l” | stuck my head
up to watch. The cop started turning the crank, reding the rope. “Looks like dathing,” he caled to the
other cops on the bank. “Wait a second....” he said. He reded more quickly then.

Something broke the surface of the water near the back of the boat. It looked like a soggy body
a firg, but it was hard to tel. There were ddfinitdy pants and a shirt. Then the head came into view, big
and gray, with a trunk.

“Shit,” said Jm.

“Mr. Blah-Blah,” | whispered.

“Hand me the camera,” said Jm. “| gotta get a picture of this”

He snapped it, returned the camera to me, and then motioned for me to follow him. We got down
on dl fours and crawled dowly away from the fdlen tree. Once our escape was covered by enough trees
and bushes, we got to our feet and ran like hell.

We stood behind the Haloways place, 4ill in the cover of the woods, and worked to catch our
breath.

“Blah-Blah,” said Jm, and laughed.

“Did you put imin there?’ | asked.

“Blah,” he said, and shook his head. “Nah, Softee molested him and threw himin there.”

“Getout,” | said.

“Probably Mason and his horrible dumpling ssters found him and took him to the lake. They're
adways back here in the woods,” he said. “We should have had Mary predict where Mr. Blah-Blah
would be.”

“But then where's Charlie?’ | asked.

He brushed past me and jumped the stream.

| followed him and stayed close as we ran through the Hdloways backyard and around the house
to the Street.



When we got home, | was relieved to find that my mother was't Stting at the dining-room table.
The door to Nan and Pop’s was open. | could hear Pop in there figuring his sysem out loud, and,
without looking, | knew that Mary was beside him. Jm took the camera and binoculars upstairs, and |
waked down the hdlway toward my parents room to see if my mother was up yet. She wasn't in her
bed, but when | passed by the bathroom door, | heard her in there retching.

| knocked once. “Areyou dl right?’ | called.

“I'll be out in a second,” she said.

You'll Need This

It had been obvious since the start of the school year that Mr. Rogers, the librarian, had
been losing his mind. During his lunch break, when we were usudly laboring over math in Krapp's class,
the old man would be out on the basebal diamond walking the bases in his rumpled suit, hunched over,
taking to himsdf asif he were rdiving some game from the distant past. That loose dirt that collected
around the bases, the soft brown powder that Pinky Steinmacher ate with a spoon, would lift up in a
grong wind, drding Rogers, and he'd clap asif the natural commotion were redly the roar of the crowd.
Krapp would look over his shoulder from where he stood at the blackboard and see us dl saring out the
window, shake his head, and then go and lower the blinds.

Theloss of hisgiant dictionary seemed to be the lagt straw for Rogers, as if it had been an anchor
that kept him from floating away. With that gone, as my father would say, “he dipped out.” Each week
we would be delivered to the library by Krapp and spend a hdf hour there with Rogers. Of late the old
men had been amiling a lat, like a dog on a hot day, and his eyes were dways busy, shifting back and
forth. Sometimes he/d stand for minutes on end, daring into a beam of light shining in through the
window, and sometimes he' d be frantic, moving here and there, pulling books off the shelves and shoving
them into kids' hands.

Bobby Harweed was brutd to him, making gestures behind the librarian’s back, coaxing everyone
to laugh (and you had to laugh if Bobby wanted you to). Bobby would knock books off the shdf onto
the floor and just leave them there. For Rogers to see a book on the floor was a heartache, and one day
Harweed had him nearly in tears. | secretly liked Rogers, because he loved books, but he was beginning
to put off even me with his weirdness.

On the Monday morning following the dredging, we had library. Rogers sat in hislittle office nearly
the entire time we were there, bent over his desk with his face in his hands. Harweed started the rumor
that he kept Playboy magazinesin there. When the haf hour was dmost up, Rogers came out to slamp
the books kids had chosen to borrow. Before he sat down at the table with his ssamp, he waked up
behind me, put one hand on my shoulder, and reached up over my head to the top shdf, from which he
pulled athin volume.

“You'll need this” he said, and handed it to me. He walked away to the table then and began
samping books.

| glanced down a the book. On the cover, behind the library plagtic, was a drawing of a
mean-looking black dog; above the cresture, in s=if type, The Hound of the Baskervilles. | wanted to
ask him what he meant, but | never got the chance. News spread quickly through the school the next day
thet he had been fired because he went nuts.

Having the Baskervilles in my possession was, a fird, an unsdtling experience. It fdt like 1 had
taken some persona belonging of my mother’s, just asif | had stolen my father’ s watch or Nan's hairnet.
The book itsdf had an aura of power that prevented me from smply opening the cover and beginning. |
hid it in my room, between the mattress and box spring of the bed. For the next few days, I'd take it out
every now and then and hald it, look at the cover, gingaly flip the pages. Although by this time my
mother used the big red volume of The Complete Sherlock Holmes only as an awil in her deep, there
hed been atime when she'd read it avidly over and over. She'd read a wide range of other books as well
but dways returned to detective stories. She loved them in every form and, before we went broke, spent
Sunday mornings consuming five cups of coffee and a dozen cigarettes, solving the mystery of the New
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York Times crossword puzzle.

Panting, playing the guitar, making bizarre collages—those were mere hobbies compared to my
mother's desre to be a mysery writer. Before work became a necessty for her, shed st a the
dining-room table dl afternoon, the old typewriter in front of her, composing her own mydery novd. |
remembered her reading some of it to me. The title was Something by the Sea, and it involved her
detective Milo, a fating dog, a blind heiress, and a dringed indrument to be played with
different-colored glass tubes that fit over one' s fingers. Something by the Sea was the name of the resort
where the story took place. All the while she wrote it, she kept Holmes by her side, opened to The
Hound of the Baskervilles.

Thinking about my mother one night, | wondered if maybe there was something in The Hound of
the Baskervilles that could tdl me something secret about her. | passed up Perno Shdl and pulled the
book out from under the mattress. Tha night | stayed up late and read the firs few chapters. In them |
met Holmes and Watson. The book was't hard to read. | was interested in the story and liked the
character of Watson very much, but Holmes was something else.

The greet detective came across to me like a snob, the type my father once described as
“believing that the sun rose and set from his asshole” | imagined him to be a cross between Perno Shell
and Phileas Fogg, but his persondity was pure Krapp. When told about the demon hound, Holmes
replied that it was an interesing story for those who bdieved in fary tdes. He was obvioudy “not
danding for it.” Still, | was intrigued by his voluminous smoking and the fact that he played the vidlin.

Delicious

The days sank deeper into autumn, rotten to ther cores with twilight. The bright warmth of
the sun only lasted about as long as we were in school, and then once we were home, an hour later, the
world was briefly submerged in arich honey glow, gilding everything from the barren branches of willows
to the old wreck of a Pontiac parked aongsde the Hortons' garage. In minutes the tide turned, the sun
suddenly adistant star, and in rolled adim gray wave of neither here nor there that seemed to last a week
each day.

Thewind of this in-between time dways made me want to curl up indde a memory and deep with
eyes open. Dead leaves rolled across lawns, scraped dong the Street, quielly tapped the windows.
Jack-0’ -lanterns with luminous triangle eyes and jagged amiles turned up on front steps and in windows.
Rattle-dry cornstalks bore haf-egten ears of brown and blue kernels like teeth gone bad, as if they had
eaten themsdlves. Scarecrows hung from lawvn lampposts or stoop railings, liding forward, digointed and
drunk, dressed in the rumpled plaid shirts of long-gone grandfathers and jeans belted with a length of
rope. In the true dark, as | walked George after dinner, these shadow figures often startled me when their
ditched and painted faces took on the features of Charlie Edison or Teddy Dunden.

Halloween was close, our favorite holiday because it carried none of the pain-in-the-ass holiness
of Chrigmas and dill there was free candy. The excitement of it crowded dl problems to the side. The
prowler, Charlie, schoolwork—everything was overwhelmed by hours of decison as to what we would
be for that one night, something or someone who wasn't us, but who we wished to be, which | supposed
ended up being usin some way. | could dready taste the candy corn and fed my teeth aching. My father
had given me a dallar, and with it I'd bought a molded plastic skeleton mask that smdled like fresh BO
and made my cheeks swest.

At the time the only thought | had about that leering bone face was that it was cool as hdl, but
maybe, in the back of my mind, | was thinking of dl those eyes out there trying to look into me, and it
was a good disguise because it let them think they were seeing deep under my skin even though it was
only anilluson. | showed the mask to Jm, and he told me, “Thisisthe last year you can wear a costume.
You're geting too old. Next year you'll have to go as a bum.” All the older kids went around
trick-or-treating as bums—allittle charcoal on the face and some ripped-up old clothes.

Mary decided she would be the jockey Willie Shoemaker. She modeled her outfit for Im and me
one night. It consisted of baggy pants tucked into a par of white go-go boots, a basebal cap, a
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patchwork shirt, and a piece of thin curtain rod for a jockey’s whip. She waked past us once and then
looked over her shoulder. In the high nasal voice of a TV horse-racing announcer, she said, “And they’re
off....” We clapped for her, but the second she turned away again, Jm raised his eyebrows and
whispered, “And it's Cabbage by a head.”

Only two days before the blessed event, Krapp threw a wet blanket on my daydreams of roaming
the neighborhood by moonlight, gathering, door-to-door, a Santa sack of candy. He turned the joyous
sparks of my imagination to smoke by assgning a mgor report that was to be handed in the day after
Haloween. Each of usin the class was given a different country, and we had to write a five-page report
about it. Krapp presented me with Greece, as if he were dropping a seaming turd into my open
Halloween sack.

| should have gotten started thet afternoon once school let out, but instead | just sat in my room
daing out the window. When Jm got home from wrestling, he came into my room and found me ill
gtting there like a zombie. | told him about the report.

“You're going to be doing it on Halloween if you don't get started,” he said. “Here' s what you do:
Tomorrow, right after school, ride down to the library. Get the G volume of the encyclopedia, open it to
Greece, and just copy whet they have there. Write big, but not too big or hell be onto you. If it doesn't
look like there's enough to fill five pages, add words to the sentences. If the sentence says, ‘The
population of Greece is one million,” instead write something like, ‘ There are approximately one million
Greeks in Greece. As you can see, there are many, many Grecians.” You get it? Use long words like
‘gpproximately’ and say suff more than once in different ways.”

“Krapp warned us about plagiariam, though,” | said.

Jm made aface. “What's he gonna do, go read the encyclopedia for every paper?’

The next afternoon | was in the public library copying from the G volume. With the exception of
the fact that | learned that Greeks ate goat cheese, none of the information in the book got into my heed,
as | had become merdy awriting machine, scribbling down one word after the next. The further | got into
the report, the harder it was to concentrate. My mind wandered for long Stretches a atime, and | stared
a the design of the weave inmy balled-up swester that lay on the table in front of me. Then I'd look over
a the window and see that the twilight was giving way to night. | was determined to finish even if | got
ydled a for beng late for dinner. When | hit the fourth page, | could tdl that the informetion in the
encyclopedia was running out, and so | started adding filler the way Jm described. The last page and a
haf of my report was based on about five sentences from the encyclopedia. | didn’'t know how late it
was when | finished, but | was s0 relieved | began to sweat. | rolled up my five handwritten pages and
shoved them in my back pocket. Closing the big green tome, | went to reshelve it. As | was coming out
of the stacks, | suddenly remembered my sweater and looked over at the table where I'd been working.
Sitting there in my chair was the man in the white trench coat. He had my sweater in his hands, and he
appeared to be siffing it. My heart ingantly began pounding. | was stunned for a second, but as soon as
| cameto, | ducked out of the ade and behind the row of shelves to my right.

| ran down to the center aide and made for the back of the stacks. | was pretty sure that when he
came looking for me, he would head up the center aide so that he could look down each row. Once |
reached the back wadl, | moved aong it to the sde of the building that held the front door. Checking my
pocket, | touched the rolled-up report. | didn’'t care about leaving the sweater behind. | waited, whilein
my mind | pictured him waking dowly toward me, peering down each row. My breething was shdlow,
and | didn't know if 1 would have the power to scream if he somehow cornered me. Then | saw the
deeve of histrench coat, the sneaker of hisleft foot, before he camefully into view, and | bolted.

| was down the Sde aide and out the front door in a flash. | knew that whereas a kid might run in
a library, an adult probably wouldn't, which might give me a few extra seconds. Outsde, | sprinted
around to the side of the building where my bike was chained up. Whatever time | had saved was spent
fumbling with the lock. Just when | had the bike free and got my ass on the seat, | saw him coming
around the sde of the building. My only route to Hammond was now cut off. Instead of trying to ride
past him, | turned and headed back behind the library, into the woods that led to the railroad tracks.

| carried my bike over the tracks in the dark, ligening to the deadly hum of dectricity coursng



through the third rall and watching both ways for the light of atrain in the distance. Although the wind was
cold, | was swesting, trying not to lose my baance on the dew-covered wooden ties. All the time |
cautioudy navigated, grim scenes from The Long Way Home from School played in my memory. At
any second | expected to fed a bony hand on my shoulder.

On the other Sde of the tracks, there was another narrow grip of woods, and | searched dong it,
waking my bike, until | found a path. | wasn't actudly sure what street it would lead me to, since | had
never gone this way before. Jm and | had occasondly crossed back and forth over the tracks, but
awaysin daylight and aways over on the other sde of town behind the woods that started at the school
yard. This was uncharted territory for me.

| waked clear of the trees onto a road that didn't seem to have any houses. My mind was a
jumble, and | was on the verge of tears, but | controlled mysdf by trying to think through where | was in
relation to the library and home. | figured | was west of Hammond and if | just followed the Street | was
on, it would findly meet up with the main road. Getting on my bike, | started off.

No sooner had | pedaled twenty feet then | saw, way up ahead, the lights of a car that had just
turned onto the street, moving dowly. A moment later 1 noticed another car parked on the right-hand
Sde of the road only afew feet ahead of me. | would have taken to the woods, but | couldn’t see a path,
and it was too dark to try to find one. | got off my bike, gave it a good shove, and watched it whed into
the tdl grass and bushes, where it fdl over, pretty wdl conceded from sght. | crouched low and
scrambled to hide againg the Sde of the parked car, an old station wagon with wood panding.

The headlights of the gpproaching car came dowly closer. By the time it passed the parked car |
was hiding behind, | was redly hunkered down, my hands covering my head air-raid style, my right leg
off the curb and under the car. The passing vehicle then picked up speed, dmost disappearing around the
bend at the opposite end of the road before | could get alook at it. Peeking out, | caught a glimpse of the
fins of the old white car. | wasn't sure whether to St tight in case the stranger reached a dead end and
came back or to get on my bike and make arun for it.

| fdt the car | was next to begin to gently rock. From ingde there came amuffled moan. 1 lifted my
head up carefully and peered in the window. Only then did | notice that dl the windows were fogging
over. The car’ s interior was dark, but the dashboard was glowing. Through one unfogged patch of glass,
| could just make out something on the front seat. Lying there was Mrs. Hayes, her eyes closed, her
blouse open, one big, pae breast vishlein the shadows and one bare leg wrapped around the back of a
gmdl man. After seeing his grease-dicked hair and flapping ears, | didn’t have to get a look at his face to
know that it was Mr. Conrad.

| ran over to where my bike had fdlen in the weeds and lifted it. In an ingant | was on it and
pedding like a maniac up the Street.

Asit turned out, |1 found Hammond and made it back to the house safely, never seeing the white
car dong my way. When | pulled up in the front yard, | knew | was late and would get yelled at, perhaps
sent to my room. Luckily, through dl the turmail, my report on Greece was il in my back pocket, and
my hope was that this document could be used as proof that | hadn't just been goofing off.

| opened the door and stepped into the warmth of the living room. The house was unusudly quiet,
and | was ingde no more than a few seconds when | could fed that something wasn't normd. The light in
the dining room, where my mother usudly sat drinking in the evenings, was off. The kitchen was dso
dark. | walked over and knocked on Nan's door. She opened it, and the aroma of fried pork chops
wafted out around us. Her hairnet was in place, and she wore her ydlow quilted bathrobe.

“Your mother’s gone to bed dreedy,” she said.

| knew what she meant by this and pictured the empty bottle in the kitchen garbage.

“She told me to give you a kiss, though,” she said. She came close and gave me one of those
air-escaping-from-the-wet-mouthpiece-of-a-baloon kisses. “Jm told me you were a the library doing
your homework. | left food for you in the oven. Mary’ sin with us”

And that was it. She went back into her gpartment and closed the door. Like my father, | was left
to get my own dinner, done. It was dl too quiet, too stark. | sat in the dining room by mysdf and ate.
Nan wasn't amuch better cook than my mother. Every dinner she made had some form of cabbage init.



Only George happened by while | sat there. | cut hm a piece of meet, and he looked up a me as if
wondering why | hadn’t taken him out yet.

When I’ d finished esting and put my plate into the kitchen sink, Im came down from upgairs.

“Did you get your paper finished?” he asked.

“Yegh,” | sad.

“Let meseeit,” he said, and held out his hand.

| pulled it out of my back pocket and handed the rolled-up pages to him.

“You shouldn't have bent it dl up. What was your country agan?’ he said, gtting down at the
dining-room table in my mother’s chair.

“Greece”

He read through it redly quickly, obvioudy skipping hdf the words. When he got to the end, he
sad, “Thislast page is one hundred percent double-talk. Nice work.”

“The Greece part in the encyclopediaran out,” | sad.

“You sretched it like Mrs. Harrington's underwear,” he said. “There's only one thing left to do.
Y ou gotta spice it up alittle for the big grade.”

“What do you mean?’ | asked.

“Let'ssee,” he said, and scanned the pages again. “It says the chief exports are cheese, tobacco,
olives, and cotton. | saw akid do thisthing once for a paper, and the teacher loved it. He taped samples
of the exports onto a sheet of paper. We've got dl this duff. Get me a blank sheet of paper and the
tape.”

Jm went to the refrigerator and took out a dice of cheese and the bottle of olives. | fetched the
paper and tape for him, and then he told me to get a copy of a magazine and start looking for a picture of
Greece to use as the cover of the report. Fifteen minutes later, as | sat paging through an old issue of
Life, he showed me the sheet of paper he had been working on.

“Feadt your eyes,” he said. The page had the word “EXPORTS’ written across the top in block
letters. Below that a square of American cheese, hdf an dlive (with pimiento), a crumpled old cigarette
butt from the dining-room ashtray, and a Q-tip head, each affixed with three pieces of tape. The name of
each item was printed beneeth it.

“Wow,” | said.

“No applause, just throw money,” said Jm. “Did you find a picture for the cover?’

“There's nathing Greek in here” | sad, “but this old woman's face looks kind of Greek.” |
showed him a picture of a woman who was probably about a hundred years old. She was in prdfile,
wore a black shawl, and her face was a prune with eyes. “ She' s from Mexico, though,” | said.

“l heard she was hdf Greek,” said Jm. “Cut her out.”

| did, pretty well, too, except that | hacked off the tip of her nose. He then told me to tape her
face to a piece of paper and write the title of the report in a bubble coming out of her mouth, as if she
were saying it. There was a subheading in the encyclopedia entry—-*The Glory That Was Greece’—that
he told me to use as the title of my paper. “Doit in block letters,” he said. “Then take the whole thing and
put Sx books on top of it to flatten it out, and you're dl set. Krapp’ s gonna be caught between a shit and
asweat when he sees thisone”

Mary cried at bedtime because my mother wasn't awake to tuck her in. Instead Nan sat with her
until she dozed off. Jm and | were sent upstairs. Once the house was quiet, | got out of bed and snuck
over to Jm’'sroom and knocked on the open door.

“Yeah?' he said and opened one eye.

“| think | know who the prowler is” | whispered.

Hetold meto comein. | sat a the bottom of his bed and told him about the man in the white car
and recounted what had happened at the library. When | told him about the old man siffing my swester,
he bresthed deeply through his nogtrils, rolled his eyes upward, and said, “Ddlicious”

“I'mtdling you, it shim,” | said. “He travels around during the daytime in that old white car, and
then a night he sneaks through the backyards looking for kids to stedl. | bet he took Charlie. Not only
that, but | think he might be some kind of evil spirit,” | said.



“If he's an evil spirit,” said Jm, “I doubt he'd be driving a car.”

“Yeah, but remember, the nun said that the evil one waks the earth. Maybe he gets tired of
waking and needs to drive”

“Hey,” said Jm, “you said he dways andls like smoke? That the books from the library he
probably touched amdl like smoke? That's what Sister Joe told me was the secret to knowing him when
he came. She said he'd amdl like the fires of hdll. Fire doesn’t smdll, though, except for the smoke.”

This revelation made me shiver, and | fdt unssfe, even ingde the house with Jm there. The old
men could be anywhere—ligtening at the glass, snesking in the cellar window, anywhere.

“So who isthisguy?’ asked Jm. “Where' s he live?’

“I don’'t know his name” | said. “Do you remember the night we dragged Mr. Blah-Blah across
the street? The guy who stopped and got out of his car? That' s the guy.”

“He was kind of creepy-looking,” sad Jm, “and | never saw him around here before” He
yawned and lay back on his pillow. “We |l have to find out who heis”

“How?’ | asked. | sat there for along time, waiting for his answer.

“Somehow,” he said, and turned over. | knew he was dmost adeep.

The antenna cried merciledy dl night, and | tossed and turned, thinking of the man in the white
car, my fear inthe library, and oying Mrs. Hayes s tit. | could sense the evil as it crept forward day by
day, dismantling my world, like avery dow exploson. | woke and dept and woke and dept, and it was
dill dark. The third time | awoke to the same night, | thought | heard the sound of pebbles jangling in
soda cans. The plan had been to send George out after whoever it was who was taking the ladder, but |
didn't move, save to curl up into a ball.

Every Shadowy Form

The next day, Haloween, was clear and cool and blue. My mother had to leave for work
early, 0 Nan made us breskfast. Jm told Mary and me to request oatmed instead of eggs, so the latter
would be there to stedl later on and use for anmo on the night streets. | could tdl that Mary was excited
because she wasn't being Mickey and wasn't counting or doing any of her strange antics but instead was
pumping dm for a rundown on what the coming night would be like. This was the firg year she was
dlowed to go out with us, without our mother. The ugly oatmed came, lumps of seaming khaki—with
rasnsinit, no less—and we dl forced it down.

“Theides,” he told Mary, “isto get as much candy as possible. Y ou want candy, wrapped candy.
If you get a candy bar, that's the best—a Hershey bar or a Milky Way. Mary Janes are okay if you
don’'t mind loang a few fillings little boxes of Good & Plenty, Dots, Chocolate Babies, packs of gum, dl
good. Then you've got your cheapskate single-wrapped candy—root-beer barrels, butterscotches,
licorice drops—not bad, usudly given out by people who are broke, but what can they do? They're
trying.

“You don't eat anything that's not wrapped, except for Mr. Barzita s figs Some people drop an
gople in your bag. You can't edt it, but you can throw it a someone, S0 that's okay. Once in a while,
someone will bake suff to give out. Don't et it—you don't know what they put in it. It could be the
best-looking cupcake you ever saw, with chocolate icing and a candy corn on top, but who knows, they
might have crapped in the batter. I've seen where people will throw a penny in your sack. Hey, a
penny’s a penny.

“You dways stay where we can see you. If someone invites you into ther house, don’t go. When
wetdl you to run, run, ’ cause kids could be coming to throw eggs at us. If you hear someone shout ‘Nair
bomb,” run like hell.”

“What's a Nair bomb?’ asked Mary.

“Nair isthat chemicd suff women use to take the hair off their legs. Kids pour it into baloons and
throw them. If you get hit on the head with it, dl your hair will fal out. If it getsin your eyes, it could blind
you for awhile”

Mary nodded.
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“I’'m going to give you two eggs tonight. Save them until you see someone you redly want to get.
Aimfor the head, ’causeif it hitsthar coat, it will probably bounce off and smash on the ground. Or you
can throw it at the house of someone you hate. Who do you hate?’ dJm asked.

“Will Hinkley,” Mary said.

“Yegh,” | sad.

“WEIl egg his house tonight for sure” sad Jm. “Maybe I'll put one through his front window.
One more thing: Kidswill try to sted your sack of candy. Don't let them. Scream and kick them if they
try to. I'll come and help you.”

“Okay,” sad Mary.

We went in and said good-bye to Nan before leaving for school. She was a her table in the little
dining area. Heaped on the table were three enormous piles of candy: rolls of Swee-Tarts, Mary Janes,
and miniaure Butterfingers. She took one from each pile, suffed them in a little orange bag sporting a
picture of a witch on a broomstick, and twisted the top. Pop was gStting in his underwear watching her,
chewing a Mary Jane.

School was endless that day. We usudly had a holiday party in the classsoom on Haloween, but
not that year. 1t was canceled because Krapp had to give us a series of standardized inteligence tests. It
was a day of filling in little bubbles with a number-two pencil. The questions started off easy but soon
became impossibly strange. There were passages to be read about sardine fishing off the coast of Chile
and math problems where they showed you a picture of aweird shape and asked you to turn it around in
your mind 180 degrees before answering questions abot it.

| redlized right when | was about to turn in one of the exams that I'd meant to skip an answer |
didn't know but instead had filled in that bubble by mistake, so that dl my answers from that point on
would redly be for the falowing question. | fet a flesting moment of remorse as | put the test in Krapp’s
hand.

On the playground at lunch break, Tim Sulliven told me his theory about taking standardized tests.
“l don’'t even bother reading the questions,” he said. “I just guess. I've got to get at least some of them
right.”

Later, back in the classroom, Petricia Trepedino, the smartest girl in the class, referred Krapp to
question number four. “It says” she said, “concrete is to peanut butter as...”

“Yes” sad Krapp, checking his sheet.

“Chunky or plan?’ she asked.

He stared & her with the same blank look that Marvin Gompers had worn after tdling us in third
grade that he was made of metd and then running headfirgt into the brick wal behind the gym. Findly
Krapp snapped out of it and said, “No taking, or | will have to invadidate your test.”

The lingering twilight finally breathed its last, and that firs moment of night was like a gunshot at
the start of arace. Ingantly, frantic kids in costumes streamed from lit houses, beginning their rounds, not
to return until they had reached the farthest place they could and 4ill remember how to get home. My
mother and Nan stood at the front door and waved to us as Jm led the way, dressed in a baggy flannd
shirt, ripped dungarees, a black skullcap, and a charcod beard. Mary followed him in her jockey ouffit,
and | brought up the rear, sumbling on the curbs and across lavns because the eye ditsin my skull mask
dragticdly limited my view. Even though it was cold and windy, my face was swegting before we had
climbed two front stoops and opened our bags. | could hear every breeth | took, and each was laced
with the hair-raisng stench of molded plagtic. Findly, after | walked into a parked car, | decided to push
the mask back on my head and only pull it down over my face when we got to a house' s front steps.

We traveled door-to-door around the block, joining with other groups of kids, splitting awvay and
later being joined by others. Franky Conrad, dressed like a swami, with a bath towd wrapped in a
turban around his head, eydiner darkening his eyes, and a long purple robe, walked with us for a dozen
houses. The Farley girls were angels or princesses, | couldn't tel which, but their costumes, made from
flowing white materid, glowed in the dark. President Henry Mason was dressed in his Communion suit, a
button on the Igpd that said VOTE FOR HENRY, and his siters were ghosts with sheets over their heads.
Regoie Bishop was a robot, wrapped in slver fail, wearing a hat with a lightbulb gicking out the top thet



went on and off without a switch, and Chris Hackett wore his father’s amy hemet and told us how his
dad had gotten hand-grenade shrapnd in his ass and lost three fingersin Korea.

We worked the trick-or-treat with dedication that rivded our father's for his three jobs,
sysemdticaly moving up one Sde of the street and then down the other. Our pillowcases filled with
candy. Old Lady Restuccio gave out Chinese handcuffs, akind of tube woven from colored paper srips.
You stuck afinger in each sde and then couldn’t pull them out. That's how we lost Franky Conrad. He
was left behind, standing on Mrs. Restuccio’s lawn, unable to figure out that you just had to twist your
fingers to free them. The dow, the hobbled, the wesk—all were left in our wake as we blitzkrieged
Willow Avenue and moved on to Cuthbert.

When we finished with the last house on the last Street in that part of the development, we took the
secret trail through the dirt hills, through the waist-high weeds, to the path that led around the high fence
of the sump, and came out on the western fidd of East Lake, just beyond the basketbdl courts. In the
moonlight, a strong wind whipping across the open expanse and driving tatters of dark clouds above, we
met up with Tim Sulliven and some of his friends. We rested for a while there and stuffed chocolate and
licorice into our mouths as sustenance for the next leg of the journey.

Jugt as we were getting ready to head east toward Minerva Avenue on the other sde of the school
fidd over by the woods, we were attacked by Pinky Steinmacher, Justin Walsh, and about twenty other
dirt eaters. The eggs flew back and forth. Presdent Mason took one in the face and went down on his
kneesin tears. Someone ydled that Wash had Nair bombs, and we fled. IJm had Mary by the hand, and
| was right behind them. As we ran around the back of the school, | looked over my shoulder to see the
enamy svaming toward Henry. His ssters, the horrible dumplings, had dso abandoned him and were
ganing on me. We would learn the next day that they beat him with flour socks until he went abino, split
hislip, and ole his sack of treasure. Then Pinky peed on him.

We begged our way up Minerva and the street beyond that, and as we roamed farther from our
own neighborhood, kids would break off and head back toward more familiar ground. Once when we
left Mary ganding on the sdewak by hersdf for aminute, akid tried to sted her sack, but she was able
to keep him off by swinging her curtain rod/jockey whip until IJm got to her and pummeed the kid. We
ended up taking his sack and splitting its contents three ways. Still, the run-in made Mary nervous, and
she had to gt down on the curb for awhile, mumble some numbers, and have a cigarette. The rest of the
group went on without us. While we were waiting for Mary to relax, a bunch of Jm’s junior-high friends
came by, and just like that he left mein charge of Mary and went off with them.

By then it was late, and the street we were on, which | didn't know the name of, was deserted.
Many of the houses had turned off their lights as a Sgn they ether had gone to bed or were out of candy.
Tha was the way Haloween dways went: When you weren't watching, it lay back and went to deep. It
was quiet, eerie. | told Mary to get up, and she did. | vagudy remembered the direction home, and we
sarted off, waking quickly, gticking to the shadows so as not to be noticed. We passed darkened
houses whose trees were hung with wind-whipped strands of white toilet paper, smashed
jack-0'-lanterns in the road, broken shels and the iridescent film of egg splaiter reflected under
dreetlights where a battle had taken place. Every shadowy form startled me and brought to mind the
prowler and Charlie and worse.

Mary hadn’t worn a coat or a sweatshirt, having felt that without people seeing her baggy shirt, no
one would be able to make out that she was Willie Shoemaker. It hadn't mattered, because kids kept
asking me dl night, “Hey, what's your Sster supposed to be?’ The guesses ranged from basebal player
to clown to janitor, but no one hit on ajockey, even when Mary said, “They’re coming around the back
turn....” It was getting colder by the minute, so | gave her my hooded sweetshirt.

Crossing the schoal fidd was harrowing, and we kept to the dark of the perimeter fence, in order
to remain inconspicuous. Instead of driking out across the fidd and the lit basketbal courts and front
drive, | opted for the path that went around the sump. It took a little longer, but that vison of Henry
Mason being attacked and the fact that Mary was with me made me cautious. The overgrown weed lot
was |onesome enough to make me shiver, and the dirt hills were a strange, barren moonscape, but once |
saw the street on the other Side, | felt we were going to be okay. It was right then, as we stepped down



onto the pavement, tha lurching into the glow of the dreetlight came a hulking form with a red and
blisered face, its har doughing off, leaving huge bad spots. The creature whimpered as it tottered
forward, its hands stretched out in front. Mary put her arms around me, pressing her face to my side, and
| stood, unable to move, my mouth open. Then | redized it was poor Peter Horton, hdf blind and
uffering the effects of a Nair attack, trying to grope his way home. We let him pass and then continued
on.

Aswe came down a Side street that opened onto Willow Avenug, | findly relaxed. Mary wasn't
holding my hand anymore, as she could sense my ease and was camer hersdf. All we had to do was get
to Pine, turn left, and walk down seven houses. | wondered where Jm had gone and what adventures he
had met, and then | gave mysdf over to thinking about the moment when | would empty my sack onto
the dining-room table.

Mary interrupted me by pulling on my shirt. “Pipe smoke,” she said.

| stopped waking and looked up. There, no more than twenty yards away, in the hdo of a
dreetlight, was that old white car parked on Pine. At that moment it pulled away from the curb and rolled
inthe direction of our house. Grabbing Mary by the arm, | led her through a hole in the hedges we had
been passing and whispered to her, “Don’'t make a sound.” We stood mationless and waited. Only when
| heard the car turn around and recede into the distance toward Hammond did | pull Mary back out to
the Street.

“Run,” | told her, grabbing her hand. We sprinted around the corner onto Willow and dl the way
home. She'd been right: Pervading the ar a the spot where the two roads intersected was that
gmoldering scent of the man with the white coat. It followed us to the doorstep.

| sat at the dining-room table, chewing away like a cow with its cud, on both a Mary Jane and the
contents of aminiature box of Good & Plenty, feding dightly nauseated. My mind was vacant, and | was
0 weary | could hardly keep my eyes open. | had an animdl fear that if | closed them, my pile of booty,
which formed a smdl, colorful mountain, might disappear. Mary had dready fdlen adeep on the
living-room floor, a mdting Reese's Peanut Butter Cup smearing her outstretched hand. My mother sat
across from me smoking a cigarette and picking through both my pile and Mary’s for caramels, which, it
was understood, were hers.

Jmfindly came home, and my mother took Mary off to bed, tdling Jm and me it was time to go
upstairs. We gathered dl the candy together and put it in the community pot, a huge serving bowl that
otherwise got used only on Thanksgiving. As we headed up the gtairs, Jm whispered behind me, “We
egged the hdl out of Hinkley's house and amost got away without anyone seeing us. But | saw Will's
weasd face at the upstairs window. | doubt hell tdl his parents, snce we' d kick his ass, but watch out
for him. I'm sure he saw me”

That was the news | was left with at my bedroom door, and suddenly | was no longer tired. The
threat of Hinkley's revenge and his sharp knuckles was enough to revive me, but snce he wasn't there at
that moment, it eventualy receded, and | lay in bed, reviewing the night, the costumes, the thrill of running
away across the fidd at East Lake, Peter Horton. Then, of course, | came to the incident with the pipe
smoke, and the memory of the white car pulling away from the curb made me redlize that something was
missng. | got out of bed and quietly made my way downdtairs to the dining room. There, | dug through
the giant bowl of treats we had collected.

Wha was missng were the plump, ripe figs that each year Mr. Barzita wrapped in orange or
black tissue paper and tied &t the top with ribbon. | saw in my mind a flegting image of his knotted old
fingers, sheking dightly, making a bow. The figs were a Willow Avenue tradition, but this year there were
none. | concentrated, searching my memory and redlized that Mr. Barzita's house had been dark and he
hadn't been a hisfront gate to meet us and drop one of his“beauties” as he caled them, into our sacks.
In the rush and fever of greed, we hadn't noticed his absence but had smply moved on to the Blars
house. Then | worked away a a dark spot in my memory, trying to remember if the white car had been
parked in front of his house when we had firg passed it early onin our travels. It was Old Man Barzita' s
place the car had pulled away from when Mary and | noticed it. Perhaps I'd had my mask on, or my
thoughts were on the handful of slver-wrapped Chunkies that Mrs. Harrington had dropped into my



sack. No maiter how | tried, | couldn’t remember those minutes.

Instead | pictured Barzita as a young man, stlepping out of that disease-laden room during the war.
| wondered if the prowler, the man in the white coat, who had become, for me, Death himsdf, hed
appeared on Haloween to findly dam a man who by al accounts should have perished years before in
another country.

For solace | waked down the hdlway to my parents bedroom. My mother had returned to the
living room and passed out on the couch. My heart sank as | viewed the empty bedroom. The light was
on, asit dways seemed to be, but the bed was unmade, and my father’s work clothes from earlier in the
week lay in apile on the floor.

As| stood in the doorway, the weariness that had enveloped me earlier returned, and | yawned. |
tottered forward into the room and crawled into my parents bed on my mother’s sde. The mattress was
soft, and | sank into it. Immediaey | noticed the aromas of machine ol and my mother’s deep powder,
and these scents combined, their chemistry miaking me fed safe. | lifted the red, bug-crushing weight of
The Complete Sherlock Holmes from the night table and turned to The Hound of the Baskervilles.

The print was very smdl and set in double columns, the pages tissue thin. | found the place where
| had left off inmy own copy and started reading. Not even a minute went by, and the tiny letters began
moving like ants. Then gravity took over, and my arms couldn’t hold the volume up.

| dreamed Haloween and an egg battle on the western fidd beneeth the moon at East Lake. Pinky
Steinmacher’s little brother, Gunther, hit me in the head with an egg and knocked me over. When |
opened My eyes, dl the kids from both sides were gone, and the man in the white coat was leaning over
meto lift me up. | pretended to ill be adeep as he carried me, the wind blowing fiercdy, toward his car
parked by the basketbal court. He said in an angry voice, “Come on, open your eyes,” and then | did,
and it was morning, and | redized that hisvoice had been Jm's “You'll be late for school.” | was in my
own bed, upgairsin my room.

It was arush to get ready, and dl three of us kids were groggy. | remembered at the last second
to take my report for Krapp from benegth the pile of books. Mary and | made it to school just before the
bal rang, and we hurried to our classrooms. | was in my seat no more than five minutes before Krapp
stood up from his desk and said, with a grim gmile on his face, “Hand me your reports.” As soon as he
sad it, | looked around and could identify by the flush of red that spread across ther faces dl of those
who'd let Haloween enchant them into inaction. “Who doesn’'t have it? said Krapp. Five trembling
hands went up. He lifted his grade book and recorded the zeros with excruciating precision, saying with
each one, “A zero for you and two detentions.” Someone behind me started crying, but | didn’t dare turn
around to look.

Krapp swept down the aide, taking reports, and | hdd mine out to him. Just before his fingers
closed on it, | noticed that on the front cover 1I'd misspdled “Greece,” writing “The Glory That Was
Grease” He took it dl inin a second—the cutout picture of the old Mexican woman in the shawl, the
misspdling—and shook his head in disgust. He added the paper to the stack in his other hand, and what
he didn't notice, | did. The back of the bottom page, which held the samples of exports, was completely
mottled with dark, greasy dains.

Thet paper came back to me the next day, bearing an F grade and the words “plagiarism” and “a
ginking mess’ written across the woman's wrinkled cheek. The stench of moldy cheese, rotten dlive, and
cigarette combined to make it amdl like shit. | brought it home and showed it to Jm. He shrugged and
sad, “That' s the breaks.” He told me not to tel our parents abouit it. “They won't even natice, they’re o
busy with work and...” He tilted his head back and brought his arm up as if drinking from a big bottle.
“Takeit outsgde and bury it,” he said. “It amdislike a dead man's fest.” So | did, knowing that no good
would come of it. Mary watched me dig a hole with the shove. When | was done laying the foul muddle
to rest and had tamped down the dirt, she put a rock on top to mark the grave.

Sleeping Powder

| stood above Botch Town, surveying its length and breadth, and noticed that snce dJm had
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started wredtling, taken up with a new group of friends, and stayed away from the house as much as
possible, a thin film of dust had settled on his credtion. | imagined it to be a degping powder, like a
sorinkling of magic dust from an evil magician in afary tae. The town appeared quiet, as if in a deep
deep, and there was a certain londiness that pervaded the entire expanse. Nothing much had moved
gnce I'd last looked a it, before Haloween. Charlie il lay in the lake, Boris was ill a work on his car,
Mrs. Harrington had rolled forward onto her ssomach to deep.

Theonly change | noticed was that the prowler was now placed behind our house. | figured that
Mary mugt have moved him after seeing his face at her window. Of course, in redlity he was long gone
and had probably spied on a dozen other families snce hed looked in on her. The repair to Mrs.
Restuccio’s roof dill had not been completed, and dthough the Hdloways had moved out of the
neighborhood more than a year ago, the figure of Raymond, the oldest boy, ill lay desping behind the
house. | wondered if this was to be the end of Botch Town, if dm, getting older now, would forsake it
and it would continue to deegp and dowly decompose urtil the day figures cracked and turned to dust
and the cardboard houses wilted and fdl.

| walked over to a corner of the cellar to a box of old toys we no longer played with. Rummaging
through it, | found a Matchbox car, a reproduction of a hearse—long and black. The back doors
opened, and there had once been a little coffin that you could dide in and out. Usng Jn's supplies, |
painted this car white and, while it was dill wet, set it down on Willow Avenue, parked in front of Mr.
Barzita's place. After taking one more look &t the entire board, | reached out over it and turned off the
un

We Didn’t Go to Church Today

My father miraculoudy appeared in his bed Sunday morning. | happened to go down the
hdl to the bathroom, and on my way | noticed him lying there adeep next to my mother. The sght of him
gartled me, and | went upstairs to tdl IJm, who was dill degping. He got up and followed me downgairs.
| went in and told Mary. Nudging her awake, | said, “Hey, Dad’'s home.” She joined Jm and me, and
we took up positions around the bed, staring and waiting. After quite a while, my father suddenly sat up
and opened his eyes as if a nightmare had awakened him. He shook his head and breathed out, like a
dgh of relief, and smiled at us.

We learned that not only was he there, but he would be home for the entire day. After he got up
and had his coffee, he asked usif we wanted to go for adrive.

“Where?" asked Jm.

“I don’'t know. We I find out when we get there,” he said.

Wedl went and piled into his car, Jm on the passenger sde of the front seat and Mary and mein
the back. It was cold out, but they opened the windows up front, and we drove dong with the radio
blaring and the wind blowing wildly around us. No one said anything. My father pulled over a a roadside
hot-dog stand. We ordered cream sodas and those hot dogs that snapped when you bit them, covered in
cooked onions and mustard. Sitting on overturned milk crates a few feet from the hot-dog stand, we ate
in slence. Then we got back into the car and drove fast, and | had a feding of freedom, of skipping
school and running away.

When we had gone many miles and there was no hope of going back, Mary leaned over the front
seat and said, “We didn’t go to church today.”

My father turned and looked at her for a second, amiling, “I know,” he said, and laughed out loud.

We wound up a a huge park on the North Shore. The lots were dmost empty even though the
day was beautifully clear. We I€ft the car in the middle of the concrete expanse, surrounded by woods on
three sdes.

“Which way will we wak?’ my father asked me.

| pointed to the west, because it seemed like it would take us the farthest from the road and away
from the parking lots.

“Okay,” he sad, “and they're off....”
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We got out of the car, zipped up our coats, and started walking. Jm moved right up next to our
father and tried to match him step for step. | had wanted to be there, next to him, but | didn’'t make a fuss
about it. Mary and | brought up the rear. We left the concrete behind and stepped into the shadows
beneath the tal pines. There was a hdf foot of falen oak leaves and brown pine needles on the ground,
and Mary and | shuffled our feet, occasondly kicking them into the ar. She found a giant yelow leef as
wide as her face, poked two eyeholes into it, and held it up by the stem like a mask.

We waked dong a path for quite a while, saw crows in the treetops, and came to a dearing
where my father raised his hand and put his finger to his lips We three kids stopped waking, and he
crouched down and pointed into the trees on the other Sde of the dearing. Standing there Saring at us
was a huge deer with antlers. A whole minute went by, and then Mary said, “Hello,” and waved to it.
The deer sorang to the Sde and disappeared back into the woods.

My father looked down at the sandy ground. “Tracks,” he said. “A lot of them came through here
in the lagt few hours” He then found a fox track and showed that to us as wdl. After the clearing we
changed direction, unanimoudy deciding, without saying so, that we'd follow the deer. We never saw it
agan for the rest of the day, but the trall we took led us to a huge hill. My father hdd Mary’s hand to
help her, and we dl scrabbled up the hill, dipping on the falen leaves and resting from time to time againgt
the trunks of trees.

Asit turned out, the deer had led us in the right direction, for as we crested the rise, the trees
disappeared and we could see out across the Long Idand Sound dl the way to the Connecticut shore.
The water was iron gray and choppy, dotted with whitecaps. A strong wind blew in our faces. The hill
was covered in grass down the other Sde and devoid of trees. At its base was alittle inlet that, farther
west, skirted the set of sand dunes between us and the sound. It was as wide as two footbdl fieds and
aslong as four, its surface rippling in the wind. An army of white birds stood dong its shore, pecking a
the wet sand.

My father sat down at the top of the hill and took out his cigarettes. As he lit a maich and cupped
itin his hands, catching its spark at the end of his smoke, he said, from the side of his mouth, “You better
go down there and investigate” We didn’t need to be told twice but charged down the hill, whooping,
and the birds took off, lifting into the sky in waves. It fdt for a second asif | could lift into the air, just like
the birds. Jm tripped and rolled a quarter of the way down, and, seeing him, Mary followed his lead, fel,
and rolled the rest of the way.

We gtayed there by the water for a long time, skipping stones, duding with driftwood swords,
watching the killifish swvarm in the shalows. An hour or two passed, and when Jm and Mary decided to
try to catch one of the fish with an old Dixie cup they found in the sand, | looked up a my father just
gtting there. | sdled away from them and went back up the hill. During the dimb | lost Sght of him, as the
steep indline prevented me from seeing more than afew feet ahead of me, but when | got to the top and
he came into view, | noticed that he had his glassesin his hand. | think he’d been crying, because as soon
as he saw me coming, he wiped his eyes and put the glasses back on.

“Come here,” he said to me. “1 need some hdp.”

| walked over and stood next to him. He reached up and, placing a hand lightly upon my shoulder,
stood, making believe he was usng me as a crutch. “Thanks,” he said, and for a brief moment he put his
am around me and hugged me to him. My face went into the sde of his coarse plad jacket, and |
amdled the machine ail. Then he let go and cdled for Jm and Mary to come back.

We stopped on the way home and had dinner a a chrome-sided diner. My father ordered mesat
loaf, and the three of us ordered meat loaf, too. No one spoke through dinner, and when the ice cream
came, he sad to us, “How are you dl doing in school 7’

| felt Im lightly kick my shin under the table as he said, “I'm doing greet.”

“Good,” said Mary.

| said nothing at fird, but Jm kicked me again, and | said, “Doing fine”

Mary, in her Mickey voice, said, “Could you possibly...?” But my father didn’'t notice or chose
not to notice and cdled for the check.

By the time we got back home, it was dark out. We got ready for bed and then sat in the living



room. My mother was up and around and feding good. She played the guitar and sang us a few songs.
My father, like in the old days, read some poems to us from his collection of little red books—*The
Charge of the Light Brigade,” “The Bdlad of Reading Gaol,” and “Crossing the Bar.” That night | dept
wal, no dreams, and the antenna whispered instead of moaned.

ThereHels

| looked up Mr. Barzita's phone number in the directory and began cdling his house every
day after school, but there was never an answer. | asked Nan and Pop if they had seen him, but they
both told me no. Pop asked mewhy | wanted to know, and | just shrugged and said, “Because | haven't
seen him around.”

“Do you ever see imin the cold weather?” asked Nan.

It was true, he rardy showed himsdf after Halloween, and the westher had redly gotten frigid.
Mid-November, and the temperature had dropped into the teens for a week draight. We prayed for a
snowstorm, but it seemed like even the sky was frozen solid. Jm and | rode over to Babylon on our
bikes one Saturday afternoon and went skating on Argyle Lake, but otherwise | just stayed indde,
reeding and catching up on my journd, filling in those members of our neighborhood 1'd yet to capture in
words.

There was one old lady who lived over by East Lake, and | couldn’t remember her name. It was
written on her mailbox, but | kept forgetting to check it on the way home from schoal. | had a good story
about her occasondly going door-to-door, like she was trick-or-treating, asking everyone on the block
for a glass of gin. Her dog, Tatd, a vicious German shepherd, was worth a few lines, especidly
concerning the time it chased the malmen up the Grimms dm tree. | had a fine description of this old
woman's white hag's hair, her skeleta body, and how her sallow skin fit her skull like a rubber glove, but
no name. The cold sngp had broken, and the temperature had risen dightly, so, just to get out of the
house and get some fresh air, | put George on the leash and we took a quick wak around the block.

| wrote her name in my mind, in script, three times—Mrs. Homretz—while George peed on the
post of her mailbox. The sky was overcast, and even though the wind blew, it was mild enough to keep
my jacket open. When | was sure | had it memorized, | turned to start home. Lucky for me | looked
behind me when | did, because just then, rounding the turn on Willow and heading straight for me, were
three kids on their bikes—Will Hinkley, Pinky Steinmacher, and Judin Wash.

“There he i9” cried Hinkley, and | saw dl three of them lift thair asses off ther seats and press
down hard on their pedals for a burst of speed. Even before my heart started pounding and | fdt the fear
explode indde me, | ran. They had blocked off my direct escape route and were ganing on me too fast
for me to take the corner a Cuthbert in order to make my way around the block back to Willow. They'd
have been on me before | reached the middle of that street. Instead | made a bedline for East Lake and
the woods, thinking they might stop chasing me once they hit the tree line.

George eadly kept pace with me as we made our way across the fidd and then down the dope of
Sewer Pipe Hill. | chose the man path, thinking thet if they did come after me, I'd get as far into the
woods as possible before cutting into the trees and underbrush. At the last second, | would head south
toward the spit of woods that extended into the backyards of the Masons and Haloways. If | could
make it that far, | could get back onto Willow close to my house and be home before they caught me. |
stopped for a second to ligen for them. The pounding in my ears was too loud at firg, but then | heard
Pinky give a battle cry. The sound of bikes breaking twigs, ralling over fdlen leaves, followed.

We were off again, down the trail, branches whipping my face, ruts meking me sumble. | tried not
to think about what would happen if they caught us. George would hold his own againg them, but just
picturing Hinkley’ s fists made me go weak indde.

“He sright in front of ud” Wash yelled, and | knew they could see me. | |&ft the path and cut into
the trees. They continued behind me, but the underbrush and fdlen logs dowed them down, and it
sounded as if they had left thar bikes behind. If you were a coward like | was, it was a good thing to be
afad runner, which | dso was. | ran for another five minutes at top speed, and then | had to stop, not
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because | was winded but because the lake spread out before me. I'd trapped mysdf.

| knew that if | had to turn ether right or left, they would catch me easlly. The lake was 4ill frozen
from the cold snap, but athin layer of water dicked the top asit had begun to thaw. | put a foot out onto
the dippery surface and gradudly eased my weight down. It hed me. George was uncertain of the ice,
and | had to drag him dong behind me. | took dow, careful steps forward. By the time my pursuers had
broken through the trees at the edge of the lake, | was about fifteen feet from shore. | didn't look back,
dthough they were cdling my name and saying | was a “fairy” and a “scumbag’ and a “piece of shit.”
George didn't like the Stuation &t &l and began to growl.

“Egg my house?’ | heard Hinkley scream, and then | saw a rock whiz past my head, hit the ice,
and dide three-quarters of the way to the opposite shore.

“Let’'sgo get hm!” yelled Steinmacher, and they must have stepped onto the ice together, because
| fdt the entire surface of the lake undulate and make a growling sound like George did just before
chewing a sneaker. Following that, there was a cracking noise, like a giant egg hatching, and a splash. |
looked over my shoulder and saw Walsh stlanding three feet from shore, up to hiswast in brown water. |
kept going forward as they helped him out of his hole and retreated.

Their extra waight on the ice must have made it ungtable, because now with each step | took |
could hear tiny splintering noises and see fissures spread like vensin the clear, frozen green beneath each
foot. The wind was blowing fiercdly in the middle of the open expanse, and my feding of victory at ther
retreat suddenly vanished, replaced by the prospect that the lake might, & any moment, open up and
swvalow me. That’s when the rock hit mein the back of the head, and | went down hard on my chest and
face. | heard a great fracturing sound, and my mind went blank as much from fear as from the
concussion.

When | findly opened my eyes, | remained splayed out, ligening. | heard the wind, dead leaves
blowing through the woods, George quietly whimpering, and a very disant sound of laughter, moving
away. Every now and then, the ice made a cracking noise. | was soaked from having fdlen into the film
of water atop the frozen surface, and it came to me dowly that | was trembling. With the dowest and
most cautious of movements, | got to my knees. Once | achieved that podtion, | rested for a moment.
My head hurt and | was dizzy, so | closed my eyes. My next god was to stand, and | told mysdf | would
count to thirty, stand up, and get to shore.

When | reached twenty-five, | happened to look down, and saring up at me through the green ice
was a par of eyes. At firg | thought it was my reflection. | leaned down closer to the surface to get a
better 100k, and there, benegth the ice, was the pae, partidly rotted face of Charlie Edison. His hair was
fixed solid in awild tangle. Much of the whites of his eyes had gone brown, and they were big and round
like fish eyes. His mouth was open in a slent scream. Next to his face was the pdm of one hand, and |
could barely see past his wrig, as the forearm disappeared into the murk below. His glasses were
missng, and so was the flesh of hisright cheek.

When | screamed, | fdt as though he was screaming through me. Dropping George's leash, |
scrabbled to my feet, and, dipping and diding, ice cracking everywhere around me, | ran sraight toward
the shore, twenty yards away. In the midst of one step, | fdt the ice crack and give way benegth my hed,
but | was dready gone. The dog and | reached the shore at the same moment, and we both jumped the
last few feet over thethinice at the edge.

Chattering like mad and hdf frozen, | came out of the woods through the Haloways backyard.
My pant legs were Hiff, as was the front of my shirt. When | walked through the front door of our house,
the warmth thawed my fear, and | began to cry. My mother was cooking dinner in the kitchen, but she
just said, “Hello,” and didn't come in. | went upgtairs to my room, pulled off my wet clothes, and got into
bed. Until | was cdled to dinner, | lay under the covers, shivering.

Secr ets

It was a Wednesday, but we were off from school because the next day was Thanksgiving.
The weather was bad, and | couldn’t St ill insde, so | decided to go with Nan to pick up Aunt Gertie at
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the Babylon train station. Nan drove a a crawl and made only right-hand turns. Pop cdled her syle of
driving, “Going there to get there.” Sometimes when | was down at the candy store in town, I’d see the
big blue Impala cregping by with Nan at the whed, looking dl around and amiling like Mr. Magoo. Once,
when | was with her, an angry guy drove past us and yelled, “Get a horse and buggy!” Today the torture
was compounded by deet and hall.

An hour later we were somewhere in Brightwaters, over by the bay, searching for the correct
series of right-hand turns that would send us back toward Babylon. Thankfully, the hal had stopped, but
night was coming on.

“What do you think about secrets?’ | said to her.

Her lips were going, and she was garing sraight ahead. She jammed on the brakes a a stop sgn,
and then we made a turn. Right, of course. “Honesty’ s the best policy,” she said.

A few minutes later, | said, “Aren’t you taking about lies?’

“Maybe” she said, and laughed. She drove on for awhile, eyes peded for another right turn. “Did
| ever tdl you | was married before Pop?’

“l heard about it,” | said.

“My firg husband's name was Eddy. What a head of har. He was a motorcycle cop in New
York. A terrible drunk. Once he drove his motorcycle through a plate-glass window and was in the
hospitd for 9x months.”

| waited for her to go on, but she didn’t. “What happened to him?’ | asked.

“Eventudly he died of pneumonia,” she said.

“Did you ever ride on his motorcycle?’

“Sure” she said. “He could be a lot of fun. But he was crazy. When he'd get drunk, he'd shoot
hisgun off in the street.”

She laughed again, and so did I.

“I have his gun and badge and hilly clubsinmy closet. Remind me to show you.”

“One of the clubs has dice inlad into it. Beautiful. And there's a blackjack. Do you know what
thet is?’

“No.”

“It's legther with a piece of lead rolled into it and gtitched up. You can break somebody’s skull
with it.”

“Wait till Jm sees thet,” | said.

“If you beat somebody with it, there's no black-and-blue marks. You can't play with it, though.
It'sdeadly. | think it'sillegd now,” she said, and put her finger to her lips.

“When did you marry Pop?’ | asked.

“A couple of months after Eddy died.”

They’'ll Bring the Fetid Cheese Ball

Aunt Gertie was stout and pae, dl bottom lip and jowls, like Wingon Churchill with a
hairnet, and Mary could face her only as Mickey. “ Sngp out of it, sweetie,” Aunt Gertie told her. “You're
acting ample” She handed me afive and said my har was ridiculous. When she paid Jm, she just shook
her head and winced. Then she ordered Nan, cdling her Maise, to hand out the black-and-white
cookies in the bakery box on the table. She never came without them—platters of icing in haf-moons.
She asked us how we were doing in school and scowled a our reports. Aunt Gertie worked for the
bishop in Rockville Centre, so when she asked if we said our prayers, we nodded.

“Yeeh,” sad Jm. “We pray we do better in schoal.”

Her body jiggled, and we knew she was laughing.

“We want to ask you about the hermit from where you and Nan grew up,” | said.
“What hermit?’ she said.

“Beddia” sad Nan.
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Aunt Gertie made a sour face.

“The one who lived in a cave in the fidd of asparagus,” said Jm.

Aunt Gertie laughed. “Heaven hdp us” she said, and folded her stubby arms across her chest.

“Remember, we' d go out there and call”—here Nan brought her hand up to the side of her mouth
and wiggled her fingers—*Beddia, we' d love to sed ya?”

“Nothing of the sort,” said her sister. “That never happened.”

“God as my judge” said Nan.

“Mdarkey,” sad Aunt Gertie.

As we retreated through the door to our house, Pop looked up over his paper and said, “Thanks.”

The antenna gave me no deep that night, and | knew there was something in the corner behind the
open closet door. George mus have fdt it, too, because he growled in his deep at the end of the bed.
After what seemed a week passed in one night, each of my forced daydreams of Perno Shdll logt in an
arctic blizzard melted by fear, | findly heard my mother get up. Before going downdairs, | swung the
closet door closed and then touched the bare wood of the floor with my foot. It was damp.

| squinted in the fluorescent light of the kitchen. My mother was a the sink, deaning out the
turkey. She wore her bathrobe, the deeves rolled up, and her hair was crazy. There was a cigarette going
in the ashtray on the counter, and next to it sat a cup of black coffee. The linoleum was cold. Out the
window behind her, | saw a gray dawn with steam rigng from the ground. | waked closer and looked at
the massve pink and ydlow bird, its cavern, its sharp wingtips, its nose and hairs. My father’s work gave
it to him for free, and he'd brought it home wrapped up in atowd like a baby.

“Twenty-sx pounds,” she said. She dropped the bird into the snk, pulled off a rubber glove, and
took up her cigarette. “It' sared SOB.”

She poured me a bowl of nameless flakes, drowned them in fake milk, added hdf a diced banana,
and covered it dl with sugar. We sat in the dining room. She smoked and drank her coffee while | ate.

“What are you reading?’ she asked me.

“Hound of the Baskervilles,” | said.

As haggard as she looked, her face it up.

“A. Conan Doyle” | sad.

“What's your favorite part?’ she asked.

In my imagination | saw the figure of Dr. Watson, his black bag in hand. He waved to me from
across a nowy cobblestone street. “Watson,” | said.

My mother smiled and took a drag on her cigarette. 1 think the Stories are redly about Watson,”
she said. “He was wounded in the Afghan War, a the Battle of Maiwand. | think the Stories are about
Watson home from the war, usng the writing of the stories to cure himsdf. He's a doctor, as was Conan
Doyle”

“What about Sherlock Holmes?’ | asked.

“He sadrug addict and he plays the vidin,” said my mother.

| nodded like | knew what she meant and quickly asked who was coming for dinner. She went
through the ligt of guests, punctuating it with short comments: “They’ Il bring the fetid cheese bdl again this
year...."”

Amid a haze of cooking turkey, Jm and Mary and | watched every minute of the Macy’s parade
on the tube. Jm declared that the whole thing would rot if they didn’t have the giant baloons.

“And Santa,” Mary added.

“l hatethe sngers” | said.

“All they're doing is playing a record on a loudspeaker, and the Snger just waves to people,” sad
Jm.

“Stinks,” sad Mary.

George camein and got up on the couch between Jm and Mary. As soon as the dog lay down,
Jmtook to very, very lightly brushing just three of George's back hairs. Eventuadly George snarled. dJm
lad off for a few seconds before doing it again. Three times later we dl laughed, and suddenly George
snapped. He hated to be made fun of.



Mary put an end to it by saying, “ Stop. Santa’s coming.” But it wasn't for another hour. When he
findly saled past with his waving eves and bag of presents, it was as if attached to the back of his
degh's runners was the movie March of the Wooden Soldiers with Laurd and Hardy. As Santa
returned to the North Pole, he pulled that gray nightmare over uslike a blanket, and Mary went Mickey.
| could never decide which was creepier, the amy of rouge-cheeked wooden soldiers or the hary
mongers that swarmed out of the caves beneath the story-land village There was Snging in it, and the
dnging didn’t tink. Laurd and Hardy acted like idiots, and we enjoyed that.

Tokill time before the company showed up, Jm and | took George for a walk to the school field.
We messed around by the basketbdl court, peered down into the now-slent kingdom of crickets in the
sump, and waked the perimeter. Eventudly dJm said, “We re gonna be laie)” and started for home. |
wanted to tdl him about Charlie being in the lake, but when we reached the edge of the school yard, he
started to tdl me about this girl in his class in junior high. “She has tits like torpedoes,” he said. “Up
periscope.”

And then we were home. The house was jangling with heat and voices. The smdl of turkey
roadting was as thick in the ar as my mother’s perfume on work mornings. Cars lined the curbs going
both ways. My father let usin the front door and told us to hurry up and get dressed.

From the dtairs | looked down on the scene through a cloud of smoke—people on the couches
and chairs, ganding in the dining room, leening againg the walls, ice cubes dinking, plates of cheese
cubes impaed on toothpicks, cdery with cream cheese and walnuts, a turquoise dress, a pile of har, a
drange deep laughter risng out of the noise of voices. | saw Nan's door open and knew there was a
whole group of men in there watching footbdl on televison.

In minutes, with giff white shirt and polished shoes, hair bear-waxed up, | dove into the party.
Unde Jack did magic tricks for Mary at the dining-room table, drgping a handkerchief over his hands
and making cards disappear. His mother, Grandma, my father’s mother, sat sraight as a statue, scanning
the crowd. She had abig, smooth melted piece of skin under her chin that was supposedly transplanted
there from her ass. Once she told me that when she was a girl in Oklahoma, she saw a woman with a
disease that caused a cobweb to grow from her mouth and down across her chest. “Fine as frog's hair,”
she'd said to me, waving her hand in the air to show how the suff caught the breeze.

Pop’s sgter, Aunt Irene, told about her trip to the psychic and blinked every other second. | dso
hed an aunt who burped every other second, but she wasn't at the party. My father drank a whiskey
sour with ice and a cherry in it and chatted with Aunt Gertie and her son, Bob, the priest. | went and
stood near the back door, opening it a diver to fed the coal ar. In the kitchen my mother, surrounded by
bailing pots and dirty dishes, a cigarette between her lips and a glass of cream sherry in her hand, knelt a
the open oven, badting the 9zz2ing bird.

My cousins Cillie and Ivy and Suzie, dl in high school, sat with us a the kids table set up in the
living room. They liked to joke around with Jm, but their long blond hair and lemon perfume made me
dhy. There was this other kid there, the son of my father’s friend. | forget his name, but no matter what
you sad to him, he'd say in return, “Naturdly,” like abig know-it-al. Jm threw a black dlive a him and
hit im in the eye. When the kid started crying, Jm told him to shut up. Then we ate.

After dinner everyone jammed around the living room, and my cousins played “The Twid,” a
record by Chubby Checker, on the Victrola, and taught everyone how to do the dance named after it.
“Like you're putting out a cigarette with the toe of your shoe” they said. My mother even came out of
the kitchen, drink in hand, and did the twist. Aunt Gertie laughed, Grandma stared, Edwin (I never redly
knew who he was related to or how) came in from the footbal room for another drink and fake-bit Nan
on the head. Mary, taking to hersdlf, snuck down the hdlway to her room.

George circled the dancers, snaling. At one point Mrs. Farley dropped her glasses on the floor,
and when she bent over to get them, George lunged for her ass. At that very second, my father, who was
gtting on the couch and taking to someone, took it dl in from the corner of his eye and stuck his foot out
50 that he caught the dog in midair, George' s mouth dosing on hisloafer. | don't think anyone dse saw it
but me. My father, turning momentarily away from his conversation, looked over and raised his
eyebrows.



Mary asked if it was okay, and we were dlowed to go downgtairs and check the Christmas lights.
We did it every year on Thanksgiving night. My father led us into the basement, to the corner, back by
the ol burner, on Mary’'s sde of the dairs. The party above us sounded like a stampede. | heard Pop
playing the mandoalin in the background. My father showed Jdm the boxes and ingtructed him in how to
plug the gtrings of lights into the outlet. He gave us two rows of replacement bulbs—al orange. Then he
left, and we just stood there in the mildew-dust scent, ligening.

“Bubble lights” said Mary, and Jm moved into action.

“You know bubble lights are last,” he said.

“Could you possibly...?" said Mary.

Jm put one of the tattered red Nova boxes on the concrete floor. As soon as he flipped open its
cover, | smdled the tinsd-pine scent of Christmases past. There they were, deep-colored glass heads
adeep dl inarow. He undrung the cord and plugged them in. Mary sighed when they came on. “Wait a
second,” said Jm, and turned off the overhead light. We sat in the dark, in a circle around the box, just
daing at the glow. As the lights heated, they baked that Chrigmas scent, and we breathed it in like a
cure. We started replacing dead bulbs: | pulled out a burned one, Mary handed Jm a replacement, and
he screwed it in.

| whispered, “Charlie Edison’sin the lake, judt like Mary said.”

“How do you know?’ asked Jm.

| told him about Hinkley chasing me out onto the ice.

“l hate Hinkley,” said Mary.

“You probably saw your reflection,” sad Jm.

“| swear he'sthere” | said. “Mary knew it.”

“What did he look like?’

| told him.

Jm stared a me through Chrismas light. “I'll take care of Hinkley,” he said.

“But what about the other?’ | asked.

“Why didn’t you tdl Dad?’

“l don’t want Charli€’ s mother to know,” | said. “ She dill has hope.”

“Don't tel,” said Mary.

Jm shook his head.

“Theguy inthe car. | think he killed Mr. Barzita, too.”

“Hg Man?’ said Jm, and laughed.

| told him about what happened Halloween night.

My father came to the door then and called down to see if we were dl right.

“Yeah,” cdled Jm, and he got up and turned on the overhead light. Then he unplugged and put
away the box of lights “Well do the bubble lights next,” he told Mary.

“Naturdly,” she said.

He took awhite and green box out of the stack and laid it on the floor. We gathered round as he
opened it. They were rare, and there were no replacements for them—ong glass fingers of colored liquid
that boiled when they were lit. Jm plugged in the string, and it was so old and frayed we could hear the
eectricity running through it. Pop had bought them forty years back, and their glow was a message from
the past. We watched carefully for the first bubble.

By the time we' d finished checking the lights and emerged from the basement, the guests were dl
gone. My mother was gtting in the recliner in her bathrobe spping her wine, and my father, in his dress
pants and black socks, sat on the couch amoking. They were talking about who looked good and who
didn’t. I lay down on the braided rug next to George and listened till | fdl adeep.

They’'ll Gofor That

In the days that followed Thanksgiving, Jm dusted off Botch Town and set to work on it
agan, fixing things that had fdlen down, putting in a stop Sgn where Willow Avenue met Hammond
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Lane. He made figures for Mrs. Homretz and her dog, Tatel, and a new Mrs. Harrington. The old Mrs.
Harrington had cracked from her own weaght. | was his assstant. He saw the car I'd painted white and
told meit was “amog good.” We worked every night on the board after doing our homework. His plan
was to let Mary have her way and show us where the prowler was. “Then we catch him,” he said.

| asked around schoal if any of the kids had sghted the man in the white coat or seen a face at
their window. | had to be careful the way | put it, so no one would get wise to what was going on. Not a
trace, though. No one had seen anything. Hardly anybody remembered the prowler, and it had only been
a couple of weeks sance Mrs. Mangini had been “viewed in the atogether,” as her husband, Joe,
explained to Pop out on the front lawn. I'd been standing there when Joe went by wearing his Long
Idand Ral Road conductor’s hat, his newspaper rolled up under his arm. After Joe had moved on, Pop
sad, “Chrig.”

One night Jm cdled Mary over to our side of the cdlar. We heard her stop taking to hersdf, and
then the curtain that separated the two haves opened. She took one step out on our Side but didn't come
any closer to the board.

“Do you get the plan?’ Jm asked her.

“Yeeh” sad Mary.

| laughed.

Jm hit mein the am and told me to shut up. “We want you to tdl us where the prowler is” he
sad. He hed up the figure he/ d made from the army man—pin arms and bright eyes. “ Show us,” he sad,
holding the figure out to her.

She shook her head. “Not yet.”

“Comeon,” hesad.

“No comment till thetimelimitisup,” she said.

We laughed because she’ d stolen the line from an old Superman episode.

“What do you mean?’ asked Jm.

She turned like a robot, walked past us, and went up the gairs.

Theday | discovered the cheese bdl in the kitchen garbage, we got our report cards. It was about
aweek before Chrisgmas, and Krapp had done me wrong. When he handed it to me, he shook his head.
| falled math and socid studies, and the rest of the grades weren't too good ether. After a long wak
home and on the verge of tears, | entered the house. Jm was waiting for me. He immediaidy asked to
seemy card. One look and he smiled. “Nice work,” he said. “They could use you a Harvard.”

“Whet did you get?’ | asked.

“l only failed one,” he said. “And draight C's.”

“Wait till they get home,” | said.

“Don’'t worry, just tdl them Krapp hates you. They'll go for that.”

But they didn’t. Even Mary, who spent dl that extra time in her make-believe school, did lousy.
There was alot of ydling. My father, red in the face, poked mein the chest with his index finger and told
me|’d have to learn math from him now. Jm sat quietly, no matter what happened, and nodded. When it
was over, we were dl sent to bed. Mary went down the hdl, and | dried my tears as | followed Jm
updtairs. He went toward his room and | toward mine. Just before | closed the door behind me, he
whispered, “Hey.” | turned around. He dropped into a squat, grunting and meking faces. His hand was
behind his back. Suddenly the report card fdl to the floor between his legs. He stood, gave a 9gh, and
shut the door.

Snow Globe

Two days ater Chrigmas, there was a blizzard. The heat went off, and we were 4l
huddled in the kitchen on couch-pillow beds. The oven was on and open. My mother had tacked
blankets up over the entrances to the living and dining rooms. Mary and Jm and my mother were dl sick
with the flu, coughing and shivering, wrapped in blankets. My father sat in the cold in the dining room,
drinking coffee and reading an old newspaper. He cdled for me.
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“Go updtairs and put on alot of clothes. If you stay in here with me, you might not catch what they
have” Steam came out of his mouth when he spoke. “Or you can go in Nan and Pop’s—they have ther
electric heater on.”

| nodded and went past him toward the dairs, and | saw, out the bit of the front window not
obscured by the darkened Chrisgmeas tree, a wdl of snow, reaching up beyond the top of the glass. The
wind shrieked around the house.

“How highisit?’ | asked.

He turned to look at the living-room window. “They said five feet on the radio a couple of hours
ago. But it's drifted up around the houses to the gutters. That’s some serious snow.”

Up in my bedroom, teeth chattering againgt the cold, | dressed in layers of pgjamas and shirts and
pants. | put on my socks and sneakers, which | never usudly wore in the house. Outside my ice-crusted
window, | saw atidd wave of whitein the front yard, and it doped down to about four feet in the space
between our house and the Farleys. The street was blocked from view, and | could make out only the
roofs on the other side. It fdt like we were trapped with the wind in a snow globe.

When | got back downgtairs, Mom was stting at the other end of the dining-room table, a shawl
over her bathrobe, smoking and shaking. “We're going to need aspirin and children’s aspirin, and some
frozen orange juice, a carton of cigs. | doubt the liquor store's open, but get a hdf gdlon of wineif it is”
sesad.

My father was hunched over the table, writing with a pencil stub on the back of an envelope.
“Okay,” he said.

“How are you going to get to the Street?’ she asked.

“| could get out the back door,” he said, “but from the looks of it I'd have to dig through the drift
inthe front to get to the road. But that's like twelve feet of snow. Once | make it to the road, it should be
dl right. | heard the plow go through last night a couple times”

“You can't go out the front door,” she said.

“I'm not gonna. I’'m gaing out the upstairs window. I'll lie flat and breaststroke to the street,” he
sad, aniling. Helit a cigarette. “I'll go in aminute”

“How are you going to get back in?’ she said.

“I'll worry about thet later.” My father turned to me and said, “Go ask Nan and Pop if they need
anything from the store.”

| went next door, and it was warm. The rings of the little eectric heater glowed bright orange. Pop
was gitting in the chair in the corner, his head back, lightly snoring, and Nan was on the couch at a tray,
doing a paint-by-number.

She looked up and said, “Close the door, quick.”

| did and went over to see her picture, which was of a bullfighter. Although she wasn't great at
daying in the lines, the blobs of color were garting to become something. “It's good,” | said, and then
asked if she wanted anything from the store.

“No, but who's gaing to the store in this mess?’ she asked.

“Dad’'sgoing,” | said. “He s going out the front window upstairs.”

A few minutes later, my father, dressed in his jacket, a pair of gloves, and Jm's black skullcap,
led Nan, my mother, and me upstairs. We went into Jm’'s room, and my father started moving the desk
and char away from the windows. | looked out and could see that the snow had drifted up to the edge of
the roof. My father removed one of the sorm windows from its frame and shoved the window the whole
way up. The wind and snow blasted into the room, and we al stepped back. My father said, “If | ank in,
throw me aling” and laughed. Then he hoisted himsdf through the opening, into the storm.

Mom and Nan and | crowded around the window, the snow blowing in our faces. My father crept
down the doping roof and, when he reached the edge, lay down on his somach. He carefully pushed
himsdf out onto the snow and immediatdy sank in afoot or two.

“Oh, Chrigt,” said my mother.

“He loves the dements” said Nan.

He started wriggling forward toward the street. He moved very dowly, and | thought the drift



might devour him at any second. Hafway there he stopped and just lay ill.

My mother caled out to him, “Are you dl right?’

“Things are shifting a bit,” he said.

He gtarted forward again, and when he eventudly came close to the street, he got up on his knees
and crawled quickly like a crab. Then he went over the edge. |1 don't know if he heard us, but we
clapped. A drong gust pushed us dl away from the opening. My mother stepped through the blowing
snow and shut the window with a bang. The room went very ill.

“It's so dark out dready,” said Nan.

When we got downgtairs, my mother went back into our kitchen and | followed Nan into her
house. She put the TV on for me, and | watched a Hercules movie with the sound off while she painted.
Last night | hadn’t gotten much deep, with dl the coughing and maneuvering in the crowded kitchen. My
weariness and the warmth of the heater made me doze. When | woke up a while later, Nan had put
away her pants and was frying a pork chop a her little sove. On the TV, Hercules was lifting a giant
boulder. Pop was awake now, reading a magazine. He saw | was dso awake and said, “You shouldn’t
watch thisjunk,” nodding toward the televison. “Y ou should read a magazine. It's educationd. See?’ He
turned the magazine in his hands so | could see the page he was on. There was no writing, just a picture
of a naked woman ditting on the lgp of a guy in a gorilla suit. 1 could fed my face flush red. Nan looked
over and laughed. “Put that avay,” she said. He closed the magazine and threw it down next to his chair.

After lunch Pop brought out his project. | sat next to him & the kitchenette table. He'd been
putting together a plastic modd kit that had two figures—a Neandertha man, who stood on one sde of
the base, and a human skeleton that stood on the other. The caveman was finished and stood, dressed in
a leopard skin, with a club in his hand. Pop worked on the human rib cage, guing each sharp bone in
place, and | held the skull, working the movable jaw up and down. Nan passed by every few seconds,
doing her dally exercise, waking from the living room to the bedroom one hundred times.

While he worked, Pop sipped at a glass of Old Grand-Dad and told me something that happened
once when he was in the merchant marine. His ship was off the coast of Italy, and they were coming into
port. It was a beautiful clear day, and the sun was bright. “The town we were heading for came in Sght
on the horizon,” he said. “I thought | was seeing heaven. The buildings of the town glowed pure white in
the sun. Aswe got closer, it looked even more beautiful—even the streets were white. Then we landed
and went ashore. And let this be alesson to you....”

| nodded.

“Our ship had brought the seagulls, and they circled in the sky by the hundreds, thinking we were
afishing boat. That's when | redized that the whiteness of the buildings and streets was from dried gull
ghit. Over time those birds had covered everything.”

When | went back next door to our house, my mother was drinking and smoking a the
dining-room table. | could tdl by the look on her face that she wasin a bad mood, so as cold as it was, |
went up to my room and, fully clothed, got into bed and pulled the covers up. Before long | built up some
heat in my cocoon and drifted off to deep. It seemed like only minutes later that Jm was standing next to
my bed with a blanket wrapped around him. “Get up,” he said.

| opened my eyes, and he sad, “It’ s three-thirty, and Dad's not back yet.”

“How long's he been gone?’ | asked.

“Likefive hours. Evenif he crawled, he'd have made it by now.”

“What's Mom say?’" | asked.

He closed his eyes, tilted his head back, and snored. “She’'s out cold in the kitchen. Mary’s
fever's gotten worse. We need the children's aspirin. Nan's got her in her place, wrapped up on the
couch. I'm going out to look for Dad.”

“Do you fed better?’ | asked.

He sat down on the edge of the bed and shook his head. The only other time I’d seen him look as
weak was when | went to one of his wrestling matches and he'd logt. | had an image in my mind of my
father up to his hipsin snow, unable to move, and snking dowly, like it was quicksand. “I'll go,” | said.

“Yeah, right,” he said.



| threw the blanket off and sat up. “I can do it,” | said, and the part of me that didn't want to was
not inmy head.

“You'll have to go out the window,” he said.

“I'm judt afraid of anking in.”

“It stopped snowing, and it looks like there's an ice crugt, so you'll dide acrossit.”

| got out of bed and went to the closet for my coat.

“It's getting late, and it'll be dark soon. You gotta go up to the stores and look for him. If you
don’'t see him by then, come right back.”

“Okay,” | said. My gloves were long lost, s0 | took a par of white socks out of the dresser and
put them on my hands.

“Put your hood up,” he said.

We went into his room.

“Does Nan know about this?’ | asked.

“If she did, she wouldn't let you go,” he said. Then he stepped forward and pushed up the
window. Thewind blew in, and | walked forward. He helped me up to the sll, and | scrabbled through
onto the roof. The sudden cold, the Sght of the houses sunk in snow, stunned me, and | crouched down.
The sky was as degp inits gray as the bubble lights were in color.

“Shit or get off the pot!” dm yelled, and | fdt his hand on my shoulder. | looked back once to see
him leaning out the window. When | reached the edge of the roof, | got down on my ssomach as I'd seen
my father do. Jm was right, there was a sheen of ice on the snow. By the time | thought about snking in,
| was hdfway across. | pictured mysdf trapped in snow, unable to breathe. The imege scared me, and |
went faster until 1 fel. Thinking | was going under, | screamed. The snow that cushioned my fdl was only
up to my waist. | stood and caught my breath, amazed that I'd made it. All down the block in front of
me, the snow was drifted up on ether Sde, to the edge of the rooftops in giant waves. | remembered
when Mrs. Grimm taught our catechism class and told us about the parting of the Red Sea.

| made dow headway, as though in a dream. Beneath the wind it was so Slent that at one point my
ears made their own sound, and | thought | heard Nan cdling my name. | trudged forward toward
Hammond Lane at the end of the block, where | hoped the plows had gone through more than once.

The snow started again, giant wet flakes, and night was no more than an hour away by the time |
reached Hammond. My sneakers were soaked and freezing. The snow was bunching up under my pant
legs, and the socks weren't gloves. My nose was running. | had to dimb a mountain of plowed snow a
the end of the block. It was pretty solid, but coming over the peak scared me because it fdt like | was
twenty feet up. | scrabbled down the other side to where the road was covered in only a few inches of
packed snow. Hammond led sraight to the stores. | was tired, but now | could wak easly, and that was
ardief. A black car came out of the gloom behind me, its tire chains like a drumbegt. | knew it was Mr.
Cleary, the principd of East Lake, because he drove with his left hand on the whed and his right around
histhroat, where it dways rested. | waved, but he didn’t see me.

The parking lot at the stores had been plowed, and dl around its edges were giant walls of snow,
like afort. The ddi, the candy store, the supermarket, and Howi€ s Pizza were dl dark. At the end of the
row, though, it looked like there was a light on in the drugstore. In my mind | saw my father ganding a
the counter taking to the drug guy with the thick glasses, and | walked fagter.

In the window of the store hung an old poster of the Coppertone girl and the little dog yanking her
pants down. The lights were definitdly on, and | tried to look up the main ade as | pulled on the door
handle. It was locked. | tried it again and again. | moved to the side of the door to look up another aide
but saw no one. | banged on the window. Staring dully into the fluorescent-lit store, | heard a car’s tire
chains out on Hammond. The sound dowed, and then | redlized it was turning in to the parking lot. |
looked over my shoulder and saw a long white car. It turned and started toward me, its headlights
meking my eyes squint. | fet weak and couldn’'t move. My mouth went dry. The sound of the car’s tire
chansasit dowly crossed the lot had become my heartbeat. When the car reached Howi€' s Pizza, the
fear exploded ingde me, and | bolted around the sde of the drugstore. There was awadl of plowed snow
infront of me, and | jumped up onto the firg ice block. | dimbed up and up like a monkey. Behind me |



heard the car stop and its door open. When | reached the top, | looked back for just a second. Only
after | jJumped did | redize that the person ganding next to the car was not the man in the white coat but
the drugstore guy. It was a sheer twelve-foot drop. When | hit, my knees buckled and | went face-first
into two feet of snow.

| got up and turned to go back over the hill but was confronted by a wdl of ice It was
undimbable. | fdt like crying, but | didn’t. The dark made me think about how greet it would be back in
the oven warmth of the kitchen. | took a few deep breaths and thought about how to get home. | wasn't
familiar with the street | was trapped on, which ran behind the stores. Hinkley lived in this neighborhood,
0 | didn't go there much. What | did know was that at the end of the winding block it touched the
woods somewhere. | thought the drifts might not be as bad under the trees, and | could cut through to the
Masons backyard and then dimb over the fences to ours.

| started out and wound my way around drifts of snow as | went. The illuminated windows of the
houses, some showing lit Chrismas trees, made me fed better each time | saw one. Then the wind
picked up, and the snow started to come fagter, driving againg me. My ears hurt from the cold, and my
hands were freezing in my coat pockets. | could barely make out the treetops of the woods, looming
darker than the night behind a house | was passing. The snow was fierce, and | had to get in under the
trees to get somerdief. | walked up the driveway of the darkened house, into the backyard. On my way
to the woods, | saw an old wooden garage, the snow drifted againgt one side. It was open, so | went in
to rest for aminute. It smeled of gasoline, but it was a pleasure to stand on the solid concrete floor.
Leaning againg the wadll, | listened to the wind outsde and closed my eyes.

| could have stayed there for along time. | found that my sght had adjusted to the darkness of the
place, and | redized that there was a car only afoot away from me. It was a white car. | squinted. A big
white car. | thought about how I’ d been fooled by the drugstore guy, but then | saw something behind the
backseat where the windshield curved down. Regting againg one of the fins, | got a better look. It was a
kid's basebdl hat. When | saw the Cleveland Indian’s amile, | turned and looked at the house. A light
went on in an upstairs window. | let out a whispered cry and ran. Before | knew it, | was in the woods,
running through knee-deep snow.

| don't remember how | got there, but | kind of woke up and found mysdf banging on the back
door of our house. My father opened it and drew me into hisarms.

“Its dl right,” he said, and | redized how heavily | was bregthing. 1 pulled my hood off and
shidded my eyes for amoment againg the fluorescent light.

“l cameto get you,” | said, dmogt crying.

“l know,” he said, and pulled me close to his side.

On the floor around us, my mother was degping by the entrance to the living room, Mary was
gtting up reading an old racing form, and dm lay with blankets piled over him, staring up a me. He was
trembling from fever, but he said, “Nice work.”

| pointed & Mary and sad, “Is she better?’

“Yeah,” said my father. “ She swested the shit out.”

Mary looked up from her form. “1 sweated it,” she said.

Jm laughed.

My father sent me to the bathroom to get out of my wet clothes, and he went upstairs to my room
and got me underwear and socks and dippers and two sets of pgamas. My feet itched terribly as they
thawed. After | dressed, | came out to the living room, where my father sat on the couch in front of the
Chrigmeas tree. On the coffee table were two smdl glasses and the squat, dark bottle of Drambuie. | sat
down next to my father, and he leaned forward and poured out the golden syrup. He struck a match and
touched the flame to the liquid in my glass. A blue flane wavered across the surface. We watched it for a
litle while, and then he said, “ Okay, blow it out.” | did.

“Givethat aminute” he told me, and took a Sp of his. He lit a cigarette. “I don’t know how you
made it. It's rough out there. | was just about to put my jacket on and go back out to look for you.”

“Why'd it take you s0 long?’ | asked.

“Wedl, I went up to Hammond on my way out. And it was plowed, so | started walking to the



stores, and about hafway there | look over on the sde of the road and see a hand coming out of the
snow. At firg | thought | was seeing things. So | walked over to it and kicked some snow from around fit,
and thereé' sa body.” He took another sip.

“What'd you do?’ | asked.

“l dug the body out. Man, this guy was frozen solid. | meaen s0lid, like a statue. Findly | tun the
body over—the eyes were shattered like glass. Y ou know who it was?’

“Who?' | said.

He pointed with the two fingers that held his cigarette. “The guy up the street. You know, the old
men with the squirres”

“Mr. Bazita” | said, and fdt the snow inmy face. | thought about him ditting amnong his trees with
the gun on hislap, his eyes shattered, and | took up the Drambuie. The fird taste was sweet molten lava
Barzita turned to confetti.

“He' s plucked hislast fig,” said my father. “So once | found him, | had to go up to the stores and
use the pay phone to cdl the cops. They told me | had to go back and wait by the body, so | did. | stood
there for about two hours, freezing. Findly the cop came, and him and me put the body in the backseat
of his car and took it to the hogpital. On the way there, we got stuck and had to dig out. We had to help
other people who were stuck. It was a big rigmarole. Bullshit on top of bullshit. The cops asked me dl
kinds of questions. They figured the guy’d gone out to the store early and maybe a plow clipped him in
the dark. His neck was broken. After it was over, the cop gave me aride. | dill had to get the aspirin and
guff. On the way, though, more bullshit. Then he got a cdl and had to drop me up by the library. You
know, one thing after another.”

My father got up and turned out dl the lights except those on the tree. We sat in Slence, daring at
the colors. | drank only haf the Drambuie before | put the glass down on the table.

“Have you squinted yet this year?” he asked. He had this thing about squinting at the Christmas
lightsin the dark. We both squinted for awhile, and then | leaned my head back and closed my eyes.

“Okay,” he sad, “what’ s nine times nine?’

| made believe I’ d fdlen adeep, but | heard Mary from the kitchen cal quietly, “Eighty-one”

He's Coming Up the Drainpipe

The next day, as soon as he could get through, the heating guy came and fixed the all
burner. 1t was good to get out of the kitchen. Jm was feding dl better, except he had a cold. He and |
went outside in the frigid wind and sunshine to help my father, who had to get to work that night, dig a
path to the street and free the cars. | waited for a chance to talk to Jm about what 1'd seen, and my
father findly went insde for awhile

“l know | was wrong about Barzita” | said, “but now | know where the man with the white car
lives”

“Where?’

| told him about the house with the garage that bordered the woods.

“What if he killed Barzita and then dumped the body in the road during the blizzard?” Jm said.

“l didn't think of that,” | told him. “1 figured | was just wrong.”

“If you didn’t think of it, it's probably right,” he said. “Well go through the woods, and you can
show me the guy’s house, but we have to wait till the snow’s gone. Otherwise he can track our footprints
back home.”

“| left footprints” | said.

“Let’s hope the sorm covered them.”

On the days left of our Chrismas vacation, we went deigh riding, had a massve snowbdl fight
with armies of kids, and Jm and | walked to the bay one afternoon because Larry March told us his
father said it was frozen solid. Jm said March's old man's head was frozen solid, but we walked out
onto the bay, powdered snow swirling around usin the sunlight. There were eruptions of ice that stood a
foot or so above the surface. Sometimes the ice was rumpled, sometimes patches were clear and smooth
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and you could look down into the murk below. If it weren't for me being scared of fdling through, dm
would have gone dl the way to Captree Idand. When | told him | was going back to shore, he turned to
me and said, “1 know why Mary won't hep us”

“Why?' | asked.

“Pop and her aren’t working the figures for the races. He told me the other day, he's wating for
the running of the pigs down at Hideah. There's no races for him to bet on right now. I'll bet she thinks
she's on vacation like Pop.”

That night, standing before Botch Town, we asked Mary if Jm's theory was right. She didn’'t say
anything but stepped forward to the board and scrutinized it. We stood there for a while until Im looked
a me and shook his head. He reached around Mary, picked up the prowler figure, and tried to hand it to
her. She pushed hisarm away.

“No,” she said, and looked around the board. She found the white car parked up the block by
Mr. Barzita s house and picked it up. When she put it down, it landed right in front of our house.

“When?’ Jm said.

“Now,” sad Mary.

“Now?’ | asked.

“Right now,” said Mary.

Jm had dready taken off up the stairs, and | was close behind him. We went to the front window
and looked out into the night. The snow was everywhere, and the moon was full. Jm said, “Oh, shit,”
and a second later | saw the headlights. The white car crept dowly by. After the tallights disappeared
from view, dJm stepped back and sat on the couch.

“l told you,” | said.

When we went back down into the cdlar to tdl Mary she was right, she'd dready gone over to
her own sde of the steps. We heard her over there as Mickey. Then Mrs. Harkmar was tdling him he
hed dl the right answers. Jm turned his atention to the board. “The prowler is prowling,” he said.

“Who?' | asked.

“Hey, look,” said Jm. “She changed that.” He was pointing to the figure of Charlie Edison, now in
our backyard.

“What's that supposed to mean?’ | said, and could tdl he'd caught the inch of fear inmy voice.

“He s coming up the drainpipe for you,” he said.

| laughed, but later, after the lights were out and | was in bed and Charlie was behind my open
closet door, | wasn't laughing. That night Charlie spoke through the sound of the antenna Snging. Three
times| heard his voice come out of the noise and cdl for his mother. Each time | was just about adeep
when | heard it.

Why the Sky IsBlue

Back in schoal, at the gtart of gym class on Monday, this big weird kid, Hodges Stamper,
came up behind me, put his am around my throat, and choked me. Coach Crenshaw stood there
scratching his balls, watching the whole thing. Hodges applied so much pressure that | couldn’t breathe.
Usng the hed of my sneaker, | kicked him in the shin with everything | had, and he grunted and let go.
There was spittle a the corners of his mouth, and he was amiling. | dunk awvay and hid next to the
bleachers.

Crenshaw eventudly blew hiswhistle and told us he had invented a new sport for the New Year.
“Push Off the Mats,” he called it. The middle of the gym floor was covered with wrestling mats. He had
us line up and asked Bobby Harweed and Larry March to be captains and to pick two teams. | was
chosen third to last; my stock had risen.

“Each team lines up on one sde of the mat, facing the other,” said Crenshaw. “1 blow the whidle,
and then you dl crawl toward each other. If you stand up, you're out. The idea is to drag your opponent
to the edge of the mat and make some part of their body touch the wooden floor. As soon as they touch,
they’re out. Then you can go hdp your teammeates drag the rest of ther guys off.”



C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

He told us to line up and pointed to the edge each team should take. Then he yelled, “Cranling
postion!” and we got down on dl fours. He put his whidle to his mouth, waited ten seconds, and blew.
We charged forward. While | was crawling, | was franticaly looking for one of the two kids weaker than
me | saw one, soft and white as marshmdlow, kneding as if he were in a trance, and | veered toward
him.

Before | got there, though, somebody grabbed me from the side. | looked around, and it was
Hinkley. He took my leg and pulled me. | went down on my stomach and tried to dig my fingers into the
mat. It didn’'t work. | was diding dong. When he was just about to force my foot down onto the wood, |
flipped over on my back and with my free leg kicked him out onto the floor. | sat up in time to catch the
look of surprise on hisface. Crenshaw blew the whistle and made the “you're out” sgn a him.

| turned back to the battle in the center of the mat. Our team had cleared off dl their guys except
Stamper, who knelt like amound in the middle of everything, kids swarming dl over him. | joined in. He
pushed and grunted and spat, but we were too many for him. He findly went over, and we dragged him
toward the side like we were moving Gulliver. | looked up and saw Crenshaw amiling at the action. We
got Stamper so that his head was out over the wood. He wouldn't et us push his head back, though, so
five guys, dl a once, on the third Missssppi, pushed down, and it findly hit the floor with a crack. | saw
Stamper twice later that afternoon—once when | went to the bathroom and once to get a drink from the
water fountain. Both times he was leaning againgt a wdl in the hdlway, and both times he asked meif it
was lunch yet.

In math, Krapp whipped us with long divison, and in the middle of one of his explanations, out the
window, across the field, on the basebal diamond, Mr. Rogers appeared as if from thin air, talking, with
hisfinger pointing up. Krapp stared like he was seeing a ghost. The ex-librarian walked the bases through
haf-mdted dumps of snow. As he rounded second, he stopped for a moment to clap. At third he
ggnded “safé’ and turned to view the cheering crowd. Home base was covered by a smdl ice dune.
Rogers dimbed it hdfway, with a strong wind in his face. Then a police car showed up on the fidd, and
like we were watching amovie, we dl got up and went to the window. Krapp said nothing. Two officers
got out of the black-and-white car with the blinking cherry on top, and each took one of Mr. Rogers's
ams. He kept taking as they loaded him into the backseat of the cruiser. The engine started, and they
rolled away toward Sewer Pipe Hill.

Krapp told us to St down. He closed the math book and checked the clock. It was fifteen minutes
until the end of the school day. He went behind his desk and grabbed his chair, lifted it and dowly carried
it out in front of the class. Placing it down, he took a seet facing us.

“From now until the bdl rings, | will answer any question you have. You can ask me anything
except one thing,” he said. “You can't ask mewhy the sky is blue”

You could have heard a pin drop. | fdt dl of us kids tense like one clenched muscle. No one
wanted ther Krapp too nice. He looked out over our heads a some spot on the back wal. | stared so
hard at the clock that | could see the minute hand move. Almost a whole quarter hour of complete
dlence. At four minutesto, | thought of a question. In my mind's eye, | saw mysdf raisng my hand and
sying, “Where' s Charlie Edison?’—but | never did. Findly Hodges Stamper raised his hand and asked,
“Isit dmogt lunch yet?’

“You've had lunch,” said Krapp, and then the bdl rang.

Jm made me tdl him about it three times. He cdled it “The Soft Side of Krapp,” but | told him
about how Krapp sat daring at us, his ams crossed againg his chest. “Like he had dl the answers,” |
sad. “Kind of like a swami.”

“He |l be out on the baseball diamond inno time” said Jm.

A Hundred Bottles Apiece

The day the horses started at Hidesh, Jm decided the ground was clear enough for us to
goin search of the manin the white coat’ s house. It was a Saturday, and the sun was shining. There was
alight breeze. As we forded the stream behind the old Haloway house, Jm said to me, “We can't keep
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cdling thisguy ‘the man in the white coat.’ It takes too long to say.”

“What do you want to cdl hm?’ | asked.

We stepped onto the path, and he said, “I had an idea. Remember the name of the nun who told
us about him walking the earth? Her name was Sigter Joe, s0...”

“Brother Joe?’ | asked.

“Josephing” he said.

“No,” | sad immediately. “You can't cdl him that.”

“How about Desthman?’ said dm. “Like Batman.”

“l don’t want to say that,” | told him.

“Wdl, what do you want?’ he asked.

I"d thought of cdling him Dr. Watson and was about to say it when Jm cut in and said, “No, wait!
WEe re gonna cadl hm Roger—' cause his face looks like a skull, and the flag that has the skull is the Jolly
Roger. What do you think? We could cdl hm Jolly Roger.”

“Too much like Mr. Rogers” | sad.

“Son of Krapp?’ said Jm.

“How about Dr. Watson?’ | said.

“No, that sucks. We could just cdl him Mr. White for short,” he said.

“Okay,” | sad, dthough | wasn't crazy about it, and we both sad it out loud a few times to
practice.

Going back across the stream at one point, we came upon Tony Cdfano’'s fort—a lean-to made
of tree limbs and brush, a sanding triangle of logs. Cafano hunted in the woods with a pellet gun. He was
inmy class and lived around the corner from us, next to Mrs. Grimm. When he'd kill squirrds, he'd skin
them and hang their dried pelts on the walls of his fort. I’d come upon the spot by accident only two
other times, and both times it gave me a shiver to see it. He'd told me in school that he knew where
sassafras grew in the woods and that he'd pick it and make sassafras tea. One time this kid Tom Frost
asked Tony why he was out of school, knowing that the cops had been to his house when his mother
went nuts. Calfano said, “I had Frost bite on my dick.”

Farther on in our journey, we had to pass through a place we cdled “the crater,” a round
depression in the woods on the way to the railroad tracks. It was about twelve feet deep and huge in
circumference. The edge was a doping dirt hill, and dl across its sunken space knee-high pines grew like
grass. Crows perched in the trees a its far edge. We didn’'t know that area of the woods very wdl. In
trying to find the back of Mr. White's house, we would have to travel dmog to the end of the trees.

Whenever we saw a backyard off to our right, we' d sneak up cautioudy, staying well hidden, and
look to seeif there was a wooden garage danding by itsdlf. At first we went dl the way to the tracks and
didn't find the house and had to turn back and look again. There was one with a garage in the backyard,
but when | looked at the house, | didn't see that high window where the light had come on. | shook my
head, and Jm laughed.

“Did you redly see this place?” he said.

“Yes”

“Were Laurd and Hardy there?’

| gave him the finger.

“Okay,” he said, and we looked some more, traveing back and forth dong the western edge of
the woods. Fndly he said, “Forget it,” and started to head home. When we got to the middle of our path
across the crater, he stopped and turned west. “Let’s look over here” he said. We walked through the
low pines to the western edge and dimbed up the embankment. There we found a place of giant pines
with boughs that swept down to the ground. | had a sudden memory of running around them through the
night in waist-high snow and knew that we were close.

“Thisisit,” | told Jm.

We entered an area where we' d never been before. It was more like a forest, with tal pine trees,
thelr brown needles covering the ground. The branches were so high above us tha when the sun
occagondly snuck through, it was like a beam out of FHash Gordon. The fear was building in my muscles,



and my head was going dull. Then, through the pines, | saw the edge of the garage and immediatey
crouched down. | whispered to Jm, and when he turned and saw me, he dropped, too. | pointed toward
the garage. He couldn’t see it from his angle, so he crept back to where | was and looked.

A minute later we were behind the last row of pines and had a clear view of the garage, the
backyard, and the house. Its afternoon peacefulness made it scarier to me. We kndt there for a long
time, ligening to the breeze and saring at the windows. | thought of Charlie Edison trapped ingde there,
and my mouth went dry. | was losing strength through the bottoms of my snegkers.

Jm turned to me and whispered, “If anything happens, run home and tdl somebody to cdl the
cops,” and then he was off, across the short space of open ground to the back of the garage. | couldn’t
believe he'd gone, and | didn’t want to be left done. As | started toward him, though, he looked back
and held up a hand to make me stop. He stood upright and walked out of Sght around the side of the
garage that couldn’t be seen from the house. At every second | expected the back door to squed open,
the light to go on in the upgtairs window. After a very long time, Jm appeared behind the garage and
waved for me to come.

| ran up next to him, and he whispered, “The car is gone. He mugt be out killing someone.”

| stopped walking.

“Comeon,” he said. “Hurry up. | want to show you something.”

| took a deep breath before stepping into the shadow of the garage. There were all gans on the
concrete floor, and shelves lined the walls, stacked with empty Mr. Clean bottles, dl turned out the same
way to show the bad guy with his arms folded. Jm grabbed my arm and said, “Look back there”

He pulled me dowly, farther into the garage. | saw a huge dlver box lying across dmos the whole
width of the place. It hummed with eectricity.

“What isit?’ | asked.

“A giant freezer,” he said.

Animage of Barzita, eyes shattered, frost on his chin stubble, arms twisted and solid as an ice pop
blossomed inmy head, and | pulled my arm out of Jm’s grip. “No,” | said, and took off at top speed. As
| passed the back end of the shed, | heard car tires on the gravel of the driveway. That's where Jm
passed me. We got back into the woods and then stopped and got down to catch our breath. We il
had aful view of the backyard, and we watched.

“Did he see you?’ | asked Jm.

“No way,” he said.

The sound of the car door dodng in the garage shut us up. We saw him come out and head
toward the back steps. He wore awhiterain hat, and over histhin wrist he carried a black umbrdla. Mr.
White was bony, with a big Adam’s apple and a sharp nose. He reached for the raling leading to the
back door and then stopped. He turned dightly and looked over his shoulder into the woods. When he
took two steps directly toward where we hid, | fdt Jm’'s grip on my ankle, tdling me not to run. Mr.
White stopped again and sniffed the air. At one point | thought he was staring right into my eyes.

He findly backed away toward the steps and then dimbed them. We ran like hdl the minute the
door closed. Hdfway across the crater, we started laughing, and it made me run faster. We didn't stop
until we were dmost home,

“He killed Barzita, froze him, and when the snow came, he dumped his body in the road,” sad
Jm.

“Do you think?" | said.

“What do you think?’

“I'm wondering about dl the Mr. Clean,” | said.

“Me, t00,” sad Jm.

“Maybe he cleans up the death with it,” | said.

“A hundred bottles apiece,” said Jm.

What TimeWill D Meet C and A?
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Mary broke from the gate of her vacation like Pop’s favorite horse, Rim Groper, and was
dl over Botch Town at least once a day. Whenever dJm and | went down into the cdlar after our
homework, dl the figures would have moved. Mr. Fdina was in his driveway, Peter Horton was on his
way toward Hammond, and Mr. Curdmeyer was spending a lat of time in his grape arbor in the middle
of winter. The firg things we aways checked for were the prowler and the white car. The prowler
prowled up and down just outside the school while the white car passed Boris the janitor’ s house.

“He sintwo places a once?” said Jm.

“He s got powers,” | sad.

“Do you think he splits himsdf and one of him spies on people and the other killsthem?’ he asked.

“Probably,” | said.

We went back to looking for the right configuration that would tdl us where Mr. White would
grike next.

“What are we gonna do if we figureit out?’ | asked.

“WEe Il need to do something,” said Jm.

We asked Mary about a dozen times how she figured the suff out, and she just shook her head.
Then one night when we were sudying Botch Town, we heard Mrs. Harkmar’ s voice from the other sde
of the cellar. She was explaining to Mickey and the other students how her sysem worked.

“Thisis very complicated, so if you fed stupid, it's okay,” said Mrs. Harkmar in afla voice, like a
robot. “Fird, they're off, and then you start counting—one, two, three, four, five, SX, seven. Then one,
two, three, four, five, Sx. Then one, two, three, four. One, two, three, four, five, Sx. Like that. Then you
dart to add a lot with multiplication. Fast and faster on the back turn. See them in your head. See it.
They’re coming into the home dtretch. Follow each one. Where are they going? Will they win, place, or
show?’

We heard the ruler hit the desk and knew that Mrs. Harkmar had finished the lesson.

Jmlooked a me and shook his head. We laughed, but we made sure that Mickey couldn’t hear
us A few minutes later, Jm put his hand in his pocket and pulled something out. “Oh, | forgot to show
you this”

He handed me what looked like a basebal card. It was a New York Yankee card, an old Topps.
The player, a panting instead of a photo, was named Scott Riddiey. He had a Krapp flattop harcut and
amustache, aglove on hisright hand. It said he was a pitcher.

“l got that in Mr. Whit€'s garage,” he said. “It was leaning againg one of those bottles of Mr.
Clean.”

“Redly?’

He nodded.

“Itsold,” | said.

“From 1953,” he said. “1 looked on the back.”

| never understood the suff on the backs of baseball cards. “Where?’ | asked.

He turned the card over and pointed at a number, and | nodded without redlly seeing it.

“Mr. White collects Mr. Clean bottles and old basebdl cards,” he said.

“Yegh?’

“Wel, go write it down,” he said, and pointed to the sairs.

| thought of Mrs. Harkmar’ s lecture the next night when my father got home from work early and
decided it wastime | learned math hisway. We sat at the dining-room table, the red math book open in
front of us. My father had one of hisydlow legd pads on which he sometimes did problems for fun, and |
hed my school notebook. He gave me one of the pencils he collected. On his night job as a janitor a the
department store, he sometimes found half-used pencils in the trash. He sharpened them till their points
were like Dr. Gerber’s needles. “These are good pencils,” he said.

| nodded.

When he wrote numbers, his hand moved fast and the pencil made a cutting sound. He crossed his
sevensin the middle. We started with him asking me the times tables. | knew up to five, and then things
went black. He asked me what was Sx times nine. | counted on my fingers, and a one point the digitsin



my head that I’d imagined as bundles of sticks turned into eyes. Rows of eyes, saring back a me. |
figured in slence for along time, feding the right answer dip away. | gave my answer. He shook his head
and told me, “Fifty-four.” He drew sx bundles of nine sticks and told me to count them. | did. Then he
asked me another one, and | got that wrong, too. He told me the answer. On the next one, he went back
to 9x times nine. “Ffty-one” | said. He got red in the face, ydled, “Think!” and poked mein the chest
with hisindex finger.

By the time we got through with multiplication, he was sweating. We moved on to my
homework—a word problem. Planes and trains dl going somewhere a one hundred miles an hour, dl
leaving at different times, passing each other, laying over for fifteen minutes, with passengers A, B, C, and
D, each getting off a Chicago or New York or Miami. | tried to picture it and went numb. My father
drew an airplane with an arrow pointing forward. Then he drew lines like triangle legs to two different
spots | guessed were on the ground. He wrote out “ 100 miles an hour.” He connected the dangling
legs of the triangle with a sraight, dashing line. He wrote A, B, and C at its points, the top point being the
plane. He wrote D outsde the triangle and drew a box behind it and wrote * Train Station” in script.

He said, “How far is Chicago from New Y ork, and what timewill D meet C and A? Figure it out,
and I'll be back in alitlewhile” He got up, went into the living room, and turned on the TV. | sat there
looking back and forth from his drawing to the book. | couldn’'t make anything out of it and eventualy
had to look away. For awhile | stared at the screaming faces made by the knots in the wood panding. |
looked out the window at the night and at the light over the table.

In the middle of the table was a brass bowl with fruit in it. There were some bananas, an orange,
and two apples, and they were dl going brown. Three teeny flies hovered above the bowl. | stared at it
for along time, too tired to think to look esewhere. It was like | was under a pell. My am came off the
table, my hand holding the pencil straight out toward one of the apples. When | jabbed, | jabbed dowly,
letting the pencil dide through the rotten outer skin and into the mush below. | stabbed that apple three
times before | even knew | was stabbing it, so | stabbed some other fruit. The pencil made neat dark
holes

“What's your answer?’ said my father, returning to the table.

“B,” | sad.

| saw him glance over at the fruit. “What' s this shit?’ he asked, pointing at the brass bowl.

| said, “It went bad, and | wanted to warn people not to edt it, so | poked holesin it while | was
thinking.”

He stared a me, and | had to look away. “Go to bed,” he said.

As| shuffled away from the table, | heard him crumple his drawing of the arplane triangle. “B, for
‘bone-dry ignorance,’” he said with disgust.

Up in my bedroom, the antenna was glent. Instead | imagined the aroma of Mr. White's pipe
smoke. The amdl was so strong | could just about see it. George was out of bed more than once, pacing
the floor, siffing the closet. The next morning came like a punch in the face.

Do Something

Three nights in a row, we noticed that the white car was somewhere close to Boris the
janitor’s house. On the fourth night, it was parked in his driveway. dm lifted the car out of Botch Town
and said, “We have to do something now.”

“It sBoris?’ | asked.

He nodded. “If we tdl Mom or Dad, well get in trouble for not tdling them sooner, and if we tdl
the police, we'll dill get in trouble. We should call them and not say our names but tdl them everything
we know and who we think will be next. Then we hang up.”

“No,” | said. “If you cdll, they can trace it. | saw it on Perry Mason. We need to write a letter, no
return address.”

Jm liked the idea and told me to go get the notebook. | returned to the cdlar, and he told me
every word to write. Here’ swhat he sad:
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| wrote asfast as | could, but my hand cramped. Jm findly took over and finished it. As he tore
the letter out of my notebook, he said. “Let’s send one to Krapp, too.”

“Same as the police?’ | asked.

“No, | have a specid message for him,” said Jm. He picked up the pencil and leaned over the
notebook. He wrote only two words and then ripped the page out and held it up. In big, doppy letters it
reed:

We laughed hard.

“His address isin the phone book,” dJm said. “L ook it up for the envelope. I'll get the samps.”

| took a deep bresth when | went out to the mailbox on the corner. The Street glistened under the
light poles, and steam rose from the lawns. Taking alook up the block, 1 saw no headlights coming, o |
started out at adow jog. | had the two anonymous lettersin my coat pocket, and | left the coat unzipped
90 as to run better. | made it to the corner hdfway to Hammond in no time flat. The only thing that
dowed me was the dght of Mr. Barzita's house across the street. It crouched in the dark perfectly dill
behind a net of crisscrossing fig branches. When | reached for the handle of the mailbox, | looked down
and saw what | thought was a dump of snow transform into a dead kitten lying on the frozen ground, its
mouth open. It had sharp teeth, and its fur was pure white. A few inches away, someone had left a bowl
hdif filled with milk, now frozen. | dropped the letters into the box and took off back home at top speed.

Not on Your Life

Nan reached way back into her bedroom closet and pulled out a long, dark brown hilly
club with awoven royd blue tassdl around the handle. “That’s the dress one,” she said. She handed it to
Jm.

“Oh, man,” he said.

Mary reached for the tassdl.

Nan went in for another and brought forth the club with the dice. It was shorter and blunter than
the dress club, and blond in color. Inlad into its Sde were two ydlowed dice, showing Sx and one. She
handed that one to me, and | could fed the energy go up my arm.

Next came the blackjack, shining like a scorpion, and Nan demonstrated on her pam, thunking it
repeatedly with the rubbery weight. “Y ou can bresk a skull withit,” she said. Im reached for it, and Nan
laughed. “Not on your life” she said, and put it away.

Mary went over to look at the glass Virgin Mary filled with Lourdes water on the dresser, but Nan
cdled her back and handed her a red police badge. Then, from out of her bathrobe pocket, she drew
the police revolver. It had a wooden handle, and the rest looked like tarnished slver. She hed it above
our heads in her right hand, her grip wobbling. Jm's hand went toward it, and | ducked dightly. Mary
held out the badge.

“You can't touch this. In case of an emergency, | keep it loaded,” Nan said.

“You're loaded,” Pop caled down the halway.

Nan laughed and put the gun away. She let us handle the clubs for another few seconds, and then
when Jm made like he was going to crush my skull, she asked for them back. We couldn’t believe it
when she let Mary keep the badge.

“Well splitit,” said Im.

Mary said, “No,” and left the bedroom. We heard the door to our house open and close, and she
was gone. Nan gave Jm and me each a ladyfinger. We sat with Pop at the kitchenette table, where he
smoked a Lucky Strike. Nan made tea and sat down with us.

Pr oof

After the drudgery of Slas Marner, Krapp dusted the chak off his hands and stepped


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

away from the blackboard. “It seems,” he said, “that someone has written me a letter.” His face flushed
red, and his jaw tensed. When | heard the word “letter,” | dmost peed my pants. Don’'t look away, |
reminded mysdif.

“Someone has sent me a letter, | think, tdling me who | am,” he said. He reached into his shirt
pocket and pulled out a neetly folded square of notebook paper. He opened it and turned it to the class.
We read it. Tim Sullivan had to cover his face with both hands, but no one made a sound. “1 think it was
one of you,” he said, garing up and down the rows into each person’'s eyes. “Because...the writer
missed the contraction.” When he got to me, | did my best not to blink.

“Infact,” he began, folding the letter and returning it to his pocket. He rubbed his hands in front of
us “l know who it was. You forget that | see your handwriting dl thetime. | took the letter and matched
the handwriting to its author on one of your papers. Now, would the guilty party like to confess?’

| knew that Jm would never confess. He'd just St there and nod dightly. That’s whet | intended to
do, but ingde | was getting weaker by the second. Part of me wanted so badly to blurt out that it was
me. But then | redized that it redly wasn't me, it was Jm, and he wasn't even here, and that's when
Krapp dapped his hands together and said, “Will Hinkley, come forward.” To hear it made me hollow
ingde, but | automaticaly laughed. No one even noticed me, because everybody had begun whispering.
Krapp cadled, “Slence”

“I didn't do it,” Will said, refusing to get out of his chair.

“Come up here now,” said Krapp. He trembled like George with a sneaker in hisface.

“l didn't write you any letter,” said Hinkley, his Adam’s apple bobbing like mad.

“l have the proof,” sad Krapp. “Go to the office. Your parents are waiting there with Mr.
Cleary.”

WIll Hinkley got out of his seat, red in the face and with tears in his eyes. As he opened the door
to leave the room, Krapp said to him, “No one tdls me who | am, young man.”

“You're Krapp,” sad Hinkley, and he ran down the hdl, his sneakers squeding at the turn. The
door swung shut, and Krapp told us to take out our math books.

All through the travels of A, B, C, and D from Chicago to New York at a hundred miles an hour,
| thought about the cops opening the other letter. | saw them jump into their black-and-white cars, tun
on the drens, and then arrive a Mr. White's house. They crash in the back door, their guns out. Insde,
it sdim and smdlslike Mr. Clean. They hear Mr. White escgping up the dtic steps. By the time the cops
reach the attic, dl they find, in the middle of the floor, isapillar of .

Jdmdidn't likeit when | told him what happened. “Thét rots,” he said.

“Why?' | asked.

“Because now the cops are gonna think Hinkley wrote the other letter, too, and hell get dl the
credit when they catch Mr. White”

“We could have just told and gotten the credit,” | said.

“Yegh,” sad Jm.

“Timtold me Hinkley' s punishment is that he has to stay after school every day for the rest of the
year and roll the trash barrels down to the furnace room,” | said.

“Hinkley can take the credit,” he said.

My mother had a bad night that night. She was fierce, her face puffy with anger. The ar went thin,
and it got hard to breathe. She was ydling insults a my father, curang, drinking fast. My father sat at his
end of the dining-room table, smoking a cigarette, head bowed. Mary and Jm headed for the cdlar. | ran
to my room, lay on my bed, and cried into my pillow. Her voice came up through the floor, a steady
barrage that, like the blizzard, swelled into a howl, receded, and then swelled again. It went on and on,
and | never heard my father say aword.

| eventudly dozed off for a little while, and when | awoke, it was quiet. | got out of bed and
carefully went down the stairs. The lights were out, and there was a lingering haze of cigarette smoke. |
heard my father snoring from the bedroom down the hdl. Going into the kitchen, | looked around in the
dark for the bottle of wine. | found it on the Snk counter and grabbed it by the neck.

At the back door, | undid the latch as quietly as possible, opened the storm door, and then pushed



open the outer wooden door. Haf in and haf out of the house, one foot on the back porch, | heaved the
battle into the night. 1t clunked againg the ground, but | didn't hear it break. When | turned back into the
house, | jumped, because Nan was ganding therein her bathrobe and hairnet.

“Gogetit,” she sad.

| started to cry. She stepped forward and hugged me for a minute. Then she whispered, “Go.”

| went out into the night in my bare feet and pgjameas. It was freezing cold. | walked dl around the
area | thought the bottle had landed, but only when | stubbed my toe on it did | see it. Back indgde, Nan
wiped the dirt off with atowe. | showed her where I'd gotten it from, and she replaced it on the counter.
While she was locking the back door, she told me to go to bed.

Scenes from Perno Shell’s adventures twined around my wondering what they had to do with Mr.
White. | was amog certain from the smdl of smoke that he'd read dl the books | had. Either he just
liked to read kids books or it was a due of some kind. But how could | know? The figures of Shdll and
Mr. White passed each other in the desert, on the Amazon. They became each other and then went back
to being themsdlvesin hot-air balloons. | saw them talk to each other, and then | saw them wrestle each
other, Shdl dl in black and Mr. White in his overcoat and hat, on a rickety little bridge high above a
bottomless lake. “ The Last Journey of Perno Shell,” | said. George woke up, looked a me, and went
back to deep.

Driving Back to Yugosavia

It was the day the temperature findly rose above freezing, and we were dlowed back on
the playground after lunch. The ground was dill hard as a rock, and the dark clouds threatened more
snow. | was on the way out toward the fence to talk to Tim Sullivan when | passed Peter Horton, and he
was tdling two other kids, “Boris's gone”

“Boris?’ | said, and went over to where they were sanding.

“My dad was there when they went to his house last night,” said Peter.

“Who?’

“The cops,” he said. “He didn’t come to work for, like, four days and didn’'t cdl. Cleary sent the
cops to see where he was. He was gone.”

“What do you mean, ‘gone 7’ | asked.

“His car was gone,” said Peter.

“He s driving back to Yugodavia” said one of the other kids.

Inmy mind | saw a barrd of the red suff with a broom leening againg it in the dim light of the
furnace room benegath the school. | looked for Boris—his plad shirt, his missng teeth, his five strands
combed over a bald head—»but only hisvoice came to me. “You are taking dogshit,” he said. | pictured
a cop throwing our letter in the trash dong with the pink hatbox that held the footprint.

When | findly got out to the fence where Tim was, he asked, “Who'll clean the puke now?’ and
the sdivadid to the corners of my mouth.

By thetime dJm and | arrived in Botch Town that night, Mary had dready been there. Boris was
off the board. The white car was turning onto Hammond, and the prowler was at the edge of the woods
behind Halloways . dJm called Mary over to our Sde. As soon as she came through the curtain, he asked
her, “Where' s Boris?’

Mary turned and waked to the back wadl. She lifted something off the big pipe that ran to the
sewer. When she returned, she showed usit was Boris.

“Whereishe?’ said Jm.

“Away,” said Mary.

“How do you know?’ | asked.

“l heard it in school,” she said.

“She doesn’t know any more than we do,” said Jm.

“Did the prowler get him?’ | asked.

“l don’'t know,” she said.
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Mary stepped backward toward the curtain. Just before she went through, Jm asked her, “What
do you know?’

“He's cold,” she said. “Very cold”

The next moming we were dressed and out early. The sky was overcast, and a light snow fdl
around us as we made our way through the woods. Neither of us said a word, and the journey went so
fed it was asif the woods were grinking. We were suddenly there, like in a dream, peering through the
branches at Mr. Whit€ s backyard. There was a numbness throbbing in my head, and | fdt weak. Jm
scanned the windows for Sgns of movement and said, “ Same as lagt time” He crouched low and ran for
the garage. For awhole minute, his back to the wooden wall, he stood perfectly ill, and we listened.

| looked to the house for the thousandth time. When | looked back, Jm was gone around the
gde. A second later he was back, waving me to follow him. I couldn't move at firgt, but then he
whisper-yeled, “Hurry,” and it put mein motion. | joined him, and we walked around to the front.

Agan | hestated in the shadow at the edge of the entrance. The cold concrete-and-oil amdl put
me off. | turned and looked behind me to where the driveway curved around toward the street. Im was
dready a the back of the place, his hand on the freezer latch. It squealed when he opened it. He got his
fingers under the lid and was trying to pull it up.

“Hep me” he said. “Hurry up.”

| ran to hep him. Together we lifted the heavy lid like the top of a coffin. A light came on ingde,
reflecting off the wals of ice. It was big enough for a body, but there was no body there. It was empty.

“Shit,” said Jm, and he was about to lower the lid when | saw something crumpled up in the
corner.

“Look,” | said.

He saw it and said, “Get it. | can hold this by mysdf for a second.”

| et go and dove hdfway in to grab the piece of wadded orange paper. | knew whét it was before
| put it inmy pocket. Siding out, | helped Jm lower the lid. With two inchesleft to go, we just dropped it
and ran. The sound of it latching echoed behind us. We were out and around the garage in a flash. At the
edge of the woods, we crouched down and rested, watching the house.

“Where' s Boris?’ said Jm. “Mary sent us on a wild-goose chase”

“Shejud sad he was very cold. Maybe he' sin the lake.”

“The lake s il frozen,” said Jm.

“Let's get out of here”

“Wait a second,” he said. He brushed away the pine needles on the ground and dug around until
he found a good-size stone. Seeing the way he gripped it, | got up and started running. | ran a hundred
yards before | heard the crash of window glass, and then | heard IJm running behind me. We didn't et up
until we were dl the way to the stream behind Halloways .

“Let me seethe due” he said, working to catch his breath.

| dug into my pocket and pulled out the bal of orange tissue paper.

“A snot rag?’ said Jm.

“No,” | sad. | opened the paper, and as the folds came away, indde was reveded a length of
black ribbon.

“Hg Man,” he said. “His Halloween treats.”

| nodded.

“How’d you like that throw?’ he said. “Right through the upstairs window.” He laughed.

| jumped the stream. “Now hell know we were there,” | said.

“He knows less about us than we know about him,” said IJm. He jumped, and off we ran.

At dinner we learned from my mother that the cops wouldn’'t even consider Boris amising person
until another week or so went by. She went on to tdl us about how he Ieft his family and ran away from
Communiam. “Boris came dl that way to be the janitor of East Lake School,” she said, and laughed.

As soon as the last word was out of her mouth, we heard the srens coming down the block. Jm
was the firg away from the table, but we al—my mother, Mary, and me—were a the window when the
three cop cars screamed past. We went for our coats and shoes, even my mother.



Shetold usto stay close to her, and we followed. It wasn't as cold as it had been. The skies were
clear, and the moon was out. Other neighbors were ather ahead of us or just coming out ther front
doors as we passed. We saw Mr. Mangini, Mr. and Mrs. Hackett, the woman my mother caled
Diamond Lil, and the tired old Bishops with Reggie between them, taking amile a minute.

Jmwalked up behind me, leaned over, and said, “Maybe they found Boris s body.”

| nodded, and Mary looked over, bringing her finger to her lips.

The action was definitdy a East Lake. As we passed Mrs. Homretz's house, we could see the
police cars pulled up on the fidd between the school and the woods, their red lights flashing. A crowd of
people from the neighborhood was being hed back by a cop. We joined the group. Mr. Mason, a thin
men with big glasses, like a grown-up Henry, told my mother that Tony Cafano had shot out dl the
windows of the school with a pellet rifle. We heard more little bits and pieces of the story from other
people. Mr. Feina said, “Apparently he just went from window to window, like clockwork, and shot
esch one”

Jm grabbed me, and we wove our way through the crowd until we were near the front. Across
the fiddd we saw the broken glass everywhere, reflecting the moon. From there | could see that some of
the windows had no glass left and some just had huge jagged holes, like Mr. Barzita's frozen eyes. The
cop who was keeping us back told everybody as much as he knew. We ligened to him, and he said that
the suspect was ill there when they arrived. “He s in the back of the patrol car,” said the cop. “We have
thegun.”

Cleary pulled up then and parked in the bus circle. He got out of his car, wearing a rumpled suit.
Moving iff and dow as a deepwalker, he came over to where we dl stood.

“Please, go home” he said, even ldting go of his throat to raise both his hands in the ar. “Go
home and cdl your neighbors and tel them no school tomorrow.”

Thekidsin the crowd were told to shut up by their parents.

Jmand | looked a each other and amiled. “No school for you,” he said. “Tony Cdfano is my
new hero.” He made like he had arifle and was shooting from the hip. “I should do the same at the junior
high”

“No schoal,” Mary said on the way home. No one else was near us, but my mother kept her
voice low. “Our taxes are going to have to pay for that,” she said angrily. “Who gave that crazy guinea a
oun?’

Wl after we put ourselves to bed, Jm knocked on my door. He let the light from the hdl in and
took a seat a the end of my bed. “Did you think it could be Mr. White's revenge for my buging his
window?’

“What?' | asked.

“What happened at East Lake. Maybe he possessed Tony to break the windows.”

“He has powers,” | said.

“Yeeh,” he sad. “It' s garting to get scary.”

“Is Boris dead?’ | asked.

“Heré swhat | think,” he said. “Mr. White killed him and then put him in his own car and drove it
way out onto theice of the bay. Theice mdts it cracks, and Boris and his car are gone.”

“Maybe” | sad.

Like That

It was late afternoon and raining hard outsde. Mary and | were in the cdlar, daring at
Botch Town. Jm hadn’t gotten home from school yet. She told me to St down in Jm's chair.
“You have to stare hard at one person,” she sad.
“Who?' | asked.
“You pick,” she said.
“I'm going to stare a Mr. Conrad,” | said, and pointed.
She stepped up next to the chair, leaned over, and started whispering numbers into my ear.
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Numbers and numbers, like gring that held my head in place. They came in torrents, then showers, and
then | didn't notice them at dl. What | noticed was that a piece of cdlay had crumbled and fdlen off the
back of Mr. Conrad’s head. | noticed his ears, and his pose, dightly hunched. He was standing in front of
his house, looking across the street toward the Hayeses place. It was dl cardboard and day, but
something was shifting at the edges. | saw the lawns and the house across the street with its shrubs and
ydlow door. The color of the door caught my attention, and then | heard Mary say, “Equas” and for
just a solit second | was in a bedroom and Mrs. Hayes was naked on the bed. She was snoking a
cigarette, and her legs were open. | blinked, and she vanished back into the hole in Mr. Conrad’s day
head in front of his cardboard house.

“Likethat,” said Mary.

After she went into her schoolroom and the lesson had begun, | noticed that Boris the janitor was
no longer on the sewer pipe but now rested on top of an old end table hafway between Botch Town and
the pipe.

| wasn't sureif my head hurt because of what Mary had done or if everything was just too much
to think about anymore. The four-thirty movie on TV was Mothra. There were two tiny twinsin it who
lived in a birdcage and sang like the antenna. | fdl adeep when Mothra's caterpillar was svimming
across the ocean and woke once when he had wings and was destroying a city. The next | knew, dm
was cdling me for dinner.

At dinner Mary told how this kid in her class, Gene, who waked with sted crutches and was
cdled “the Mechanica Crab,” puked. “Mr. Cleary camein and cleaned it,” she said.

My mother laughed into her wine.

“Did he use the red Suff?’ asked Jm.

Mary nodded.

“Did he make aface?’ | asked.

“Almog,” sad Mary.

Jm put his right hand to his throat, tightened his nodrils, and shifted his eyes Sde to sde. My
mother laughed so hard she coughed. Even when Mary and | stopped laughing, my mother kept on
coughing. It went on and on. She hdd her cigarette away from her with one hand and used the other to
cover her mouth. Her face went red, and tears came to the corners of her eyes. The harder the coughing
got, the less sound came out. Jm got up and dapped her hard on the back. She took aswing a him, and
he jJumped away. A moment later she caught her breath. “Y ou're gonnakill me,” she said, il laughing.

Welcome, L ou

After the Pledge of Allegiance and the collection of lunch money, when Krapp was tdling
us about George Washington cutting down the cherry tree, a knock came on the classroom door.

“Comein,” Krapp cdled. In stepped Mr. Cleary. He hdd the door with his shoulder and said, “I
want you to meet the new janitor, who'll be taking over until Boris comes back.” | pictured Boris Stting
behind the whed of his car a the bottom of the bay. Charlie wasin the passenger seat. Cleary stepped in
and to the side, opening the door more. A tdl, scrawny manin gray work clothes came forward. “Thisis
Lou,” said Cleary. The man's shirt had a white ova that held the name L ou stitched in red.

Krapp sad, “Wecome, Lou.”

Lou lifted hishead, and | saw how pae he was. The light was on his hair, and it was White. The
shivering started in my legs and ran up my spine. Mr. White mumbled, “Thank you,” and stepped back
into the shadow of the halway.

Before leaving, Mr. Cleary turned to us and said, “I expect you to treat Lou with dl the respect
you would Boris” Someone laughed for a solit second—one of the girls. Cleary scanned the class, shot a
look at Krapp, and then Ieft.

| was stunned wel past the class punishment of writing a hundred times “ | must not laugh at Mr.
Cleary” and past the making of George Washington's wooden teeth. On the playground at recess, |
stood with my back to the chain-link fence at the boundary of the fidd, shivering.
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Later that afternoon our class passed Mr. White in the hdlway on our way to the library. His smdl
of pipe smoke gagged me and made my eyes tear. With a squeegee on astick and a bucket of water, he
was deaning the big windows that looked out on the courtyard. He had his back to us as we went by,
but after we passed, | glanced over my shoulder and saw him wetching.

In the library, now under Krapp’'s control, perfect slence was the rule. | sat with a book open on
the table where the sunlight streamed in through the courtyard window. My eyes were closed, and |
repeated to mysdf what Jm had sad: “He knows less about us than we know about him.”

When | eventudly opened my eyes, | saw Mr. White out in the hallway through the glass panes of
the library door. He was dowly rubbing with a dirty rag. His eyes darted quickly as he looked from kid
to kid to kid and back again. Before he could look a me, | closed my eyes.

That night Jm gave me his penknife. “Keep it in your coat pocket,” he said. “Go for the face” |
tried to picture mysdf stabbing Mr. White in the cheek and heard metd hit bone. Jn's advice was
“Don’t let him get you by yoursdf.” He told me sx different ways to escape from Mr. White. One was to
crawl between hislegs and run, and another was to kick himin the nuts and run. He repeated dl six.

The next day it took me twice aslong as usud to wak to school. Mary even told me to hurry up.
Thewholetime | kept shoving my hand into my coat pocket to check for the knife. Once in the building,
as we passed the man office on the way to our classrooms, | looked down the hdl to my right at the
door to the furnace room and pictured Lou standing amid flames. | stopped waking and thought about
running home. Then, between the main office and the door at the end of the hdll, | saw the entrance to the
nurse's office,

| made it to my desk in Krapp’'s room on time. After holding out until wel into the lecture about
the solar system, | put up my hand. He noticed me, and dthough he hadn’t asked a question, he pointed
to me and said my name.

“| fed like I’'m going to throw up,” | said.

“Oh, no,” he said, and in less than two minutes he wrote out a pass.

The windowless hdlways were empty and dim. | moved quickly, afrad that a each turn I’'d come
face-to-face with Mr. White. When | reached the hdl lined on one side with courtyard windows and saw
the main office, it was like coming out of atunnd. | ran the rest of the way to the nurse's door.

Mrs. Edwards was thin and old. She kept her gray har long and dways wore her white nurang
cap and uniform. | never saw her give out any medicine or cure anybody of anything, but she was nice. If
she bought your story, she'd send you home. Mary, who visited her frequently, had told me thet if the
coffee in Mrs. Edwards's cup was dark, she’'d make you stay, but if it was light, she'd cdl home and
have someone come and pick you up.

The nurse asked me what was wrong with me, and | told her. When she went into the little room
in her office where she kept supplies and a cot for sick kids, | stepped closer to her desk and looked into
her cup. There was coffee the blond color of the dub with the dice, and ingde | fdt like Pop winning a
double. Mrs. Edwards came back and choked me with a wooden gtick, checked my ears with a
flashlight, and banged my knees with a rubber hammer. Then she told me to go lie down on the cot in the
sickroom.

“Take your sneakers off fire,” she said.

It was dark in the smdl room, with the exception of adiver of light coming in the half-closed door
to the larger office. | lay there peering at the opening, ligening hard to hear if she was cdling Nan. She
made a phone cdl, mumbled for afew minutes, and hung up. A second later the door opened wider, and
she was ganding over me.

“I’'m going out to use the lavatory,” she said. “I’ll be right back.”

| nodded, hoping | looked as miserable as | was trying to. She pulled at the door, leaving it a bit
gar. | heard the outer office door open and close, and then sllence. In my thoughts | pictured the cup of
light coffee and saw Nan getting into the blue Impala. For afew seconds, | was pleased with mysdlf, urtil
another thought broke through. Jm and | hadn't told Mary that Lou was Mr. White. Jm had said not to,
because it would scare her too much. Now she'd be left a the school with him roaming around and not
know. She'd have to walk home by hersdf. | tried to talk mysdf out of its being a problem, but in the



end | knew | couldn’'t leave her. As soon as the nurse came back, 1'd tdl her | was okay. A little while
later, | heard the door to the office open and close. | got off the cot and went to tak to Mrs. Edwards,
but just as | reached for the doorknob, | smdled pipe smoke. Through the opening | saw a bristled
broom head pushing red suff around the floor. | nearly cried out. | heard Jm'’s voice in my head, tdling
meto hurry up in Mr. White's garage. | stepped quietly backward, got down on the floor, and did under
the cot. My cheek rested againg the cold floor as | stared hard through the opening into the outer office.

Three times | saw the broom go by, followed by Lou's big sneakered feet. He was working his
way across the office, getting closer and closer to the sickroom. | thought of the penknife in my coat
pocket back in the closet in Krapp’s room. Then he was right outside, his shadow blocking the light from
the office. Even above the pounding of my heart, | heard him sniffing the air like an animd. He pushed the
door open, and as hisleft foot moved forward, | heard Mrs. Edwards s voice. “Hi, Lou.”

He backed away from the door and turned around. “Just about done here” he said, and moved
out of gght. | did out from benesth the cot and got onto it, knowing that Mrs. Edwards would be looking
into check on me.

“Okay, that'sit,” | heard Lou say.

“Thanks,” sad the nurse.

Lou had left my door open wider than before, and as he passed by on his way out, he turned his
head and stared in a me. When he saw melying there, his eyes widened. He hesitated for a fraction of a
second and then smiled.

| told Mrs. Edwards | was better, and she sent me back to class. On the trip through the hdlways
| scurried like an insect but dowed when | passed Room X. The teacher was at the blackboard writing
numbers, and | saw Mary stting next to the Mechanica Crab, her eyes closed, mumbling to hersdf. |
didn't see Lou again for the rest of the day. When | found Mary after schoal, | told her to hurry, and we
walked quickly toward home. On the way | told her that Mr. White was Lou. She nodded but said
nothing.

Another deepless night, and the next day my mother made egg-salad sandwiches for our lunch
bags. Ther fart sench swirled around me as we walked to school. Jm had told me he’'d come up with a
plan by that night, but we had to go another whole day. He knew | was on the verge of just tdling our
parents everything. In the meantime he taught Mary some karate moves. Every step we took was
dreadfully dow. When we passed Mrs. Grimm's house, Mary said to me, “I'll poke his eyes like Moe.”

“Good,” | sad.

By the time we got to school, dmogt late, we came through the front door, and there was Boris
the janitor in his baggy shirt and work gloves, pushing the broom. It was just us and him in the foyer of
the school.

“Boris, where were you?’ | said to him.

He stopped sweeping and looked up. He shrugged. “I run away,” he said.

In the fallowing days, Boris's story came to us through our mother at dinner as she relayed
whatever gossip Nan had picked up from the neighborhood ladies. She told us that someone had put a
letter in Boris s mailbox that said they were after him. He got scared and ran away for a while. He visited
acoudn in Michigan. The police were invedtigating it, but Boris had logt the letter. My mother laughed a
thislast fact. “Thet figures” she said. * Sounds like he was on a bender.”

For dm, Boris's return cdled into question Mary’'s powers. Even with dl she had been right
about, he let this one thing convince him we' d been fooling oursaves. “1t makes sense that Mr. White has
Mr. Clean bottles a hishouse” he said. “H€e s ajanitor. Barzita did get hit by the snowplow, and Charlie
mud have fdlen into the lake by accident. It's dl coincidence” | went dong with him because | dso
wanted it to be true.

All Mary said was “Who sent the letter to Boris?’ | never asked, “What about the orange paper
and ribbon?’

Soring stuck its big toe into winter, and we let the invedigation drop as the days grew a little
brighter, a little warmer. | was dowly forgetting my fear, and at night, without the howling of the winter
wind, the antenna was dlent. Charlie no longer had a voice. His sullen, sodden presence behind the open



closet door became increasingly easy to ignore, to pretend it was nothing.

Children of All Ages

My mother had seen them setting up the tents in the empty ot next to where she worked in
Farmingdae. Every night at dinner, on our way to Bermuda, we detoured to the circus. On Saturday we
findly went—us three kids and our mother. She put on lipstick and curled her hair, but she was ill pale
in her turquoise dress and green overcoat. Her perfume was suffocating.

She smoked with the car windows closed, the sharp haze burning my nose har as we watched the
towns rall by. On the radio, Elvis sang “Are You Lonesome Tonight?” We passed the college, which
rose up out of avad fidd like a city from a science-fiction movie. Jm was dways happy to go anywhere,
and Mary wanted to see the clowns. | didn’t care about the circus, but | made believe | was excited.

We parked at the edge of awide fidd. The ground was totd mud, and on the walk to the tents my
mother lifted her whole foot out of her stuck shoe more than once. We gathered before a stand where a
midget with a mustache sat. He wore a top hat and a coat with red and white stripes.

My mother paid for our admission, and the midget looked angrily up at us as he handed her the
four tickets. We stood around until there were no more people coming from the parking lot. When he'd
sold the last ticket, the midget stood up and lifted a megaphone.

“Ladies and gentlemen and children of dl ages,” | think he said, but anything that came after was
muffled.

“What's he saying?’ asked Jm.

My mother shrugged and tossed her cigarette into the mud.

The midget’s harangue went on and on. From somewhere he’ d gotten a cane, and every once in a
while he rapped the tabletop in front of him. Mary put her hands over her ears. When he findly finished,
we moved dowly past him with the rest of the crowd. In amid the maze of ydlow tents, | did caich a
spark of excitement, because there was a whole row of them filled with the sideshow. Paintings, full of
color and wild images, which hung outside each tent, told what was behind its flgps. The firg one in the
row was for Sweet Marie, a fat woman. The picture showed a woman like a Thanksgiving Day parade
baloon, perfectly round, Stting on a bench knitting.

“Sweet Marie” said Jm, and he pointed to Mary.

Mary shook her head and sad, “You are”

My mother led the way into the dark tent. Other people were dready ingde. Benegth one bare
bulb, like the sun of Botch Town, up on a amdl stage that bowed under her weight, sat Sweet Marie.
She had on only a skirt and a bra, so you could see dl the mounds and folds and blobs of fat. There was
alignt blue bow in her hair, and her face was like a beer bely with eyes and a mouth. My mother
whispered, “Diggudting,” and sent us up front for a better look. Jm led meright to the edge of the stagein
front of her. The ar there was thick with the samdl of straw, canvas, her body odor, and cigarette smoke.
| looked up at her face and only then noticed that she had a goatee beard. | backed away.

“No pictures,” she said. “If you want a photo, | have 9gned photos here for a quarter.” She hed
one up. The shot was of her lying on a rug in a bathing suit big enough to drown in. Scrawled in Magic
Marker, | think it said “ Sweet on you, Marie.” People started leaving.

“You'll look, but you don’t want my picture,” she said with an edge to her voice. “Buy a picture”

My mother cdled us to her, saying, “That's enough of this” We followed. Outsde, she sad,
“Good Chrig, thisisadump,” and laughed. “Let’s see what else they have”

The painting for Mr. Electric was of a young, muscular man, drawing lightning bolts down from
dark clouds. Insde the tent we found an old guy with glasses and a World War | flying hemet covered in
sequins. He put a lightbulb in his mouth, and it lit up. The next tent housed a guy in an old-fashioned
uniform with gold fringe on the shoulders and a hundred buttons. Admiral Gullet swallowed swords and
fire Im and | liked it that when he burped, smoke came out. The rubber lady was in a box with three
gdes so we could see in, and there was a ding around her right arm. My mother laughed about that for
the next two tents.
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Thelast tent in the row of sideshows was one you had to pay extra to enter. “The Blood-Swegting
Hippo” was the attraction, but there was no painting for it. It was top secret. My mother hesitated at the
entrance and said, “It's dmogt time for the show in the big tent. If we have time after that, well come
back to this”

Jmwas disappointed, but he said, “Okay.” Even | wanted to see the Blood-Swesting Hippo, but
we turned and walked away. My mother bought us cotton candy—plumes of blue wrapped in a paper
cone. Thefirg bite was like eating hair, until it suddenly mdted into sraight sugar. We found seats in the
wooden bleachers and looked out into the well-lit center ring.

The midget with the top hat who'd sold us our tickets stepped into the spotlight carrying his
megaphone in one hand and a whip in the other. Some of the lights around the audience went out. He
lifted the megaphone and said, “Ladies and gentlemen and children of dl ages” Like earlier, | couldn’t
make out anything he said after that. When he findly stopped mumbling, he turned and faced the man
entrance to the tent. An eephant came in with a womean riding behind its head. The huge beast’s trunk
dragged in the sawdust, and it moved dowly, lumbering back and forth with each step. The midget
cracked the whip and ydled something with the word “pachyderm” in it. The eephant stepped into the
center ring and laborioudy made its way around the circumference. When the whip cracked again, a flap
inthe elephant’ s backside opened and giant, Seaming turds just fdl out like cannonbals on an assembly
line

“The greatest show on earth,” said my mother.

We saw atrapeze act, alion tamer, and then came the clowns. They drove into the center ringin a
litle car. Explosions came out of the tailpipe. The door opened, and fifteen clowns jumped out one after
the other. Mary counted off every one. She stood up and waved to them as other kids did. They tooted
horns and lit firecrackers. Crazy hair and ripped clothes—they were like bums off the street with painted
faces and gloves. Each one wore a hat with a fegther or atassdl or a flower coming out the top.

The clowns went up into the bleachers dl around the ring, sheking hands, squirting water out of
flowers they wore on their lgpels, getting too close to people. Everybody was ydling and screaming, and
the band was playing “Happy Days Are Here Agan.” One cdown made his way up toward where we
sat. Mary stepped into the aide to meet him. He had a flowerpot hat, gloves without fingers, painted
teardrops, and glasses. Leaning over her, hisface rightin Mary’s, he put out his hand to shake. Her amile
turned in an ingant, her whole face collgpsing into fear. She ran back to her seat and leaned into my
mother. The clown waved and was gone.

At the end they shot the midget out of a cannon. A puff of smoke, an explosion, and then he flew
across the center ring into a net that dropped him onto a pile of old mattresses. As he took the football
hedmet off his head and bowed, | wondered what he did at night. | saw himin a shack, playing cards with
Admird Gullet and Sweet Marie. They discussed the degth of the eephant, but in his head he was
thinking of the cannon.

Before Jm could even ask, my mother started heading for the hippo tent. “The Blood-Swegting
Hippo,” sad Jm, putting his hand to his forehead. | traled after them with Mary, who was waking
dowly.

“Comeon, let’'sgo,” | sad.

She held out her hand. | took it and made her run with me to catch up.

Theguy at the tent entrance taking the money told us we had only ten minutes, because everything
was dodng down. “I can't guarantee hell sweat blood in ten minutes” he said. It cost a quarter a
person, and we dl went in. This tent was bigger than the other sideshow tents. There was allight at the
center, but it was pitch dark around that.

“Low tide” my mother said of the amell.

We made our way to a circular enclosure and peered over the walls. There was a lightbulb above
thering that lit the dick hide of the hippo. The creature lay there, in straw sodden with its own piss, huge
and unmoving. All it did was breathe. We stared at it for as long as we could. Then dJm picked Mary up
and hdd her so she could see. She pointed to the edge of the enclosure a something | hadn’t noticed
before. There was a track that went around the rim of the circle, and on it was a turtle. A few seconds



later, she pointed to another spot, and there was a rabbit.

“Thetortoise and the hare,” said my mother.

“What does that have to do with a hippo?’ | asked.

“Ask the midget,” she said.

“Let’'slook some more” said Jm. My mother joined him. | was going to take another peek, but
when | turned to see where Mary was, she was gone. | walked back into the shadows of the tent and
cdled her name. After searching around the entire perimeter and not finding her, | told my mother.

“She probably went outside,” she said. “Go see”

| ran toward the front of the tent, a rectangle of late-afternoon light guiding me. At the flap | asked
the guy who took the money if he'd seen my little Sster. He pointed past the tents. “She went out there,”
he said. | took off in the direction he indicated and saw her sanding out past the circus in the muddy
fidd. | cdled to her, but she wouldn't come. When | got to her Sde, she was looking & the ground. A
crocus was growing up out of the mud. It hadn’'t opened yet, but insde you could see yellow.

“Mom says hurry up, we're leaving,” | told her.

In the car on the way home, Jm cdled Mary “Sweet Mai€’ about twenty times Fndly my
mother told him to shut up. She asked us each what our favorite part of the circus was.

“The midget getting shot out of the cannon,” said Jm.

| told her | liked the hippo.

“What about you, Mary?’ she asked.

There was slence, and then Jm said, “The downs?’

“| thought you liked clowns” said my mother.

“Hewasn't aclown,” sad Mary. “It was Md.”

“Who's Md?’ said my mother.

“Miger Softeg,” she said.

My mother and dJm and | laughed, but Mary never even amiled.

“Softeg sinjal,” sad my mother.

Something Holy

Sunday morning my parents couldn’t get out of bed. My mother cdled Jm to her and told
him to take me and wak to church. Mary got out of it because they didn’t trust us to take care of her on
such along journey. We got dressed and put on white shirts and ties. Our Lady of Lourdes was quite a
wak from our house, and | dreaded meaking the trip in my good shoes, soles as hard as rock. Before we
left, Nan gave us money to light candles for her.

On the way out the front door, | asked Jm, “Why do you light the candles?’

“l don’t know,” he said. “It’'s something holy.”

The day was warm, and birds were Snging. There was dew on the lawvns. When we reached the
intersection of Willow Avenue and Feems Road, Jm turned.

“Thisian't the way to church,” | said.

“l know,” he said, and amiled.

| stood my ground.

“Go to church if you want,” he said. “I’'m going to get a chocolate milk a the ddi and St behind
the stores.”

“You have money?’ | said.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out the candle money. “I'll share it with you.”

For about two seconds, | thought of church—Father Toomey, dead aready, ydling a everyone;
the bells, the songs. “Okay,” | said.

Jm had enough for a chocolate milk and abig chocolate-chip cookie. We sat on milk crates in the
dley behind the ddli, out of Sght in an alcove.

“What if we get caught?’ | asked.

“No one ever comes back here but kids,” he said, and then held up the cookie the way the priest
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holds up the host and broke it in hdlf.

After we finished eating, Jm got up and went to the edge of the acove and stuck his head out to
look around. When he looked in the direction of the drugstore, | saw him pull his head back quick. He
came over to me.

“Hinkley’s coming on hisbike” sad Jm.

| got off my milk crate. He motioned for me to get flat againg the wall while he snuck back to the
opening. | saw him hunch down, and just as | heard the sound of the bike tires, he pounced. Before
Hinkley's eyes could even go wide, Jm had an arm around his throat and was dragging him off the bike.
The bike hit the ground, the front tire spinning. Hinkley struggled to get away, but Jm punched him in the
face, and he went down on dl fours.

“You hit my brother with a rock on the lake” said dm, and kicked him in the ribs. Hinkley went
over on his Side, gasping for air.

“l heard for that |etter we wrote Krapp you have to rall the barrels to the furnace room,” said Jm,
laughing. He walked over to the bike and picked it up.

Hinkley got to hisfeet. He lunged a Jm and tried to tear his grip off the bike handles. Im pushed
Hinkley aside with one arm and kicked out two front spokes. “How’s the furnace room?’

“It gtinks,” said Will.

“What's that mean?’ asked Jm, cocking hisfoot asif to kick again.

“Were you down there with Lou?’ | asked.

“Oh, that washed-out guy? Yeah.” He laughed.

When Hinkley laughed a Lou, we laughed with him.

“What about Lou?" asked Jm.

“l only saw Lou one day. When akid pukes and they get it with the red suff, after awhile it forms
into like ared bal. | watched Lou take one of those out of the barrdl and put it in the furnace. It Szzled
and smelled like hamburgers”

“What was he like?’ | asked.

“Redly white” said Hinkley.

“Did he say anything to you?’ asked Jm.

“Yeeh, he told meif | found out for him who threw a rock through his window, he'd give me ten
bucks. I didn't know, but | told him I’d heard it was Peter Horton so he would give me the money.”

Jmlet go of Hinkley's bike, and it dropped onto the ground. He stepped away, and Hinkley went
for the handlebars. Jm moved quickly, grabbing Hinkley's arms and locking them behind his back. He
cdled us faggots as Jm turned him toward me. “Punch himin the face,” said Jm.

| stepped up, but Hinkley was kicking the air, trying to keep me away. Jm kneed him in the back
and told him to take his punishment. “Hit him!” yelled Jm. | just stood there, looking a Hinkley's face.
“As hard as you can!” Hinkley squinted and turned his face to the sde. Findly Jm cdled me a pussy and
just let him go.

Hinkley sprang for his bike and was on it in a second. He rode thirty feet away from us and then
stopped and ydled back, “I know where Lou lives For another ten bucks, I'm gonna tdl him your sister
helped Peter Horton.” Jm took off after him, but Hinkley was gone.

When dJm and | returned to Botch Town that night, we found that Mary had never left. Boris was
back at his house working on his car, Charlie was in the lake, and Mr. Conrad stood in the Hayeses
backyard, leaning againg the house. Mr. Barzita had been retired to the shoe box where Jm kept the
figures of dl those who'd died or moved away from the neighborhood. With a black crayon, in block
letters, he'd written on the lid “Hall of Fame.” It didn’'t matter what you did on Willow Avenue while you
were there; everyone wound up in the Hal of Fame. We found Barzita in anong the others, lying on top
of Mrs. Hdloway, and Jm laughed.

Sure enough, the white car was parked in front of Peter Horton's house. The prowler was in the
Hortons backyard. Jm asked Mary how long the car had been there, and she said, “ Three nights”

“That's about how long it was parked outsde of Boris's before he ran away,” sad Jdm. “Mr.
White' s gonna do something soon.”



| pictured Mr. White trying to lift Peter’ s huge body over his shoulder.

“Yes” sad Mary.

“What?' | asked.

“Threg)” she sad.

“Three?” sad Jm. “What's that mean?’

“One more than two,” said Mary.

“What about Peter?’ | asked.

She shook her head and said, “I don't know.”

“Okay,” said Jm, “you can go play.”

Mary went through the curtain to her sde. When we heard the class start, Jm leaned in close to
me and whispered, “Should we tdl her about what Hinkley said?

“Do you think hell do it?” | asked.

“No, but...”

“What about we tdl her if we find the white car in front of our house?’

Jm agreed, and then he told me his new plan. He'd dug around in the couch cushions and under
the bed and come up with enough money to buy flashbulbs for his camera. “Well catch him at the scene
of the crime,” he said.

| nstant Evidence

We knew that if my mother was talking while she was drinking, she'd drink faster. At
dinner Jm had a thousand questions about Bermuda, and before she could start to clean up the plates, |
started talking to her about Sherlock Holmes. | think Mary knew what we were up to, and she went to
her room. After awhile my mother had drunk so much she just started talking on her own. She smoked
like mad and told us about a place caled Far Rockaway and when she and my father lived in Kentucky
near Fort Knox. She told us about a library there in a mangon run by two old women, blind twins, who
knew where every book was and how sometimes the local doctor took a pig instead of money for curing
someone.

When she moved to the living-room couch, we went with her. Jm and | nodded every now and
then to let her know we were ligening. If we saw her smile when she told us something, we laughed.
Eventudly her eyes closed, her cigarette burned away in the ashtray, the haf-filled wineglass tilted toward
the floor. Words kept coming out, but more and more dowly making less and less sense. The last thing
she said was “You're bad at bad,” and then she was out cold. Jm grabbed the glass before it spilled, and
| stubbed out the cigarette. Together we took her shoulders and gently moved her back so her head
rested on the pillow. IJm sent me to get a blanket and the big red book. We set her up with the book
open on her chest and then went next door to tdl Nan we were going to bed.

Upgtairsin my room, | dressed and, as Jm had instructed, pulled the covers up over my pillow to
make it look like | was adeep. Every dair step creaked under our sneskers on the way down. We crept
into the kitchen, and dJm turned out the light there and in the dining room. Sowly, so as to not make a
sound, dJm opened the back door. It squedled as it svung wide enough for us to pass through. We
dipped out into the yard without a hitch. 1t was nine-thirty, and we had till midnight, when my father got
home from work.

We walked around the corner of the house and crossed the lawn to the Street. There was a breeze
that smdled like the ocean. Peter Horton lived dl the way up near Hammond, and we turned in that
direction. Most of the houses we passed were darkened, and some had only a light on in an upstairs
bedroom window. We stayed out from under the glow of the streetlamps, crossing back and forth, trying
not to scrape our feet on the grave.

Jm wore the camera around his neck on a thin strap, and it bounced off his coat with every step.
Across from Mr. Barzita's house, he led me up the sde street toward Cuthbert Road. It was a clear
night, and away from the streetlamps you could see dl the stars. Jm gave me the Sgn to be extra quiet.
We went up on alawn on the right Side of the street and headed around that house to the backyard. We
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passed right benegth a lit window. My heart started pounding, and my ears pricked up on their own like
adog's. Behind the place it was completdy dark. We had to weave around lawn furniture and croquet
wickets. Luckily, the back fence was a split-rall. Im went over the top, and | did through the middle
space into the Hortons' backyard.

Thar place was older than the other houses on the block, and bigger—three stories of busted and
cracked stucco and a porch out front with columns. Ther yard was bigger, too, more than double the
sze of ours. They had no lawn, but there was a thicket of tal pines surrounding the house, front and
back. The falen needles made for quiet walking.

We crept around the sSde of the house and crawled in under the branches of a big pine. From
there, if we crouched, we could see the road and the house. The lights were out insde, and | thought of
dl the tons of Hortons, deeping. They were big, lethargic people, every one with moon eyes and dow
wit. They dressed like people in old brown photographs. Four boys and three girls The father had
something that looked like abdl sack coming off his chin. My mother told me it was cdled a goiter. He
wore the same white T-shirt every day, his somach gicking out, and the mother had dimples on her
elbows, dresses like worn nightgowns. They seemed to have come off a farm somewhere, as if a twister
hed lifted the place and dropped it and them onto Willow Avenue.

The street was empty in front of their house. Two cars went by, and | tensed with each one.
That's when it struck me that Jm'’s plan was crazy. | wondered how he was going to get a photo of Mr.
White. Did he expect to catch a shot of those pasty hands around Peter’ s throat?

“Hey,” | said to him. “Thisis crazy.”

“I know,” he said. “What if | get a good picture, though?’ he whispered.

| shook my head.

“Ingtant evidence,” he said.

“Whet timeisit?’ | asked.

“Ten a the latest.”

Sanding 4ill there in the dark beneeth the tree made me cold, and | darted to shiver. Jm
crouched, watching the street, his camera in both hands &t the ready. Another car passed. | think it was
Mr. Farley. A long time went by. | yawned and took hold of a branch. Clasing my eyes, | thought about
how much it fdt like we were in Botch Town instead of somewhere in red life. For a moment | was tiny
and made of clay. Then Jm tapped my leg.

When | opened my eyes, thefirg thing | saw, through the opening in three crisscrossing branches,
was the white car pulling up to the curb just beyond the hdo of a Streetlight. It glided in without a sound.
Mr. White ralled down his window and lit his pipe. We could see that he had his hat on and wore his
overcoat. Before he even tossed his match out, | could smdl the smoke. He sat there, smoking and
looking at the house through the pines.

Jmand | were frozen in place, and the smoke came stronger and stronger, until my eyes started to
water. We shouldn’t have samelled it so much, and | started to think it was finding us for him. | wanted to
run, and | touched Jm'’s shoulder to tdl hm we had to leave. He held his hand up and pointed. Mr.
White was tapping out his pipe againg the side of the car. He rolled up the window.

When | saw the window go up, | bresthed a 9gh of rdief, but then the car door opened and he
stepped out. He put his hands in his overcoat pockets and headed draight for us. There was no way he
could see us, and | thought he'd turn and go toward the house, but he didn’'t. He came on, taking long
drides straight toward our tree. | turned to run, and just as | did, | saw the flash go off. The next thing |
knew, | was legping through the middle space in the split-rail fence. Jm just jumped right over it without
touching, the camera flying out behind him on its gring. | didn’'t know if Mr. White was right behind me,
but I was't going to turn around to find out.

We made it to the front lawn of the house whose yard we'd passed through earlier and then
stopped when dJm put his hand on my shoulder. We were both winded, but it was clear that Mr. White
wasn't coming through the backyard.

“Hell comeinthe car,” said Jm.

Jugt as he spoke, the metd gate in the fence of the yard across the street opened with a squedl.



We looked up. | knew right away it wasn't Mr. White. The figure stepped past the deeper shadow of the
house. It was a teenage kid in a black legther jacket and a white T-shirt. He waved for us to come to
him. | was unsure, but he waved more franticaly, and findly Jm took off toward him. | didn’t want to be
left behind, so | went, too.

The guy leaned over and whispered, “Stay quiet and follow me”

We went through the gate, and as soon as we did, headlights appeared, turning off Hammond and
onto Cuthbert. | had to redly move to keep up with Jm and the other guy. He led us through the
backyards, and it didn’t take long to see he knew where he was going. Every place where two fences
didn't quite meet and you could squeeze through, every place where there was a lawvn char or a tree
branch to help you over a fence, every path among the trees and bushes, he knew without thinking. We
moved like Barzita' s squirrels from one end of Cuthbert to the other.

We came out of the backyards where Myrtle intersected Cuthbert and hid behind a lavn swing.

“Well wat here)” said the guy.

| noticed that his hair was combed forward in a wave and that he wore white Converse. A thin
slver chain with a crudfix on the end looped down across his chest. A moment later the long car rolled
dowly by. We could see Mr. Whitein the driver’s sest, his head swiveing Ieft to right and back again as
he looked from lawn to lawn. The car stopped in front of one house for awhile and then started up again
and disappeared down the street. Once he was gone, we ran a top speed across the asphdt of Myrtle
and Cuthbert, into the backyards that bordered the backyards of Willow Avenue. We moved through
them like fish in water.

The guy took us to the Curdmeyers grape arbor. Once we were under the trellises, he stopped.
“You're just across the street,” he said. “Waich for headlights”

“Do you know the man with the white car?” Jm whispered to him.

He smiled on one sde of hismouth. “Sure,” he said. “I’ ve seen everything.”

We thanked him for saving us and turned to head out across the Curdmeyers yard toward the
front. “Come out agan some night,” he said, “and I'll show you guys around.” Jm and | looked back,
but he was gone.

Snesking into the house was a ddicate process of dowly opening doors and cautious stepping.
The warmth and tota slence made it seem as if the house itsdf was degping. As we passed through the
kitchen, | saw that the time was deven-thirty. My mother was exactly where we'd placed her on the
couch. We crept past her, and just before we reached the dars, she said something with the word
“pdatid” init. Jm looked back and amiled & me. More quigtly than Mr. White, we made it to the landing
outsde our bedrooms. | went into my room, and Jm followed me. He stood a the entrance and
whispered into the dark, “Do you know who that was?’

“Who?’ | asked, dropping my coat on the chair.

“Ray Hdloway.”

Say Cheese

Ever snce the day of the circus, my mother was in a strange mood. 1'd seen it happen
before. Her anger was somehow turning into energy. | could amost hear it percolating in her head. After
dinner she no longer sat samoking and gtaring. Now she was near frantic, her nights filled with projects.
She painted, she wrote, she created a TV commercid for a contest put on by Hebrew Nationa sdami.
She told us dl about it and sang the song she wrote, et to the tune of “Hava Nagila” One of the lines
was “Even the dl-knowing swami eats Hebrew Nationa sdlami.” At the end, she said, there should be
baloons and confeiti and cannons shooting sdlamis into the air. We told her it was great. She sent it off in
the mail with high hopes, and the next night she started on a painting of Mount Kilimanjaro.

My father didn't change. Every morning at five o' clock, his darm would ring. HE'd St up in his
underwear on the edge of the bed, hunched over, breathing heavily and grunting every few seconds.
He'd groan and then lurch to hisfeet. He'd dress in hiswork clothes from the day before. He'd comb his
har with water, and by five-twenty he'd be gtting in the kitchen, deeves rolled up, with a cup of ingant
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coffee, smoking. His gaze wouldn't stray from the clock over the back door. At fivethirty he'd stand
and place his cup on the counter.

Next door, Pop had his own contest going. Every day after figuring the horses, he'd take out a
bag of candy and lay it on the table. The contest was to make up a new name for the candy. He gave
pieces of it to dl of us—hard carames with chunks of nuts in them. | could fed the brown spackle
sucking out my teeth. In his boxer shorts and a deeveless T-shirt, he sat chewing and jotting names dong
the edge of an old newspaper.

“Nuttos.”

“ Crackos.”

“ Chewos.”

Nan started every morning by squeezing hdf a lemon into a glass of bailing water. She drank it
geaming hot, dl a once, moving her lips and gulping till it was gone. The hot water was followed by a
bowl of cold prunes in their own juices. “Why don't you just use dynamite?’ Pop said. After breakfast
she walked a hundred times from one end of the gpartment to the other in her robe and hairnet.

Mary sat in the corner of the fence, back behind the forsythias, smoking a cigarette. The day was
overcast and breezy. | saw her from the kitchen window, and she was taking to hersdf.

Jmand | took avigt to Botch Town. After turning on the sun, dm lifted the figure of Ray that had
long lain on its sde from behind the Hdloway house. He then picked up the figure of the prowler.
Holding them out to me, he said, “I think these are the same guy.”

| nodded.

“Maybe when his parents moved, he ran avay and came back here” said Jm. He put the figure
of Ray on the board and put the prowler carefully into the Hal of Fame so his pin arms wouldn’t damage
the others aready regting there peacefully.

“Wheré sheliving?' | asked.

“l bet in hisold house. It s ill empty. That’s why Mary left im behind it.”

“Wouldn't somebody try to find him?’

“Maybe not, because he's eighteen,” said Jm.

“But what's he doing here?’

“Well ask hmadl that.”

“Not for awhile” | said. “I don’'t want to get caught.”

“Ray knows what Mr. White is doing,” said Jm. “He can hdp us save Peter Horton. Besides,
he's coal, igT't he?”

“He s great a running,” | said.

“Il wonder if he eats out of the garbage,” said Jm.

| pictured Ray in the moonlight, lifting a trash-can lid and finding a pink hatbox filled with dirt.

Later Jm finished off the filmin his camera by taking shots of everyone. He got one of Nan in her
bathrobe and hairnet shaking her figt at him and smiling. He caught Pop smoking a Lucky Strike, reading
the horse paper, his glasses perched at the end of his nose. Mary hed her badge out, my mother stirred a
big pot of the orange stuff, my father stared, and Jm snapped away. George hunkered down at the end
of hisleash to take a crap in the backyard, and Jm raised the camera. The dog had his back to us, but |
cdled, “George. Hey, George. Georgie.”

Jmamed, saying, “ George, say cheese. Say cheese.” George looked back over his shoulder a us
and growled, his bottom teeth bared. Jm snapped it, and then he had Mary take one of him and me,
ganding sde by sdein front of the shed.

A L ot of Screaming Ensued

While Krapp broke a sweat for the Little Big Horn, | tried to spy on Hinkley. He sat two
rows across and one seat up, so | only caught his profile—the red hair, the freckled milky skin stretched
taut over his cheekbones. | didn’'t believe he had the nerve to tdl Lou that Mary had helped Peter Horton
break the window, but | watched him. It was the sght of his Adam’s gpple bobbing up and down in his
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skinny neck that eventudly made me unsure. As Krapp started to act out Custer’s lagt stand, Hinkley
cast a glance over his shoulder like he heard me thinking about him and caught me staring. The ingtant he
looked in my eyes, he turned away.

“He stood like this” said Krapp, legs spread apart, his hands holding invishle six-shooters. “He
was the last guy left, ganding on this little hill. All around him was a sea of Indians on horseback with
bows and arrows.” Krapp amed and fired with the guns that weren't there. “Custer was a crack shot
and killed an Indian with every bullet he had left, but then the arrows came....” Krapp took one in the
back, and Tim Sulliven lot it. “When the guns were empty, he pulled his sword from its scabbard.” The
sword came out in dow motion, and he held it pointing toward the ceiling. More arrows hit Krapp, and
he twitched with each strike. He made a face that was supposed to be agony but looked more like
Cugter’s last dump. By the time he let the whole thing go, we were dl laughing. He looked confused and
just about to get pissed off, but instead he amiled. A moment later he took a bow. There was slence, a
pause, and somehow dl a once we thought to clap for him.

By the end of the performance, | was certain Hinkley had done it.

Out on the playground, | found Peter Horton and told him that Hinkley had taken ten dollars from
Lou the janitor and lied about who'd broken the window.

“Why'd he do that?’ said Peter.

“To get the ten bucks,” | sad.

“He didn’'t know who did it?’

“Hejus said it was you to get the money. Lou thinks you did it. Now do you get it?’

“But | didn't do it,” said Horton, pacing back and forth. His face grew red, and there was a diva
bubble between his lips. His eyes were wider than ever. Fndly he lumbered off, looking for Hinkley. |
followed a a disance. Peter traipsed through a kickbal game and right between two kids trading
basebdl cards. Hinkley was talking to a couple of girlswhen Horton's fingers closed around the back of
his neck, then landed a dow-moving punch that came as if through water but hit like a torpedo. Hinkley's
whole body shook. Krapp was on the scene in a shot, threatening trips to the office for dl involved. |
kept my distance and watched as Krapp hdped Hinkley to hisfeet. His nose was bloody, and he looked
dazed. Krapp told him to brush himsdf off and go to the office. Peter was dready on his way across the
fidd, crying. As Krapp ydled at him to get going, Hinkley looked around and found me. He smiled, the
blood running down across hislips.

Hinkley and Horton never came back to the classroom that afternoon, and word got around that
they were suspended and their parents had to come for them. Krapp was doing geometry—<circles,
triangles, dashed lines—with three different colors of chak—white, blue, and pink. My mind was numb
fromit. “That’sthe point,” said Krapp, and there was a knock at the door. He went out into the halway,
and we could hear someone talking to him. Krapp stuck his head back in and cdled my name. The firs
time it went right through me. The second, | woke to it and fdt indant embarrassment. | got out of my
seat and walked to the door. He leaned close and whispered to me, “Y ou're wanted in the office”

Cleary sat behind his desk in his camd-hair jacket and black tie, his drastic crew cut and
Sdeburns that Jm said he put on like a hdmet every morning. His hand was around his throat, and his
look was, by Mary's scale, dark coffee. It was so quiet thet | heard the brass clock on his desk tick. Out
the window behind him, | saw the gates to the school, the blue sky, and the way home.

“Have asedt,” he said. “Do you know why you're here?’

| sat in the chair, facing him across his desk, and shook my head.

“We had an incident on the playground today,” he said, “between Peter Horton and William
Hinkley. Did you seeit?’

| nodded.

“l hear you told Peter Horton something that got im mad at Hinkley,” he said.

“Maybe” | sad.

“Maybe?’ he asked, and then proceeded to lay out the whole story in perfect detail. He knew
about Lou and the ten dallars, the rock through the window, the lies, dl of it. “Did you start thisfight?” he
asked.



As he spoke, | was scared, but once his words evaporated, | started redly thinking. “It was unfar
what Hinkley did to Peter,” | said. “I wanted to warn himin case Lou went to his parents.”

“A noble gesture,” said Cleary, rasng his eyebrows. “William told me that your brother beat him
up behind the ddli on Sunday.”

“l don't know,” | said.

“You were there” he said. “You won't be suspended this time, but I'll be cdling your parents to
inform them of dl this You may go back to dass” His hand swept dowly away from his neck and
pointed me to the door.

From what Cleary told my mother, she deduced that we hadn’'t gone to church on Sunday. A lot
of screaming ensued. | took alesson from Jm and just nodded quietly.

“l don’'t give adamn about Hinkley,” my mother said, “but lying about going to church is a venid
an.” | tried to remember if Mrs. Grimm had taught us that one.

My mother was angry, but the worst part was she told my father that he had to take us to church
next Sunday. The look of betraya he gave us was like a dgp in the face.

“Areyou kidding?’ said my father.

“You're thar father, you'll take them.”

“Bullshit,” he said. “1 don’t go to church.”

We let the rest of the week go by without trying to sneak out at night. Jm would have gone, but |
wasn't ready to take the chance again. Every night the long white car sat outside the Hortons' house in
Botch Town. My only rdief was that I'd told Peter about Mr. White beng after him because of
Hinkley's story. | wanted to bdlieve that was enough. “Monday night,” said Jm.

Jm got his pictures back from the drugstore Saturday afternoon. We were danding over Botch
Town, udng its sun to see them better. Scenes of George and the family flipped by, and then Jm stopped
and pulled one glossy black-and-white photo closer to his face. The flash had gone off in the dark
benesath the tree and reflected off Mr. White' s face pushing through the shadowy branches.

“It'sjust hishead and hishat,” said Jm.

“But it looks like it' sflyingin the dark,” | said.

“Yegh,” said Jm.

“Did you notice how quiet he was?’

“He has powers,” said Jm. He continued flipping through the photos, and when he came to the
one of me and him in front of the shed, he said, “You can have that.” | put it in my back pocket. We
returned to the shot of Mr. White and stared &t it for along time.

“When we get more evidence, well send this to the cops,” he said.

The next morning, dressed in his brown suit that was so worn it shone, a tie, and his good shoes,
my father led us out to the car. Mary and | sat in the back and Jm sat with him up front. “This is just
bullshit,” my father said, turning around to look as he backed out of the driveway.

At church my father took a seat in the firg row, on the left, right on the aide in front of the dtar,
and we filed in next to him. The smdl of incense was eerie, not to mention the plaques on each of the
church’s great sweeping arches—the gory in pictures of Chrig’s crudifixion. The thick air, the dim
Slence, made the place seem filled with time. Each second weighed a ton, each minute was a great glass
bubble of centuries. The drudgery of church was the most boring thing | ever lived through. Mrs. Grimm
had taught us about purgatory, and that was going to church every day until someon€e's prayers sent you
on to heaven.

The Mass gtarted, and no matter what we were supposed to do—stand, knedl, or st—my father
st through it dl. IJm, Mary, and | followed the routine, but my father just sat with his arms folded and
one leg crossed over the other. He waiched the priest, and when Father Toomey rang the bdl and
people pounded their chests, my father laughed. On the way home, he told us, “Nice story, but when you
die, you're food for the worms” and then he pulled over to a hot-dog cart on the sde of the road.

When we got home from church, Nan came in with some news. She said she had just gotten off
the phone with Mrs. Curdmeyer, who told her that Mrs. Horton was dead. “She died in her deep,” sad
Nan.



“That'sashame” said my mother, and | thought about never waking up. The next thing that went
through my mind was the Sght of the white car parked in front of our house in Botch Town.

A Silent Island

Mrs. Horton's wake was hdd at Clancy’s Funerd Home, an old white manson with giant
oaks looming over it. My parents and Jm and | came up the front steps and into the heavy florist scent of
the lobby. The furniture in the foyer was gold with thick carved legs. On a coffee table sat a huge vase of
white lilies. Paintings of landscapes in gold swirling frames lined the walls. A grandfather clock of polished
wood stood in the corner, its pendulum swinging behind glass. On its face was a crescent moon and
dars.

Teddy Dunden’s father, who was a fireman during the day, worked nights as an usher & Clancy’s,
holding the door and steering people to the different death rooms. He was a burly, red-faced man with a
gray mustache and curly brown har. He said hdlo to my parents, and they greeted him in whispers. He
looked at the floor, his hands folded like at church, and led us to a room that was crowded with people,
dl dressed in black. It was quiet but for the sound of crying up near the front, where | saw the lighted
ooffin surrounded by flowers.

My moather put her hand on my back and gently pushed me forward, Jm dongsde. The closeness
of the room and the increasing view of Mrs. Horton's profile made me gag. Death was a slent idand, and
then we were there, anding over her. | knew if | looked a dJm, we would laugh, so | had to stare down
into the grimece of her waxy face. In her degp she was unhappy. It struck me then that none of the
neighbors who'd come to the wake had ever been friends with Mrs. Horton. | crossed mysdf and turned
away.

Peter Horton, his jacket button ready to pop, wearing his clodhopper shoes, sat in the front row
like a cartoon cat hit by a mdlet. His eyes were big blanks, and when | told him | was sorry about his
mom, he grunted.

“Peter’s zombie-idand,” Jm said afew minutes |ater as we stood &t the back of the room near the
doorway.

| nodded my head in the direction of Mr. Conrad, who sat by himsdf in the last row, working at
hisgiant left ear with an open paper dip. “He sdigging to China” | said.

Mrs. Farley taked Girl Scouts with Mrs. Bishop. Mr. Hackett wore his Korean War uniform, and
| dmog expected to see the back of the pants blown out where the grenade had hit his ass. Mrs.
Regtuccio dozed in her chair, and Larry March’s old man quigtly told knock-knock jokes to Diamond
Lil.

My faher talked to Mr. Fdina and Mr. Farley. My mother sat next to Mrs. Hayes, nodding a a
long story. People prayed on the kneder in front of Mrs. Horton's coffin, walked away, and came back
afew seconds later for more. An older woman with a black lace doily on her head was saying the bead
prayers, and the Horton children milled dowly through like solid ghosts from Dorothy’ s Kansas.

Leaning back againg the wal, | was about to shut my eyes when Mr. Horton suddenly stood up
from his chair, goiter bobbing, and |ooked toward the cailing. He introduced himsdf and started talking to
Jesus. At firgt everybody looked up, and then they dl lowered ther eyes when they redized nothing was
there. “1 was thinking the other day about Time, Jesus,” he said. Everything he said ended in “Jesus” and
a every mention of the name, spit flew from the corners of his mouth. When Mr. Horton asked Jesus to
make his wife wake up and live again, my father walked back to us.

“Go outsde and get some arr,” he said, “but don’'t go far.” He looked over his shoulder as if to
check whether Mrs. Horton was girring. Jm and | didn't have to be asked twice. In the lobby we wove
our way through a crowd of crying people letting out from one of the other death rooms. Mr. Dunden
opened the door for us, and we walked down the long flight of steps. We waked back to the stone
benches around a wishing pond beneath giant oaks. Stars were visble through nets of barren branches.
The cool night ar smdled like the ocean.

“Did Mr. Whitekill her?" | asked.
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“l don’t know,” he said. “Maybe he couldn’'t get Peter, so he got her instead. Then again, maybe
shejud died.”

He Kills People

The gtench of all paint and turpentine was everywhere, as if something chemica come to
life It made every har on the back of my neck stand up. | sat next to my mother in the dining room and
watched her. She was in her usud char by the window &t the end of the room, and before her on the
table was a very short easd with Mount Kilimanjaro on it. To one side of her was a palette on which she
mixed colors from fat Slver tubes, and on the other was an old encyclopedia open to a page that showed
apicture of agazdle With a brushstroke of burnt Senna and a touch of ydlow, in two fluid movements,
she formed the outline of an inch+high gazdle in the foreground of her canvas. She made three more, dl in
different poses, just as quickly. She added gray-and-white horns and black-and-white markings, and
they looked redl. They stood on an open plain bordered by ajungle of emeradd green padm trees. Behind
the trees rose the great mountain in varying shades of blue and gray, and the sun glinted off its
snowcapped pesk.

“It' sdone,” she said. She stood up, wiped her hands on arag, and took a step back to admire her
masterpiece.

| pictured gorillaslivingin that jungle and wondered if any of them ever climbed the mountain and
walked through the snow.

“What do you think?’ she asked me, pushing the little easdl away from us o it sat in the middle of
the table.

“l want to go to Africa” | said.

She amiled and lit a cigarette. Reaching down beside her chair, she hoisted up the haf-gdlon jug
of wine and refilled her glass. She sat then, quigtly assessing the painting. In those few seconds, | saw the
recent burst of energy lesking out of her. As usud, it had lasted for a little more than a week or so, and
she'd used it dl up. Like a punctured blow-up pool toy, she seemed to dowly deflate while shadows
blossomed in her gaze. She stubbed out her cigarette and said, “It's okay.” All the brushes went into the
old coffee can of poison-amdling turpentine, and dl the caps were put back on the Slver paint tubes. She
picked up her wineglass, cigarettes, and ashtray and went in to St in the corner of the couch. | followed
her and sat at the other end.

“It won't be for awhile” she said, her eyes closed, “but | saw the next panting I’m going to do.”

“George s portrait?’ | asked. The dog, over by the stairs, lifted his head for a moment.

She amiled. “No. Theré satree a the arboretum. A giant, ancient tree with tendrils that reach to
the ground. | want to paint every legf of it in summer in the late afternoon.”

She was dill but for her shdlow breathing. Between two fingers of her right hand, an unlit cigarette
seesawed. The wineglass was as close to Fuilling without spilling as possible. | grabbed the wineglass and
achtray and set them down on the coffee table. Then, cregping over to the cdlar door, | whispered for
Jm. He came updairs with Mary, who we sent to get the Sherlock Holmes while we positioned my
mother’s head on the pillows and lifted her feet.

| was dready dressed, and dJm had stored our coats in the cdlar earlier. We put them on and
zipped up in the kitchen with the lights off. As we were getting ready to go out the back door, Jm said to
Mary, “Wha do you have to do?’

“Go in, kiss Nan good night, and tdl her everybody went to bed, and then go to bed.”

“Right,” said Jm. “Let’s not Mickey thisup.”

She walked over to where he stood and kicked him in the leg with her bare foot. He laughed
without making a sound.

“What if Mr. White comes?’ Mary whispered.

“His car’ s been dl the way up on Hammond since Mrs. Horton croaked. He's not coming here,”
he sad.

“What if he does?’ she said.
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“Cdl Nan, and el get her gun,” | said.

Jmand | went out into the night. The door hushed closed, and as | went down the steps, | turned
and looked back at Mary's face peering out of the ydlow square of light that was the kitchen window.
We crept to the edge of the house and then made for the street. For the last day, Ray Haloway’s figure
had been hanging out over near the school in Botch Town, so we turned in that direction.

We saw a bat flying crazy under the Streetlamp across from the Hacketts house, and Mrs.
Grimm’s white cat, Legion, was prowling in the ivy on the Cdfanos lawn. Otherwise the block was
quiet. It wasn't quite ten o'clock yet, so there were dill a far number of lighted windows. As we wove
our way around the glow of the streetlamps, we listened for the sound of tires on the street behind us,
checked now and then for the brightness of headlights. Ahead of us rose the slhouette of the school. We
passed the gates. Thering on the flag rope clinked againg the metd pole. There was some sweet flower
srdl blowing out of the woods.

We crossed the bus cirde and were just stepping up onto the sdewak in front of the man door
when a pebble hit the ground at our feet. We stopped cold and looked around. Fear grew in me, and
then a noise came from above.

We looked up, and there was a person leaning over the edge of the school’s fla roof. | knew it
was Ray the second | made out the white T-shirt. Sowly my eyes adjusted, and he came into view. He
hed an unlit cigarette in the corner of his mouth.

“Meet me over a the gym door by the baseball diamond,” he whispered. Then he pushed up with
his hands and was gone.

We ran as quielly as possible across the parking lot and the basketbal court, keeping to the
shadows dong the wall of the school. The gym was three stories of solid brick. If you jumped off the roof
of the main school building, you wouldn't get hurt, but to fal from the roof of the gym was certain death.
We followed the asphdt path around the corner of its enormous wal and stopped short a the metd
door. | looked out across the basebdl diamond in the moonlight and thought of Mr. Rogers, wherever he
was, seeing the same thing.

Both of us jumped when the metd door groaned open. | was hdfway back to the basketball court
before | heard Jm laughing. Turning around, | saw him and Ray waving me back.

“Come on,” sad Ray as | drew up next to them. He put his hand lightly on my shoulder, and |
stepped indde behind Jm. The door closed with a bang.

Ingde the deeping schooal, it was pitch black, and the amdls of red stuff, old books, bad breath,
and the dightest trace of that day’ s baked haddock were so much more powerful in Silence.

“How do you get in here?’ asked dJm as Ray led us across the polished wooden floor.

“There's a door up on the gym roof. There' s no lock on it. When the weether’s too cold, | stay
down herein the furnace room. | was here dl through the snowstorm.”

He opened a swinging door, and we stepped out into a hdlway of the man building. We waked
through the darkened corridors, passing Krapp's room. The door was open, and when | looked in, | half
expected to see the glow of his white shirt—him stting at his desk with his head down.

“How do you get on the roof 7’ asked Jm.

“There'sapipe tha runs up the wal at the back corner of the school by the playground—for the
al or something. | get my foot onto that, pull mysdf up, and reach my fingers over the edge of the roof.
Once I'm on the roof over there, it's easy to get to the ladder that leads up the Sde of the gym.”

“l don’t think | could do thet,” Jm said.

“Wdl,” sad Ray, “not many people can.”

We entered one of the hdls that ran dong the courtyard. The enormity of being in the school
illegdly was just beginning to dawn on me.

“Do you ever get arad of heights?” asked Jm.

“No,” sad Ray. He stopped and turned to look out into the courtyard. We hated beside him. A
litle wash of moonlight fdl there, and we could make out the dead weeds and stone bench. “The only
thing | worry about,” said Ray, pointing through the window, “isfdling in there”



“Why?" asked Jm. “The roof’s not even that high there.”

“Because there's no way out. They built it without a door, and there's no place to get a foothold
or aleg up. If | fdl inthere, I'd be trapped and have to try to break a window to get out. After Cafano
busted dl the windows, they wired them with aarms, and if they break, the cops come.” He turned and
continued past the main office and the nurse's office, sriding confidently asif the school belonged to him.
“Did you ever wonder why they have a bench in there?’ he asked over his shoulder. At the end of the
hdll, he opened the door to the furnace room and hdd it for Im and me to enter. As| passed by him into
the warm total darkness, | noticed he didn’'t have his white sneakers on, but instead he wore a pair of
pointy black shoes kids caled “cockroach killers”

“Hold on a second,” he told us. The door swung shut behind him. 1 have a flashlight right here. |
can't useit in the school, because someone might see the beam.” A light flicked on, and there was Ray’s
head like a flamein demonic shadows, amiling. | dmost ran but redized he was holding the light under his
chin. Jm and Ray laughed.

He led us down a ramp and onto a concrete floor. Moving the beam around, Ray showed us
Boris s office a corner that contained an old desk with dozens of cubbyholes dl stuffed with papers, a
swive char with a tuft of suffing coming out of the seat, and a workbench. In another corner stood at
least ten barrels on rollers. Ray waked over to one of them and shone the flaghlight on its contents. The
red Suff.

“Whet isthis shit anyway?’ he asked.

“Pieces of eraser?’ | said.

“Chemicd rubber bits” sad Jm.

He showed us the furnace, a potbellied man of metd with numbered-gauge eyes within circles of
glass, a spigot nose, and two pipe ams reaching out and into the wdls. The latch on the furnace door
squeded when Ray opened it to reved samdl blue flames dancing in its depths.

“They only use this to get rid of trash,” he said. “The ail burner’s over there” He turned and
illuminated it with the flashlight. “That heets the schoal.

“Over here)” he said. He ducked under one of the furnace' slong arms and into a passageway that
ran beside it. Once past the back of the maching the dley got narrower. Eventudly | had to turn
Sdeways and scrape mysdf dong the smooth stone wadls. Two steps through and the wals opened
immediatdy into a vast underground cavern supported by concrete columns.

Ray hdd the flashlight out in front of him and pointed it away from the foundation of the schooal. “I
don’'t know how far it goes on,” he said. “I went in there once and came to a place where | could hear
running water up ahead, like a little waterfal, but then the flashlight batteries ran out and | had to make
my way back through total darkness. | think it's an air-raid shelter. You know, in case the Russans drop
the big one.”

He continued, “1 keep my suff over here” and led us in among the columns. He shone the light
into a corner made by the foundation of the school and the wdls of the cavern, where a degping bag was
gpread out near a collection of paper bags. Next to the bedroll was an dectric lantern. He leaned over
and turned it on, and a greater light came up around us—warmer and yelower than the harsh flashlight
beam. He dipped out of his jacket and sat down Indian style.

Jmsat and findly | did, too. It was like we were having a campout in a nightmare. There was too
much darkness for me, and | was breathing fast. Ray rummaged in his jacket pocket for his cigarettes
and matches. Once he had them, he reached into a brown paper bag and brought out a clear plagtic
sack. Helad it down in front of us and said, “Y ou want some candy?’

When | got a good look at it, | saw it was the hdf bag of candy Pop had thrown out. He'd
eventudly given up on the contest and wrote the words “hard shit” on a three-by-five card and sent it in
to the candy company. Then, with the back of hisarm, he' d swept the haf-full sack off the table and right
into the trash can four feet away.

Jm saw melooking at the candy and shifted his eyes. | knew he'd caught it.

“What are you doing here?’ he asked Ray.

“There' stwo reasons. Firdt, I'm looking for something,” said Ray. He took a drag of his cigarette



and stared into the lantern.

“Mrs. Conrad's ass?” sad Jm.

Ray laughed, “Wéll, thereisalot of ass. But | lost something. I'm here looking for it.”

“What?' | asked.

He said nothing for a moment, and | thought I'd pissed him off. Andly he said, “Tha pat's a
secret.”

“What about Mr. White?” asked Jm.

“Theguy inthewhite car?’ said Ray. “Yesah, | know dl about him. | watch him. That's the other
reason I’'m here, to warn everyone about him.”

“Hekills people,” | sad.

“l know,” said Ray. “I saw that he was watching Boris's house, and | knew he wanted to get rid
of him to take his job and get closer to the kids. So | wrote Boris a letter and put it in his mallbox to
scare him away for awhile”

“Wethink he killed Charlie Edison,” said Jm.

“Hedid,” said Ray. “Behind the stores lagt fdl. He crept up on him like a bad thought, broke his
neck, and then threw the kid into his car. He kept him in that big freezer until after the cops dredged the
lake. Then he got rid of himin there.”

“How do you know?’ | asked.

“l saw it. And | saw him break Mr. Barzita's neck like a Popsicle stick on Haloween night. |
watched through the old man’s basement window. He' s killed alat of people, modtly kids.”

“Mrs. Horton?’ asked Jm.

“| think she just died from being too fat,” sad Ray.

“Does he know you know?’ | asked.

“He knows I'm watching him,” said Ray, flicking his cigarette. “He tries to catch me dl the time,
but I'm too fast for him. | haunt him congtantly.”

“How come you didn’t tdl anyone?’ asked Jm.

“How come you didn't?" asked Ray. “If someone finds out I'm here, they’'ll send me back to my
parents house”

“That'sbad?’ | said.

Ray nodded. “If | find what I'm looking for here, I'll never have to go back there” He sat quietly
for atime, staring. When he findly looked up, he amiled and said, “I’'m going out to make the rounds.
You guys should come for a while WeIl see some suff.” From one of the brown paper bags, he
retrieved his sneakers and changed out of the black shoes.

“Nice shoes,” sad Jm.

Ray shrugged. “I took them from the Blair kid. Right out of his closet.”

“You goin houses?’ | asked.

“During the day when everyoneisout. | can get in anywhere. That's how | get the Suff | need,” he
sad, tightening the laces of hisright sneaker. “I only take what | need,” he added, alittle defensvely.

We Iéft the schoal through the door in Mrs. Plog's kindergarten room, which led out into the
playground with monkey bars and a dide. Jm couldn’t help himsdf from spinning the whirly thing as he
went past. Ray opened the gate and let us out, and then he took off across the fiedd. We followed a a
run as he crossed the bus circle and went up onto the grass, where he kndt down next to a fence tha
bordered the school.

When we findly caught up and were crouched next to him, he said, “Okay, no matter what
happens from here on, you can’'t say a word. Follow me. If you don’'t know what to do, watch my hand
ggnds. Wak on the sdes of your feet when we're near the windows. Watch out for kids toys lying
around in the backyards.”

Jmand | both nodded, but | wasn't sureif | was going to be able to keep up with them. It didn’t
matter, though, because afew seconds later we were running through backyards, dimbing over split-rail
and picket fences. When Ray findly stopped, | dmogt ran past him. He waved over his shoulder for usto
folow as he moved from the back of the yard toward the house. | saw where he was headed—a lit



window at knee leve on the firg floor.

Ray leaned over and rested his hands on histhighs as he peered into the bright rectangle. Jm and |
came up on ether sde of im and assumed the same pose. Ingde was a heavy man gitting in a chair with
his back to us, watching TV. His head was bad, with big wrinkles of fa where his neck met his
shoulders. On asmdl table next to him was a tdl object that looked like the base of a lamp without the
shade or bulb but with a hose attached. The man held the end of the hose and was doing something with
it near his face. Findly dl became clear when a great bluish stream of smoke formed a cloud like a dark
thought above his head. It was the kind of pipe the giant caterpillar on the mushroom had in Alice in
Wonderland.

We were off. Because | couldn’t see too much, the sounds of the night became clearer—the
bubble of a pool filter, tdevison laughter, an owl in the woods, and between my deep bregths the
whisper of cars passng, twenty blocks north, on Sunrise Highway. We broke out of the backyards and
crossed Cuthbert, went through another yard, and dimbed over afence to reach the houses on Willow.

Our next stop was the Steppersons . There was a Side window that you could look inif you stood
on the fence whose last post butted up againg the house. Ray quietly climbed up. He stood there
perched in midair for along time. The glow from the window lit his face, and | watched his expression
dowly change from its usud aertness to something dower and more disant. When he was done, he
dropped to the ground dlently and helped Jm get up on the fence. Jm looked for only a couple of
seconds. Then it was my turn. Ray grabbed my forearm as | stood balanced on the fencerail. | could fed
thewiry strengthinhisarm as | looked into a bedroom. Todd Stepperson, who was in the grade below
mine, lay in bed, adeep. His room was a mess—toys and clothes dl over the place. | noticed that a the
foot of the bed he had a collection of stuffed animas, and in among them was a kind of baby doll caled
Thumbdinathat had a gring you pulled in the back to make it squirm. Mary had one, and Jm and | used
to pull the gtring and rall it down the stairs to see it writhe when it hit the bottom.

Ray held on and helped me to land without making a sound. We didn’t run but waked quickly
away from the Steppersons house and around the two rusted cars parked in the back corner of thar
yard. There was no fence to dow us as we crossed into the next yard, then the next. We ran through a
gring of yards, and even though we were traveling dong Willow, the street | lived on, | logt track of
where we were.

| couldn’t fix our pogition until | caught up with Ray and Jm standing outside a lighted playroom
window watching Marci Hayes pull off her jeans. She stood there in her white underwear and a ydlow
button-down shirt, her blond hair loose to the middle of her back. Next, a button at atime, the shirt came
off. Im’s mouth was wide open, and he had a look on his face like he was about to cry. Ray was amiling.
Marci unhooked her bra and turned to the Sde to remove the strap from her shoulder, and there they
were—not too big, with dark nipples. When she dipped out of her underwear and that pink ass was
daing himin the face, Jm staggered forward dightly and stepped on a twig.

Marc’s head turned sharply. Like a shot, we were gone. From the bushes a the back of the yard,
we watched as she came, now dressed in a nightgown, to the window and peered out.

At the Bishops a phonograph was playing “Take Me Out to the Badl Game” booming loud
through the windowpanes. Reggie was in feet pgjamas decorated with little cars. The musc stopped, and
we watched as he lifted the needle to start the record again. “No more” said Mr. Bishop, coming into
the room. From where we stood, we could see the bad spot in his gray har and a profile of his
weariness. He kind of sagged like old laundry and waved his handsin front of him.

“But I'm not tired yet,” said Reggie. The music started again. He ran over to his father and, putting
hisfeet on his dad’ s shoes, dung his arms around the old man’'s neck and clasped his hands. Mr. Bishop
staggered forward as Reggie let his body go dack. His father moved around the room dowly, lurching
back and forth, doing the box step. At one point he stared directly out into the night at us, but | had no
fear those eyes would see me.

We passed slently by Dan Curdmeyer, stting in his grape arbor in the dark, adeep, a beer on the
table in front of him. Ray motioned for us to go on ahead, and he walked carefully over to where Mr.
Curdmeyer sat. In one swift movement, he lifted the glass, drained it, replaced the glass, and was



suddenly back by our side. There was something impossible in his speed. We crossed the Sde street by
Mr. Barzita's house and wound up behind the Eriksons'. A light shone in thar dining room, but it was
empty. Ray took longer looking into the empty rooms.

All three of us stood on the wooden deck around the pooal in the Felinas' backyard and watched
Mr. and Mrs. Fdina lying in bed together taking. They looked comfortable on ther pillows as they
amiled and laughed. We watched for along time. Findly they stopped taking, and she rolled close to
him. | thought they were going to deep, so | got ready to go. Before | could take the first step down the
deck ladder, though, Ray tapped my shoulder and pointed. | looked up and saw that the bedcovers had
been thrown aside. The Fdinas were completely naked, Mrs. was on her knees, and Mr. had a giat
boner. dJm started laughing without meking noise, and the suddenness of the whole thing made me laugh,
too. | thought Ray would be mad at us, but he joined in. We watched until the show was over, then ran
on to see Boris the janitor degping in front of the TV, Mrs. Edison in her dining room by candldight with
abowl of water in front of her on the table, Peter Horton Stting at histoo-small desk, sobbing.

“That’s just one night,” said Ray. We walked leisurdly down Willow Avenue, dicking to the edges
of the lawvnsingtead of the street. “There' s lots more to see.”

“Thanks,” said Jmand | echoed him.

“The next time you come out, I'll have aplan to catch Mr. White,” Ray said.

We left im outside the Farleys . He ducked into the backyard, and we ran across the front lavn
to our house. A few minutes later, we were each in our respective rooms, dressed in our pgamas. I'd
just gotten into bed when | heard my father comein. | lay there wondering what Ray might be seeing and
what he was looking for. It struck me that out of dl we had seen, it was Peter Horton and his sorrow that
kept returning to me.

Something’ s Coming

Pop and | were out in the backyard inspecting his trees. | carried an old coffee can with
some ginking black mixtureinit. He had a big old gtiff-bristled paintbrush. He dipped it into the can and
leaned over, panting the bottom few feet of a tree trunk dl the way down to the ground. It was a
beautiful afternoon. The sun was actudly hot. Pop wore only a deeveless T-shirt and shorts, and | had no
coat. Before panting each tree, he'd look it over from a distance, and then he'd get in close, rubbing the
bark and lightly touching the buds he could reach. He said there would be a lot of cherries come summer
and that the bugs would be bad.

When we finished with the last tree, we sat across from each other at the picnic table. He dumped
the can of tree paint into the grass and put the brush on the bench next to him. He lit a Lucky Strike and
sad, “I want you to do me afavor.”

| nodded.

“Come around here behind me. | want you to look at something on my back.” He set his cigarette
on the edge of the table and lifted his T-shirt as | went to stand behind him. The tattoo dog was waiting
for me, blue and swirling.

“Look at the dog,” he said. “What color are its eyes?”’

“Red,” | told him.

He pulled his shirt down and waved a me to St. He lifted his cigarette and said, “I could fed it.”

“What'sit fed like?’ | asked.

“It itches, sometimes to the point whereit burns. | haven't fdt it in along time. That's not red ink.
Those eyes usudly show just the color of my skin.”

“Isit Chimto warning you?’ | asked.

He nodded. “Something's coming. Some dark crapola s on the way, and it's getting close.”

“What are you gonnado?’ | asked.

“Nothing,” he said. “What can you do? You just wat to see where it lands and then dart
shovding. It's good to know that it's coming, though. Early warning, you know?’

“Isit dl bad guff?’
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“The old Javanese who gave me the tattoo told me that when the eyes turn red, it means serious
trouble is gpproaching. | told him, * Sure, whatever,” and he started in with the whaebone needles. About
halfway through the job, he gave me this kind of gum to chew, like tree resin. It tasted like licorice, and it
made me tired and kind of dizzy. After chewing it, | could hear, jus outsde his shack, a giant dog
snaling and barking.”

“Has the dog ever saved your life?’

He pointed at me and said, “That's what it'sdl about.”

| nodded, unsure what he meant. We sat there for a while without spesking. The leaves were
coming back, and | noticed that the grass was getting greener. The sun fdt great. Eventudly 1 got up and
started toward the house.

“You and your brother snesking out at night wouldn't be a good idearight now,” he said.

| turned around and looked a him. He put hisfinger to hislips.

Shut Up

| told IJm dl about my conversation with Pop.

“Shit” was his response.

“l don’'t think he’'s gonnatdl,” | said.

“The dog's eyes redly were red?’ he asked.

“Bright red.”

“The dog sees Mr. White” he said.

“That'swhat | thought.”

“Wdl, if the dog sees him, how come Mary doesn't see him? The white car’s been up on
Hammond for a couple weeks now in Botch Town.”

We went in search of Mary and found her in her room, lying on the wood floor, putting together a
jigsaw puzzle of a forest path. | was surprised she wasn't gabbing with Sdly O'Mdley and Sandy
Graham. Jm mug have fdt the same way, because he sad to her, “How come you're not Mickey as
much anymore?’

“Shut up,” she said, fitting a piece into the puzzle.

Jm told her about Pop’s dog tattoo, and then he asked her how come the white car hadn’t
moved.

“Make aMr. White” she said without looking up.

“Hesnot inthe car?’ | asked.

“Thank you,” she said, and told usto leave.

| tried to fit the dog’'s warning, Mr. White on foot, Ray, and dl the rest of it into some sort of
pattern | could andyze. | went out into the backyard to get some air. Jm followed me.

“He' s coming for Mary,” said Jm.

“We should tdl Dad,” | said.

“No. Ray knows everything about it. We should find out what hisplan isfire,” sad Jm.

“I'mnot going,” | sad.

“ThenI'll go by mysdf,” he said.

“What if Mr. White finds you before you find Ray?’ | asked.

He shrugged and said, “That's a chance I'll just have to take.”

That night after dinner, Nan came in to tdl us that the police had been across the dreet that
afternoon.

“Where?’ my mother asked.

“The Hayeses place” sad Nan. “The daughter heard someone outsde her window the other
night.”

“Did she see who it was?” asked Jm.

“It was too dark,” said Nan.

Later, down in Botch Town, Jm brought the prowler back from the Hal of Fame and painted him
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completely white, even the stedl-pin arms. The eyes il glowed through from undernesth the paint. In the
middle of his work, he looked up and said “Marci Hayes’ to me, and we both laughed.

M akethe M oon

“Make the moon,” said Krapp. “I don't care how you do it.”
He passed around a book with pictures of the moon.
“Craters” he said. “Round and gray with craters. Papier-méché, clay, paper, plaster—it doesn’t
matter, but it's got to look like the moon. Hand it in next week. Thursday.”

The Night Watch

The men met in our backyard on Saturday as the sun was going down. My father said Jm
and | could st out with them for a while if we kept quiet. Mr. Mason, my father, Mr. Farley, Dan
Curdmeyer, and Mr. Conrad sat in lawn chairs back by the forsythia bushes, which had begun to sprout
ydlow buds. There was a warm breeze, and it was more night than day. Mr. Conrad had brought a
sx-pack and aflashlight. Curdmeyer had brought two of each. Mr. Farley was the lagt to arrive, with a
bottle of whiskey and a stack of Dixie cups.

| sat next to my father’s chair on the ground and Jm sat in his own chair. Mr. Conrad offered my
father a beer. “Thanks” sad my father, and he laughed. Mr. Farley started pouring cups of whiskey and
passing them around. Almost everyone was smoking; Curdmeyer had a pipe. When dl the men had a
little paper cup, Mr. Mason hdd his up and said, “To the night watch.”

They took a gp, and then Dan Curdmeyer said, “Where' s Hayes? It was his daughter, wasn't it?’

“l don’'t know,” said Mr. Mason, sheking his head. “My wife made me set this up.”

They dl chuckled, low, dmost embarrassed.

“I had my kidsrig trip wiresin dl the backyards except this one. Two sticks with fishing line and a
can with onesinit. If we hear them, we're supposed to run and catch the Peeping Tom,” said Mason.

| pictured Henry and the horrible dumplings, raitling soda cans.

“Run? After afew more of these” said Farley, “cram will be more likeit.”

“Drinks outsde,” said my father. “Not a bad plan.”

“If we hear someone, will you guys go after them?’” asked Mason.

“Sure” said Mr. Conrad, “I'll kick their ass.” A second later he broke into a grin.

“WEIl see how it goes,” said my father, and after that the talk turned to the weather and money.
The drinks flowed. Cigarettes flared and were stamped out. A curse word was thrown in every now and
then. The men’s laughter was distant, as if they were laughing at something they remembered more than
what had just been said. Full night arrived, and it got alittle cooler.

Mr. Farley talked about a new machine-gun sysem that was being made at Grumman, where he
worked. “A thousand rounds a second,” he said.

“How big are the shdls?’ my father asked.

Farley held out two trembling fingers about five inches apart. He amiled as if it were the most
amazing news. When Farley was finished going on about the miraculous design, Mr. Conrad took a
matchbox out of his pocket, set his drink down, and picked up the flashlight he' d brought.

“What have you got there, Jake?’ asked Curdmeyer, who was dready dumped back in his chair.

Conrad did open the matchbox and shone the flaghlight on it. He held the box out to my father,
who put his drink on the ground. The smdl square dropped onto his pam. | stood up so | could see
better. Lying on cotton ingde the little box was the tiny brown figure of a naked woman.

My father laughed. “Which ear did that come out of 7" he asked.

“One goes draight through to the other,” Conrad said.

Farley laughed.

My father passed it on to Curdmeyer, who looked and said, “How did you shape it?’

“Paper clip, my thumbnail, a graight pin...”
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“Thiswas a pretty big bal of earwax,” said Farley when it was passed to him.

“I've dways had alot of wax,” said Mr. Conrad, and shyly nodded his head.

“Y ou made this from your earwax?’ asked Mason when it was histurn to view Conrad’ s crestion.
He grimaced like it was aturd. “That's bizarre.”

“He s got awhole chess set made from it,” said Curdmeyer.

Mr. Mason shook his head and handed the matchbox back to its owner. After that they talked
about the army, and | lay down on the ground where I’ d been gtting.

“At Aberdeen, in basic, there was this lieutenant,” said my father. “1 was just thinking about him
the other day. He was a little skinny Jewish guy with glasses. The deeves of his uniform came down
amog past hisfingers. His pants were too big. Everybody laughed at him behind his back and wondered
how he'd made rank. Then one day they had us standing in trenches, tassing live grenades. You pulled
the pin, waited, and then you had to throw it up over the top of the trench. So one of the guyslobsit, and
it hits the lip of the trench and fdls back ingde. Everybody froze and just stared a the grenade, except
for that lieutenant. I'm taking like in less than a second he legps into the trench, grabs the grenade, and
tosses it over the top. Amazing. It exploded in midar, and some of the shrapnd fdl into the trench, but no
one was hit. From that day on, no one ever gave a shit about how his uniform looked.” He punctuated his
gory with adrag on his cigarette.

Mr. Farley spoke like a deepwaker. “Our unit was part of the inveson of Normandy. North
coast of France. What they cdled ‘the hedgerow.” The Nazis were dug in up high, and there was swamp
to one side of us. They had a whole panzer divison up there. We made this push that later came to be
known as the Breakout at Saint-Lo.

“l can’'t even begin to describe the daughter. Not a day goes by without me remembering it.” He
went quiet, and | thought for a second he' d fdlen adeep.

“What happened?’ asked Conrad.

Mr. Farley woke from his reverie and said, “The terrain was crazy, and we'd gotten to a point
where we had to get word back to the man force. The road was blocked, and they needed a runner to
go overland with a message. The colond picked this skinny kid, he couldn’'t have been more than
seventeen. | dill remember his name—Wadlington. He was usdess as a soldier, but he was fast as hdll.
They gave him the message and sent him on hisway. He ran back across the battlefidd we' d just fought
through. The message got to where it was going, but Welington never returned to the unit. Later we
found himin afidd hospital. Apparently he'd had to run over the dead. It was the only way. Had to step
on them as he went, but he got the message through.”

“Was he wounded?’ asked Mason.

Farley shook his head. “As soon as he ddivered the message, he logt his Sght. Struck stone blind
from what he'd seen.”

In the sllence that followed, | mugt have dozed off, because when | came to, Jm had gone indde
and the subject had turned to the Y ankees. | never cared about baseball, but | knew some of the names.
Mr. Farley was taking about a new player, Thurman Munson. He said, “I think he's going to be good.
He s got that red determination.”

“Yegh,” said my father, haf adeep.

“| agree,” said Curdmeyer, puffing on his pipe.

Mason was slent, but Jake Conrad said, “He doesn’'t look like him, but he reminds me of that old
screwbd| pitcher the Y ankees had.”

“From when?’ asked Farley.

“Maybe early fifties” said Conrad.

“Are you taking about the Riddler?’ Farley said.

“Yeah,” said Conrad and laughed.

“Riddley was hisname,” said Curdmeyer. “He jumped out a hotd window in Cleveland. He was
determined, dl right. They said he was hooked on pills”

“Scott Riddley,” my father said, leaning over to tap my back. “You better go in to bed,” he said.

“Inaminute” | said, and he didn’'t ings. The ground had gotten cold, but | was so deepy that



even the mention of Riddley couldn’t excite me. “Tdl Jm,” | reminded mysdf.

| woke some time later to slence. In the house, the dining-room and kitchen lights had been turned
off. Out inthe yard, Mr. Farley’s chair was empty, and the rest of the men were adegp. Conrad clutched
hisDixie cup. Mr. Mason sat straight and was amogt snoring. | lay ligening to the night, and | think | had
afeding about it like the one Mrs. Grimm told us that people have about church. It started me shivering. |
got to my feet and turned toward the house, picturing my bed. Just past the cherry tree, | heard
something—a dinking sound from a few backyards over. Maybe the Masons' place?

Wasit Ray or Mr. White? | stood there trying to decide whether or not to cal my father. Before |
could figure it out, Mr. Conrad's big ears had scooped up the sound and he was standing. He went
around the circle nudging each of the men and putting his finger to his lips. | returned to them and joined
the tight circle they formed.

“Your backyard,” Conrad whispered, pointing to Mason. Mason looked toward his house,
worried, and adjusted his glasses.

Curdmeyer said, “Two day here, and two guys go down the block, get around behind him, and
flush him thisway.”

“I'll go,” said my father. He turned to me, and | thought he was going to send mein, but instead he
sad, “Go gt on the front steps, and if you see anyone but us, scream. If he comes after you, run in the
house and lock the door.”

It was decided that Jake Conrad would go with my father. | followed them as they Ieft the
backyard and then it off to take up my postion on the front steps. If it was Ray, | knew I’d somehow
have to warn him or help him get away. | wished dJm were with me. There was a little bal of energy
lodged between my throat and stomach. | couldn’t just St on the steps but instead stood out by the
street, looking nervoudy up and down the block.

| saw my father and Conrad on our Sde of the Street, at the very edge of the glow from the lamp
infront of the Hayeses' house. When they stepped off the asphat and headed across the Masons' front
lawn, | logt them to the shadows. Then | waited, trying to quiet my breething so | could hear better. My
heart started going, and | couldn’t stand 4ill. | walked across the driveway between the cars and stood
a the edge of the Conrads’ yard. | thought | heard the sound of change jinglein my father’s pocket, but |
waan't sure.

Hve seconds later | heard Conrad yel, “Whoa!”

| fdt the running in the ground before | saw him. Ray came out of the dark across the Conrads
lavn. Behind im | heard my father say, “Over herel”

“Put your hand out,” Ray whispered from the dark.

Jud as | did, he went by, legping over the back of Pop’s car in one bound. A second later |
redized that there was a folded piece of paper between my fingers. | dipped it into my pocket and
watched as my father and Conrad ran past me up the street. | turned and looked up the block, and
somehow Curdmeyer and Mason were there just past the Dundens. Ray made a quick turn into the
Dundens backyard, and Mason, who'd seen what was hgppening and started running, was right on his
heds. | ran to catch up to the action, my father and Conrad dready moving across the Dundens lavn
toward thar backyard.

Curdmeyer and | got there at the same time. Mason and Conrad and my father were standing in
front of the Dundens shed. As we got closer, Mason put his finger to his lips and pointed. My father
leaned over to Curdmeyer and whispered, “He' sin there.”

The men quietly formed a semicircle around the shed door. Conrad lifted his flashlight but didn’t
turn it on. Mason motioned for me to open the door. | looked over to my father, and he nodded. My
hand was trembling. | grabbed the latch and pulled on it. Conrad hit the flaghlight, and | ducked away,
not wanting to face what was about to happen.

When | looked again, Mason was standing in the shed with the flagshlight, pointing it into one
corner after another.

Conrad lit a cigarette. “Houdini,” he said.

“l could swear he camein here,” said Mason. “I heard the door open and close.”



“Okay,” said my father, “we logt him, but let’s look around the streets allittle”

“Did anyone get alook at him? said Curdmeyer.

“Yegh,” sad my father. “He s just akid.”

“Did you see hisface?’

“No.”

“| saw hisface,” said Mason. “But I’ ve never seen him before.”

“You know who he looked like?" said Curdmeyer. “That kid who used to live up the block.” He
pointed.

“Y ou mean the people who moved before we came in?’ said Mason.

“Haloways” sad my father. “They' ve been gone for awhile”

“But it can't be hm,” said Conrad.

My father flashed aworried glance in my direction.

“That'sright, | forgot,” said Curdmeyer.

When we got back out into the Street, they decided to break up and wak the block for a little
while. | went with my father, and we headed around the corner toward the school. Who knew how late it
was? The ordedl at the Dundens shed had drained me. My father didn't say anything. We got to the
school, went through the gates and off onto the fidd toward Sewer Pipe Hill.

Suddenly he stopped in the middle of the fidd and cocked his head back. “Look at the stars,” he
sad.

| looked. There were more than I’d ever seen before,

He pointed toward the north. “Do you see the bright one there?’ he asked.

| nodded, dthough | wasn't sure which one he meant.

“The light from that star could have taken a thousand years to reach us. If we could dissect that
light and study it, we could see a thousand yearsinto the past. Timetrave,” he said.

| thought of someone on a planet going around that star, sending me a message. “Likewise” he
sad, “someone out there is seaing a thousand years ago from here.”

“Ten centuries” | sad.

“Right. Times tables. Good.” He clapped once and said, “Let’s go home.”

We met Conrad and Mason on Conrad’ s lawn. My father told them we hadn’'t seen anyone. They
sad Curdmeyer had dready gone to bed. “Did you guys see anyone?’ asked my father. Conrad shook
his head, and Mason said, “Just some old guy walking over on Feems Road.”

“What'd he look like?" asked my father.
“He was too old. Besides, he was wearing an overcoat and hat. 1'd be surprised if the guy could
run.”

“It skind of late for awak,” sad my father.

“No shit,” said Conrad. “I'm going in.”

“I've had enough,” said Mason.

We headed home,

Before | turned off the light in my room, | checked the note in my pocket. Unfalding it, | read,

WORKING OUT THE TRAP. WATCH YOUR WINDOW.
| was going to tdl Jm, but | was too tired. | fdl adeep, looking out at the stars.

Jonah and the Whale

We sat in the dley behind the ddli on overturned crates, passing a carton of chocolate milk
back and forth. Im had predicted that my father wouldn't return to church. | was so weary from having
participated in the night watch, but Jm pumped me with questions, and eventudly | told him everything
that had happened. I’d dready given him the note from Ray.

“Jumped out awindow in Cleveland,” said Jm, and shook his head.
“When Curdmeyer said the prowler looked like Ray, | dmost puked,” | said. “But you know
wha was weird?’
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“What?’

“After they’d dready sad that the Haloways had moved away, Conrad said, ‘It can't be him,
like there was some other reason than that they’d moved. And then Curdmeyer said, ‘That's right, |
forgot.’”

“What d'ya mean?’

“I don’'t know,” | said.

“Yeah, you do,” said Jm. “You just don’t redizeit yet.”

“What's he looking for?’ | asked.

“l don't know....” He unwrapped a chocolate-chip cookie and hdd it up like the host again. It
broke, and he handed me the smdler part. “The question is, what' s he going to do when he findsit?’

When we got home, my mother quizzed us about the sermon. Before | could even blush, Jm, as
cool as could be, sad, “Jonah and thewhde.” It was a sory we d learned from Mrs. Grimm.

“Wheat did the priest say about it?" asked my mother.

“Be good or God will swvalow you.”

Ask the Kid

The sun was shining, and | was gtting in IJm’s chair, overlooking Botch Town. Mary was
danding next to me.

“Can you do that thing with tdling me the numbers again?’ | asked.

She shook her head.

“Why not?’

“Mickey’sleaving,” she sad.

| wasn't sure what she meant. | turned and looked at her, searching for Mickey. Findly | asked,
“Wheré s he going?’

“Away,” she said.

“gy?

“He s got the numbers.”

“Can you dill do Botch Town?’ | asked.

“Sometimes” she said.

“But not the numbersinmy ear?’

“l could try,” she said, shaking her head, asif she weren't sure. “Who do you want to see?’

| stood and reached behind the Haloways house for Ray. Sitting back down, | set the figure in
front of me, a the edge of the table. In life Ray was dways in motion, even dtting cross-legged by the
lantern in his underground camp. In day he was thin and giff, ganding sraight with his ams at his sides.
We hadn't redly known him, though, when Jm made the Botch Town verson. The figures were only
meant to hold the places of the living, but | wondered if in the world of the board, life on the painted
Willow Avenue was something different.

Mary started with the numbers, pouring them into my ear like a batch of spaghetti dumped into a
colander. The gtrings of digits swam around insde my head, and | stared hard at the day Ray. | wanted
to know what he was looking for, and | believed that the answer would suddenly evolve into a
Technicolor scene before my eyes. For the briefest time, | fdt like | wasn't Stting in the chair but actudly
on the dreet in Botch Town—and then Mary moved, and | found mysdf returned to the chair. The
second she stopped speaking the numbers, | redized I’ d imagined the whole thing.

“No good,” said Mary, sheking her head again.

“Never mind,” | said.

She mumbled a few words and went over on her Sde of the curtain. | kept staring a Ray, hoping
I’d get something. Before long, though, my glance drifted, looking for Mr. White. | found him lying on his
dde at the edge of the board up near Hammond, which meant he wasn't close by. | scanned the street,
sudying the houses and our day neighbors. Eventudly | came to the end of the block a East Lake.
When the school came into view, | remembered | had to make the moon for Krapp. It was due the next
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day. | knew I’d need Jm to help me. | stood up to go see if he was home yet, and just as | reached for
the light gtring, | noticed someone back in the woods standing by the lake. It was Mrs. Edison, her har
fanning out behind her, her thin arms folded over her chest. She was at the very edge of the water, daing
out across the sparkled blue.

“May,” | cdled.

She came through the curtain.

“How long ago did Mrs. Edison go into the woods?’

“Today,” she said.

“When will she be there, outsde of Botch Town?

“l don’'t know,” she said, and turned, going back through the curtain.

| stood looking for another second and then ran upstairs and put on my coat. | got George on the
leash, and we went out the door. Once we hit the street, we ran down around the turn toward East Lake.
| was breathing heavily, and in my mind | saw Mrs. Edison dtting & her dining-room table saring into a
bowl of water. Maybe Charlie found a way to tell her, | thought.

It took extra effort for me to venture into the woods. There was dill plenty of afternoon left, and it
was a nice day, but aways lurking a the edge of my thoughts was the fact that Mr. White had been
leaving his car a home and Mary seemed to be losng her powers. Hafway up the path, my neck was
sore from turning my head so quickly so many times. The occasiond sound of a snapping twig made my
heart race. George stopped to piss every ten fet, and | let him so he'd be on my sde in case Mr. White
showed up.

We turned off the path and walked quietly through the low scrub amid the pines. As we neared
the lake, we passed through athicket of oak and | caught a glimpse of the water. Drawing closer to the
shore, | saw her. She was no more than ten feet from me. Tdl ydlow grass sprouted right up to the
water's edge. She stood between two pines, her back to me. | could tel she had her arms folded across
her chest. Her hair was as crazy as she was. The Sght of her illness overpowered my amazement that
she was actudly there. From the moment I’ d seen her on the board in Botch Town, I'd thought she was
going to drown hersdf.

| dropped the leash, and George took off back through the trees. | ran in the opposite direction to
Mrs. Edison’s Sde and made a face my mother would describe as smpering. “My dog got away. Can
you hep me get hm?’ | said to her.

She turned her head and looked into my eyes.

“My dog got away, and | have to get him. Can you help me?’ | said.

It took awhile, like she was waking up, but she smiled and nodded. With her aams il folded, she
followed me. | walked through the scrub, and she followed slently, like a ghodt. | waited for her at the
path and saw George standing a few feet ahead of me. When | took a step in his direction, he bolted.

She joined me, and we walked dong together, shoulder to shoulder.

“You were in Charlies class” said Mrs. Edison. Her voice was cam. She leaned her head
toward me but kept her gaze trained on something far ahead.

“Yegh”

“Do you misshim?’ she asked.

| told her how Krapp had left Charlie's desk empty so we would remember hm dl year.

“l think he'sinthe lake,” she said.

| didn’t respond.

“He sfdleninto the lake” she said. “I can fed it

My throat was suddenly dry, and when | spoke, it came out cracked. “I think they checked the
lake”

Abruptly, she stopped waking and opened her arms. | looked up, and it took me a second to
redize that she was mationing to George, who stood a few feet away. | crouched down so he wouldn't
run. He looked a me and then at Mrs. Edison, whose ams were now open wide. She made a kissng
sound, and the dog ran to her. She leaned over and grabbed his leash with one hand while petting him
with the other.



“Hisnameis George,” | said.

She handed methe leash. “He sanice dog,” she sad.

| started walking again toward the school fidd and hoped she'd follow. She did. We were dmost
back to Sewer Pipe Hill when she said, “Y ou're going to the junior high school next year.”

“l hope s0.”

When we reached the fidd, she stopped dmost exactly at the same spot my father did to show me
the star, and she suddenly put her arms around me. She pulled me to her. Fear and something dse ran
through me, but | didn't move amuscle. | could fed her ribs and the best of her heart. A big chunk of a
minute passed before she let me go. Then she touched the top of my head and said, “Go home.”

| tightened my grip on the leash and ran. At the gate | cdled back to her and checked to see tha
she was moving toward the street instead of back to the woods. She was, very dowly. She waved, and |
took off.

Even though Krapp's moon needed making, when | got home from the woods, | sat in the corner
of the couch and watched the afternoon movie. James Cagney was tgp-dancing and Snging “I'm a
Y ankee Doodle Dandy.” | escaped into the televison and then into mysdf, huddled in deep. It was dark
when my mother caled meto dinner.

Not until the next morning, Thursday, did | remember the moon. | saw its big, creamy face
laughing in a gar-filled sky just before my father shut the door on his way out to work, waking me. |
opened my eyes to the early-morning darkness and fdt instant panic shoot through me, straight up from
my feet like eectricity. Krapp loomed in my thoughts, and he wasn't sanding for it.

| went across the hdlway and tapped very lightly on Jm's door. There was no answer. “Jm,” |
whispered. Nothing. | tapped again. Then | heard the springs of his bed, hisfeet on the floor. He opened
the door dressed in his pgama pants. His eyes squinted, and his hair was in awhirl.

“What d'yawant?’ he said.

“| forgot to make the moon for Krapp.”

A few seconds passed, like he'd fdlen back to deep on hisfeet. “Isit due today?’

“Yegh”

He amiled and shook his head. “Now you're a my mercy,” he said.

“He s gonna kill meif | don't haveit.”

“You'll bein detention for aweek. He'll make you write, five hundred times, *“When Krapp Says
Make the Moon, Make It.”

“I'm begging,” | sad.

“What timeisit?’ he asked.

“Dad judt Ieft for work.”

“Okay,” he said. “But later.”

“It'sgaing to take awhile, ign't it? We should start now.”

“l sad I'll do it. Go away.”

He shut the door, and | heard him rall back into his bed.

| couldn’t St dill. | even tried to think of some way to make the moon on my own, but every idea |
hed vanished as soon asit appeared. What was frudraing was that | could see it clearly, the image from
my dream. No matter what else | thought about, it was dso there, hovering in the background. | washed
and dressed, brushed my teeth and combed my hair. Then | paced back and forth in my room, practicing
excuses that | knew had no chance with Krapp.

We had to leave for school by eight o’ clock. Mary and | would walk to East Lake, and Jm would
catch the bus & the corner across from Barzita's. That morning he didn't get up until seven, and then he
decided he needed a shower. | was so mad at him, but | knew not to say anything. He ate his cered like
an old man, lifting the spoon to his mouth asiif it weighed ten pounds. He chewed in dow motion, a amile
on his face. It was 7:35 by the time he put his bowl and spoon in the snk. We had a little more than
maybe fifteen minutesif we hustled. He stretched and yawned.

“Okay,” hesad, “let’'sgo.”

| followed him down the cedllar steps. He turned the light on. Then he stood rubhbing his chin and



his head, saying “Hmmmmm,” like Betty Boop’'s Pappy. He walked over to the little table next to his
chair that hdd his supply of junk for Botch Town and pushed the mess around with both hands.

The cdlar door opened. “What are you guys doing down there?’ my mother called.

“I'm looking for my compass for school,” he said.

“It sdmogt quarter of,” she said. “You've got to get going soon.”

“Beright up,” he said.

“The Glory That Was Greasg” went through my mind, and | was just about to curse him out when
he knelt down and pulled a box from under the table. He opened it, and ingde was a pladtic bag. After
unrdlling the plastic, he reached into it and came out with two handfuls of gray day, the duff of the
inhebitants of Botch Town. He placed the two dumps on the table, rolled back the plagtic, and did the
closed box back into its place.

“One moon for Krapp, coming right up,” he said, sanding, rubbing his hands. He lifted the two
hunks of day and mashed them together. When they were melded into one big piece, he began ralling it,
raling it, ralling it, faster and fadter, like he was making a meatbal. When it was a perfect sphere, he
redly went to work on it, pressing into it with his thumb, pinching pieces up, digging with his pinkie nall. |
couldn't believe it, but when he was done, holding his crestion between his thumb and forefinger & its
poles, it redly looked like the moon.

“Thereyou go,” he said. “Krapp'll never be the same.”

“How will | carry it without wrecking it?’" | said.

“Easy,” he said, and looked down, surveying his junk collection again. He reached in and pulled
out an old wooden Popsicle stick and stuck it into the bottom of my moon. “Moonsicde,” he said, holding
it out to me. “I should sl the idea to Softee”

“Hurry up,” my mother cdled from the cdlar door. dJm ran up the steps, and | followed more
dowly, holding the moon in front of me like one of Mrs. Grimm's candy apples.

My mother had aready gone out to her car. Mary had her coat on and was waiting for me by the
front door.

“Wha'sthat?' she asked, pointing.

“The moon,” said Jm. He brushed past us and Ieft. “It looks greet, doesn't it?’ he caled back
from the front steps.

I"d gotten my arm into one deeve of my jacket, but as | switched hands with the moon to get the
other in, | banged the soft day againg the banister. There was a amdl dent where it had hit, which | fdt
like awound inmy side.

All the way to school, kids laughed a my moonsicdle and flaunted their own huge cregtions of
baked and painted plaster or papier-méaché baloons. Still, | hdd that stick carefully, not leting the weght
of the clay bdl topple it from my grip. It was the only thing standing between me and Krapp.

| got to Krapp's room and was heading for the coat closet when someone gave my ebow a
shove. My am flew straight out, but | held tight. Unfortunately, the moon didn’t. It flew three feet through
the air and then landed with a plop on the floor. | wanted to turn and see who'd hit me, but just then
Hodges Stamper was backing away from the closet. | heard Hinkley laughing as | lunged for the clay.
Too late. Without redizing it, Stamper stamped one hdlf of it into a pancake with his hed. | consdered
just kicking it into the dark part of the coat closet, but then Krapp caled for us to take our seats. With
one good jab, | skewered the mess that was my maoon.

Everybody had a moon project on his or her desk, and each was more amazing than the next. Pat
Trepedino's could actudly have been the moon. | just sat there holding my gtick. Krapp started his
ingpection, up and down the aides. He made no comment as he went. You could hear him siffing like a
bloodhound for falure. Findly he got to me, and he looked down at the thing | hed in my hand. | stared
up a him.

“It got stepped on,” | said. | darted a glance up the next row and saw Hinkley smile

Krapp leaned over and, extending his thumb and forefinger, clasped the wooden tick, reieving
me of the weight of my flattened moon. Once it was in his hand, he walked up to his desk and dropped it
into the trash. It hit with a clunk, and | could fed the other kids wanting to laugh.



He said nothing. Then the other kids were called one at atime to the front of the room to explain
how they had made ther moons. Only once, when Mitchdl Erikson told how his was molded out of
Padticine and how he and hisfather shot it with BBs to make the craters authentic, did Krapp look over
a me and sgh. After the last bdll of the day sounded, as | was dinking toward the coat closet, he caled
me up to his desk.

He waited until the last of the kids was out of the room and said, “Y our moon was pathetic. You
havetill tomorrow to make me ared moon.”

| nodded.

“And it better not come on agtick,” he added.

Mary was waiting for me outsde the schoal. | told her to hurry, and | walked as fast as | could,
bresking into a run when we got to the Masons' lawn. Insde the house | ditched my book bag on the
couch and headed for Nan and Pop’s door. | didn't even say helo before | told them that | needed
plaster.

“Whet for?” asked Nan, looking up from her latest paint-by-number.

“l have to make the moon.”

“Y ou're going to make the moon out of plaster?’ said Pop, and he laughed.

“It' sfor schoal, and | have to do it today.”

Nan looked over a Pop and said, “Go get hm some plaster.”

Pop put out his cigarette and said, “Yes, Your Highness”

He got dressed in his baggy pants and a button-down shirt, and off we went in the blue Impaa. At
the hardware store, the guy behind the counter asked, “What do you need it for?’

Pop said, “Ask thekid,” as he pulled some hills from his pocket.

“l don't have to ask the kid,” said the guy, and he laughed loud. “Making the moon, right?’

Pop just held out his hand for the change.

“I've sold ten boxes of plaster this week.”

We |eft, and as we were passng through the door, Pop said, “Dimwit,” and | wasn't sure if he
meant me or the hardware guy.

On the way home, he pulled in to the parking lot shared by the ddi and Mr. Pizza and the
drugstore. He killed the engine.

“Here)” he said. “Go into the ddi and get a quart of skim milk.” He handed me a dollar. “I'm
going up to the drugstore to get my prescription. I'll meet you back herein a couple of minutes”

“Can | get apiece of bubble gum?’

“Sure” he said. “Get one for the other kids, too.”

| took the money, nodded, and we got out of the car. Pop headed down toward the pharmacy,
and | went into the ddli. The ddi dways smdled like a haliday. Rudy, the little German guy who owned it,
adways wore a white apron. He cooked and prepared everything he sold right in the back of the
store—potato sdad, coledaw, meatbdls, roast turkey, pot roast, dumplings It was dl displayed on a
fidd of greenery benesth alength of glass curved like the windshidd of a car. | did open the door of the
cold case and grabbed a bottle of milk. Rudy asked how my parents were, and | told him, “Fing” as |
dug three pieces of Bazooka out of a plastic bucket next to the cash regigter.

“And you are being good?’ he said, amiling.

| nodded, pocketed two pieces of the gum, and took the change. As | Ieft, he cdled, “Tdl your
mother | have fish cakes.”

Out on the sidewalk, | held the bottle of milk under my am as | worked to open my piece of
Bazooka. | shoved the pink rectangle into my mouth. It took some strong tooth work to turn the little
rock into something pliable. While | went &t it, | read thetiny comic it came wrapped in. Bazooka Joe, a
kid with an eye patch and a basebadll hat, and hisfriend Mort, who wore the collar of his red sweater up
over his mouth, were standing next to a rocket ship. Neither the jokes nor the fortunes printed beneath
the comics ever made any sense, but | read them anyway, getting my full penny’s worth.

As | shoved the crumpled comic into my pants pocket, | fdt a hand close around my ebow and a
large body push againg me. At firg | thought it was Pop, but he'd just have cdled my name. | looked up



and redized | was being pushed to the edge of the sdewalk, toward the dley tha ran between a high
chanlink fence and the wdl of the deli. Tuming my head, dl | saw was a flgp of white materid.

We turned into the dley. “Move your ass,” Mr. White said, a bead of spit hitting my cheek. The
thought that at any second he might snap my neck made me go dack, and | dropped the milk bottle. |
heard it crash agang the asphdt, and when it did, Mr. White shoved me harder, and the wad of
Bazooka shot out of my mouth. That woke me up, and | started sruggling. But he held on tight, his grip
ice cold, and pressed me up againg the wal. | tried to scream, but he leaned in next to me, his sour
breath in my nose. My throat closed. | pushed off the wall, and he pushed me, and | hit the back of my
head againg the concrete. Things got woozy, and dl of a sudden my arms and legs Started to tingle.

Then Mr. White spun away from me, and | saw Pop behind himin the dley.

“What the hdl d’yathink you're doing?’ Pop yelled.

Mr. White brought his aam up, driking like a cobra, and his fingers squeezed into Pop’s Ieft
shoulder. Pop grunted once and his knees buckled dightly, but a the same time he swung with his free
right hand, a perfect punch draight out of Jamaica Arena. It hit Mr. White square on the Ieft temple, so
hard his hat was knocked sideways, pushing White back two steps, his overcoat flapping. With that
momentum he turned and ran down the dley like a spider on his long legs, his shoes dicking on the
pavement, his hand clamped to the hat to hold it on. In ablink he was gone around behind the stores.

By that time | was crying, and Pop pulled meinto a hug. The broken milk bottle crunched beneath
our feet as we left the dley. He led me back to the car and opened the door for me. He got in behind the
whed and put the key in the ignition. “We re gonna get that son of a bitch,” he said, rubbing his shoulder.
He backed the car out. Next thing | knew, we were parked at the police ation.

We st & atablein a wood-paneled room. There was an American flag on a stand in the corner,
and a framed portrait of President Johnson on the wall. A cop sat across from us, pen in hand, taking
down what Pop told him. Every once in a while, when he stopped writing to ask a question, the cop
wiggled in his seat, full of what | guessed was excitement.

“Have you ever seen thisman before?’ he asked, and | redized he was taking to me.

“Ever see hm?' Pop asked.

| nodded.

“Where d you see hm?’ said the cop.

“He was ajanitor in our school for a couple of days.”

“Boris? At East Lake?’ the cop asked.

“When Boriswas gone,” | said. “HisnameisLou.”

“I'll have to get some information from the school, and then we can put out an APB,” he said to
Pop, asif | weren't there.

“I know where helives” | said.

The cop looked over a me. “Redly? Where?’

“Around behind the stores.”

“Can you take me there now?’

| nodded.

Pop and | sat in the back of the police car, and the cop drove. We parked outsde Mr. Whit€'s
house. “There' s another car on the way. When they get here, tdl them | went indde” He drew his gun
and hdd it pointing straight up, checking it. “Stay in the car,” he said, looking at us through the rearview
mirror, and then he opened his door and went around the side of the house toward the back.

“Dick Tracy,” sad Pop. Helit a cigarette. “How did you know where this guy lives?’ he asked.

| was thinking of being locked ingde the freezer in the garage. “A kid in school who lives over
here told me”

He took a drag on his butt and considered what I’ d told him. “How are you doing?’ he asked.

| nodded yet again but didn't say anything.

“Wel, my shoulder hurts like hdl where he grabbed me. Must have been some kind of pressure
point or something.”

Ancther black-and-white car with two copsinit passed by and pulled over to park in front of us.



Pop got out and told them that the firs cop had gone indde. They drew their guns and went around
back. | kept ligening for gunshots and deeth screams, but the day was perfectly blue and cdm. The new
leaves of the trees around the house rustled quietly.

“l don’t know why | went to look for you down that dley,” Pop said. “Another couple of minutes
and you could have been gone.”

“Chimto,” | said.

“Thet dog doesn’t missatrick.”

The cops returned afew minutes later. Our officer, hisgun back in his holster, got into the car and
sad, “He's cleared out. Looks like whoever was there threw Suff together quickly. We might' ve just
missed him. WE ll tdl the school to warn the kids, and well run it in the newspaper. Even if he crosses
date lines well get him.”

Back at the police gation | told them what Mr. Whit€'s car looked like, but | was afraid to say
any more. Pop cdled home to let Nan know what had happened. By the time we passed through the
front door of the house, my mother was home. She was waiting for me. As soon as | saw her, | started
arying again, and she put her ams around me. “1t's okay,” she said. “You're okay.”

Time of the Season

And then the Shadow Year rolled on. The thought of Mr. White fleang town with the
police on histall assured usit was over. We left Botch Town to its own devices and dl dept better. IJm
took the money he'd saved from birthdays and holidays and bought an old guitar. Mary suddenly
stopped figuring the horses and spent more time outside with her new red friend, Emily, from Cuthbert
Road. The girl was tdl and skinny, with a big nose and long har that covered her face. She and Mary
smoked rall-ups back behind the forsythia. Their favorite song was “Time of the Season.”

The only reminder | had of my near abduction was when | saw Pop rub his shoulder where Mr.
White had grabbed him. He told me one afternoon, “That guy put the touch on me” Sill, that was
enough of areminder so that | never went anywhere aone. | spent my free time writing my own verson
of Perno Shdl’s lagt adventure, and | avoided having to make the moon. My mother cdled Cleary and
told hm | had to take it easy for the rest of the school year and that | was going to pass to the next grade
no matter what. Cleary didn’t argue.

On thefind day of school, fifteen minutes before the last bel rang, Krapp got out of his chair and
stepped to the front of the room. We were edting cupcakes with sprinkles and drinking soda brought in
by Pat Trepedino’s mother. The kids were dl taking and milling around the warm classroom.

“Wdl, we had a good year,” sad Krapp. | think | was the only one paying attention to him. “I
hope you remember your lessons and that you dl enjoy the junior high,” he said, spesking to the back
wadl. He looked around and then returned to his desk. When the bl rang, there was a loud cheer from
dl over the schoal. | was dow gathering my things. | didn’'t want to leave East Lake in the wild rush to
summer but rather to walk one lagt time down the quiet hdlways.

Leaving the classroom, | turned and said good-bye to Krapp. He looked up a me, waved with a
flick of his pencil, and went back to hiswork. As| passed through the door into the hall, his chair tipped
back, and judt like that, he fdl dowly into my past. The hdls were as quiet as the night | had roamed
them with IJm and Ray. | caught a whiff of the library, the hot dogs and beans from lunch, and, aways,
the red suff. My report card, though far from good, showed that | had graduated from the Retard
Factory. | went through the open front doors, and summer was there to meet me—a warm breeze, a
blue sky, someone mowing a lavn somewhere. Mary was waiting, and we'd never waked home so
dowly.

That night | was in the cdlar looking for the basketball when | heard Mrs. Harkmar, like Krapp,
addressing her last class.

“You dl did very good,” she said. “Mickey, you were the best. Sdly, you did good. Sandy, you'll
have to go to summer school, but don't cry.” She whapped the desktop with her ruler. “Mickey’s
moving away, S0 let’s give him around of applause.” There was the sound of clgpping. “I’m retiring,” she
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sad. “lI won't see you again.” These lagt words were spoken in Mary’s, not Mrs. Harkmar's, voice. |
went back to looking for the basketball and found it under the supply table. As | was heading for the
dairs, | heard one more thing. There came a quick “Yay!” in Mickey's voice, and | figured school had
judt let out.

On the fird weekend night he had free, my father cooked his med of many meats out on the
backyard grill. Hamburgers and hot dogs, chicken and sausage. There was potato salad from Rudy’s.
We dl sat, Nan and Pop incduded, at the picnic table, and feasted off grease-stained paper plates.
Afterward, in the dark, we kids cooked marshmalows over gray cods that glowed orange from within
when you tapped them. The adults sat at the table and drank and smoked and talked. A few houses
down, atranastor radio was playing “There's aKind of Hush’ by Herman's Hermits.

Thisls Coadl

One night my mother didn't drink. She didn’'t drink the following night either, or the next.
For the firg few days of this new routine, she'd go to bed directly after dinner. Losing the wine made her
look older and very tired. On the fourth night, she seemed to have awoken, amiling and talking at dinner.
There was no mention of Bermuda. Maybe that's where her anger had gone. She took out her guitar and
showed dJm afew things she knew about frets and charts. From that point on, the summer got <o light it
was like a dream. Days were both long and brief, if that makes any sense. | forgot if it was Monday or
Thursday. We played basketbal over at East Lake, swam in the neighbors poals, read about Nick Fury
and His Howling Commandos, stayed out late, and captured fireflies in mayonnaise jars. | kept away
from the woods and in that way managed to forget about Charlie for the most part.

That light time lasted a month or so, and today I'm not sure it ever happened. Then one evening
my mother came home from work, toting a helf gallon of Taylor Cream Sherry. “Oh, no,” Jm whispered
when he saw it gtting on the kitchen counter. The late sun was shining through the window, and its rays
illuminated the wine. It glowed a beautiful red-amber, and the sght of it made me indantly weak. Dinner
was late, it had aready grown dark, but none of us kids said a word. Before we' d gotten to the table, my
mother had dready had quite a few glasses. She sat smoking, her eyes nearly closed.

“Why s0 quiet? shefindly said, and her voice had an edge to it.

| stared into my soup.

“Look a me” shesad. | looked up and saw Jm and Mary do the same. “What's your problem?’

| shook my head, and Jm said, “No problem.” | was going to return my gaze to the soup, but |
saw something move outside the darkened window behind her. Mary actudly jumped in her seat, but my
mother was too drunk to catch it. | can’t believe | didn't cry out, but there was Ray’s face at the glass.
He was amiling and holding two fingers up behind my mother’s head to make it look like she had devil’s
horns. Jm couldn’t hedp himsdf; he smiled. My mother looked a him and said, “Are you laughing at
me?’

“No,” he said. “I was thinking about thiskid in school who could put his whole hand in his mouth
up to hiswrigt. You know that kid?’ he said to me.

“Yeah,” | said, nodding, but | wasn't sure which one he meant.

Ray motioned to us and then pointed hisfinger down. He ducked out of sght, and a few seconds
later | heard the dightest noise coming from the basement window well next to the back steps. When my
moather closed her eyes, Jm looked over a me and smiled. Mary pointed to the floor with the pinkie of
the hand holding her spoon.

After dinner we helped clean up, and then my mother headed for the couch to pass out. We each
went to our rooms and waited. We' d not seen or heard anything from Ray since the night-weatch night
when he'd given me the note. There hadn’t even been any reports of the prowler. For some reason I'd
never redly wondered what had happened to him. It was like he'd vanished once the weight of Mr.
White had been lifted. Ten minutes after 1I’d closed the door of my room, Jm was whispering up the
garsfor me. | tiptoed down and found him and Mary waiting by the cdlar door. My mother was out on
the couch, and the sght of her reminded me momentarily of the guitar lesson she'd given IJm. Down we
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went, laying each foot carefully on the creaky wooden steps. One of the back windows was open and
latched up on its hook in the celling. The sun was on over Botch Town. Ray sat in Jm's chair, staring out
over the cardboard roofs. He turned when we came toward him, and he amiled.

“Thisis cool,” he said, nodding toward the board.

We introduced Mary to Ray and he shook her hand, which made her amile Jm told Ray about
building the town, and Ray kept looking at it, moving his gaze up and down the block.

“He madeit out of junk,” | said.

“Yeah,” said Jm, laughing.

Ray lifted up the figure of Mrs. Harrington to get a better look. He turned her around and smiled
a what he saw. Placing her carefully back in front of her house, he turned to us and said, “The white guy
was outside your house dl last night.”

“But the cops told us he was gone,” | said.

“You taked to the cops about hm?’ he asked.

| told him what had happened in the dley next to the store, how Pop had saved me, and dl I'd
sdd to the police. “They're after im,” | said.

He moved the chair around to face the three of us. “I’'m tdling you, he was parked outsde on the
Street right here last night. | watched him to make sure he wasn't going to try something.”

“Did you make aplan?’ asked Jm.

Ray nodded. “I've got something good. Tomorrow night, you two’—he pointed to me and
Jm—"snek out and lead him over to the school. I'm betting helll be around. It seems now he's after
someone in your house. I'll be waiting at the school. You've got to get there a little before him and run
around back. I'll leave aladder for you. Climb it, and I'll be on the roof. When White shows up, we ydl
a him from the roof. HEl find his way to the ladder, which once he dimbs will put him right near the
opening to the courtyard. The minute he steps toward that sde of the roof, I'll run into im and knock
hminto it.”

“Hell be stuck,” | said.

“Right, and ether they’ll find him there the next day and cdl the cops or hell try to bresk a
window and the cops || come. Then well be rid of him for good.” He stood up. “Can you do that?’ he
asked, moving toward the back window.

| shook my head no, but Jm said, “I'll do it.”

“Good,” sad Ray. “I'll be waiting for you.” He reached for the edge of the window frame with
both hands, got a good hold, and then pulled his body up in one graceful motion. Like a snake, he
dithered through the opening and was gone. We stood quietly for a minute, and then Jm pulled his chair
over to the window. He stood on it, unhooked the window from the caling, and hdd it while it svung
closed.

“Do you think Mr. White was redlly out there?’ | asked.

Jm brought his chair back to Botch Town and sat down. He picked up the white car, which had
lan idle by Hammond for months. He blew dust off it and rubbed it dean with his thumb. “What about
it?" he said, tuming to Mary.

“l can't tell,” she said, and suddenly she looked older to me, like she'd grown up overnight. There
was nathing Mickey about her.

We d never even looked later on to see if the white car was at the curb, and the next day Jm
didn't say a word to me about Ray. | made sure not to mention him ether. As afternoon turned into
evening, | started to wonder if he'd redly go by himsdf, but the night crept by, and eventudly he fdl
adeep on the couch watching tdevison. When my mother told me to wake him to go to bed, he made
like he wasin adaze, but | knew he was faking it. | avoided looking out the front window into the dark
and made sure the front door was locked when | went up.

During the following days, we devoted oursdves to summer vacation with the same crazy energy
my mother had given to Mount Kilimanjaro. A week went by, and my concern that no one had gone to
see Ray began to fade. Stll, | listened at night to hear if Jm was snesking out, but there was only slence.
| never mentioned it to him, because | mysdf was too scared to go, so | had no right to mention it.



Always some smdl part of me expected a face a every window, but | shoved that to the back of my
mind and ran harder, swam faster, and thought more deeply when | wrote, in order to fdl draght to
deep a night.

L ast Chance

A week after Ray’s vigt, | was gtting up late watching Chiller Theatre on TV with the
sound turned way down. That day Pop and Nan had taken us kids to the shore, and we got to svim in
the ocean until Pop’s shoulder started bothering him too much. | was sunburned and had that shivering
tiredness that came only from the beach. My mother had aready gone in to bed, and my eyes were
dowly closing. | could hear IJm updtairs, srumming his guitar. The front door was open, and a breeze
wafted through the screen. On the tube there were brain eaters from outer space.

The phone rang in the kitchen, sartling me. It rang again, and | legped out of the recliner and went
to answer it. | picked it up, expecting to hear my father saying that he had to work another shift, but
when | said “Hdlo,” dl | heard was breathing.

“Hdlo,” | said again.

There was more breathing, and then a voice said, “Last chance.”

“Whoisit?’ | asked.

“You know,” said the voice. | stood frozen, ligening, but then the breething was gone, and dl |
heard was adid tone.

Jm came into the kitchen as | was hanging up. “Who was that?’ he said.

“I'mnot sure” | told him. “It might have been Mr. White”

“What did he say?’

“Ladt chance”

“Last chance for what?” said Jm.

| shrugged. “It might have been Mr. White, but now that | think of it, it might have been Ray. |
don’'t know. It could have been anybody.”

Jmwent into the living room and closed and locked the front door. He walked over to the front
window and pushed the curtains asde to look.

“Ishethere? | asked.

“l don't seehim.”

We stayed up late, waiching show after show until we heard my father’s car pull in and his steps
on the path. We took off like a shot and were up the gtairs and in our beds before he opened the door.
With him home | fdt safe enough to go to deep, but instead | listened to that voice in my memory repest
its message. Half the timeit was Ray, and the other hdf it was Mr. White—his face in front of mine, my
back againg the wadl. | took the second image into deep with me, and my muscdes tensed, my legs
jerked.

| came awake to George growling. I'd kicked him.

Treachery

The phone cdl spooked me, and | didn't want to leave the house, but a couple of days
later Im heard about a new development going up over by the Sullivans . Part of the woods was being
knocked down so congtruction could start.

“There's a hundred hills of dirt swarmed by flying grasshoppers.”

“Who told you?’ | asked.

“Tony Cdfano. | saw him outsde the candy store.”

“He's back?’

“| asked him what happened to him for shooting up the school, and he told me he had to go to
court, and then dl these people asked him amillion times why he did it. He said he has to go every week
to a head doctor.”
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“Ishe crazy?’

Jm shrugged. “What about the grasshoppers? | want to go see them.”

“I don’'t know,” | said.

“It' sdaylight.”

“When Mr. White grabbed me, it was daylight.”

He findly convinced me by saying we would take our bikes and not stay long. We crossed the
school yard on our way there. The sun was blazing hot. We waved to Chris Hackett and his brother
playing catch in a heat mirage way across the field. The rows of houses we passed into were old and tall,
with wooden front porches and columns. Jm led me on, pedding a top speed, and we made so many
tuns | wondered if he even knew where he was going. Findly he stopped a a corner and waited for me
to catch up. He was panting worse then | was.

“We should' ve been there by now,” said Jm.

“Whet did he tdl you?’

“I went the way he told me. Maybe he lied.”

“Hetold you he was crazy,” | said.

Jm was quiet for a second and then shook his head and said, “Thet kid never lies. I'm gonna keep
looking for awhile. Are you going home?’

He knew | was too afraid to go by mysdf. “Jugt alitle more” | said.

He started out, pedaing more dowly then before. | followed. We traveled three long Streets that
wound around and into each other. We made two left-hand turns and a right before we caught sight of
the woods back behind a house.

“Thereitis” said Jm, and | looked up toward the end of the street past the last houses. It looked
asif God had taken a bite out of the woods. There was a wide expanse of hard-packed dirt formed into
hills from four feet to seven feet tdl and covered by a bailing shadow. Chirping and flgpping mixed
together into a buzz that rose and fdl in a Sngle note.

Jmmeadeit to the edge of the hills before me. He was putting his kickstand down as | rolled up.
“Look at this place,” he said. A gray grasshopper three inches long landed on the deeve of his T-shirt.
He laughed and flicked it away. “Come on.” He headed up the closest hill and disappeared over the top.
| got off my bike and et the stand. Before | followed him, | looked back up the street. It was empty.

Over thehill and into the bugs | charged. | could fed them hitting against me, landing on my skin,
battering my head, but they didn’t hurt. It was like being in a living blizzard. When | got to the top of the
next hill, I saw Jm through the cloud, standing in the distance on a tadl hilltop. He was holding a long, flat
board and was swinging to beat the band. | headed toward him. On the way there, in a valey between
the hills, I found stacked-up sections of an old picket fence crawling with grasshoppers. | grabbed one of
the dats, indantly getting a splinter a the base of my thumb. | ignored it in my rush to reach dm. | had to
go over three more hills and then trudge up the steep one he was on. When he saw me coming, he
started laughing. “ Treachery,” he said, and siwung twice as hard. | scrabbled the rest of the way up and
joined him.

We fought back-to-back, like in the movie where Jason and his men dud with living skeletons.
Every pass of the dat brought the sound of a dozen tiny pops. The dead and injured fdl to the dirt with
broken wings and severed sections that continued to flgp and crawl. In the middle of my third swing, |
findly fdt how exhausted | was after running and riding so far in the heet. | tried to lift the plank again, but
| couldn’t. | dropped it and bent over to catch my bregth.

“Let’'sget out of here” said Jm. He dropped his bat, too, and jumped hdfway down the hill. He
waited for me a the bottom. “1t's so hot | can hardly bresthe,” he said. | was too weary to do anything
but nod. By the time we got back to our bikes, the insects had become a horror, and | worried | might
pass out and they’d eat me where | fdl.

We got on our bikes and didn’t look back. So dowly, pedding four times and then gliding till the
glide was nearly gone, we made it to East Lake. Just ingde the northern gate, we followed the fence out
dong the boundary. There was a huge maple tree in a backyard whose branches hung over the chan
link, meking a pool of shade on the fidd.



We didn’t even bother with the kickstands but just let the bikes drop on the ground. Jm stepped
into the shade, let himsdf fdl, and then rolled onto his back. It was such a rdief to step out of the sun. |
knew whét it was like now for the neighbors of Botch Town when we'd leave the sun burning dl night. |
lay down afew feet from dJm and looked up through the tree branches. The five-pointed leaves were red,
and in the distance, through ther maze, | saw atriangle of blue sky.

“What about those grasshoppers?’ he said. “That was the stupidest thing.”

“What was happening there?’ | asked.

He laughed.

“You were right about Cdfano,” | said.

“l told you,” he said. “Remember you said Cdfano was crazy?’

“Yegh”

“| was thinking that the dirt mounds and the grasshoppers is what it's like indde a crazy person’s

“Mr. Rogers?’ | said.

“He had so many grasshoppers they ate hisbrain.”

“Krapp?’

“Krapp craps grasshoppers.”

“We know alot of crazy people,” | said.

Jmrolled onto hisside, and | turned my head to look a him. He had a piece of grassin his mouth.
“Mom’s crazy when she gets loaded,” he said.

| nodded.

“They'redl alittle crazy,” said Jm.

“What about us?’ | asked.

He didn't answer. Instead he said, “Y ou know what | think?”

“What?’

“I don't think Mr. White is after Mary. | think he's after Mom.”

“Why?

“Because she'swesk,” he said.

| turned back to the triangle of blue and the shifting leaves.

Jmdidn't say anything else about his theory. Some time passed, and then he announced, “I'm
gonna teach George to dance.”

“How?’ | asked.

“By holding food over his head and making him spin on his back legs. | saw it on TV. At fird you
use alot of food, and then you make it less and less until you don’'t even need any food, and dl you have
to do iswhigle and they get up and start dancing.”

“l saw athingon TV,” | said, “about akid who was ten years old but he had a disease that aged
him to ninety. He looked like a weird little leprechaun.”

“Was he magicdly deicious?’ asked Jm.

We got back onto our bikes and went home. | dozed off on the couch in the dillness of the
afternoon and dept so hard | drooled.

The Splinter

That night after dinner, my mother, aready durring her words, decided to operate on nmy
splinter. She had Mary run and get her a sawing needle. She called meinto the living room and told me to
gt next to her a the table. | dready regretted having told her about my thumb. My mother put on her
reading glasses so they perched a the end of her nose. Taking my hand in both of hers, she turned it
pam up. There was an inch-and-a-hdf-long red line a the bottom of my thumb, and & the tip the
darkness of the splinter’s wood showed through athin layer of skin.

“That'sabad one” she said.
Mary brought the needle.
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“Will you need a sheet for the blood?” asked Jm.

My mother told him to shut up. She took the needle, lit a match, and then ran the Slver tip back
and forth through the flame till it turned orange. To coal it she shook it like a thermometer.

She grabbed me by the wrigt and drew my padm closer to her. The hand that held the blackened
needle wobbled as it descended. | took a deep bresth and closed my eyes | didn't fed pan, only
pricking. She picked at my skin with the tip of the needle so many times it went numb. A few moments
later a sharp ache blossomed through the numbness. | took another deep breath.

She stopped and told Mary, “Tweezer.”

Mary ran to the bathroom and quickly returned. | opened one eye and hazarded a peek. My
mother spent a few seconds aming the slver pincers, and then she lunged. Squeezing my eyes shut again,
| couldn’'t see what she was doing, but right at the center of the splinter’s dull ache | fdt something
diding. She drew the entire thing out, along gray shard of wood, and held it up to the light.

“Open your eyes.” She smacked me playfully. “Look at the Sze of that,” she said.

“Treechery,” said Jm.

Two seconds later the door opened, and Nan was ganding there. “Gert,” she said to my mother.
“We have to take your father to the hospitd.”

“Ishisarm bad agan?’ asked my mother.

“Pansdl up and down it, and he's pde and swesety.”

“Let mejust get my coat,” said my mother. Nan went home to get ready. When my mother stood,
she weaved dightly, steedying hersdf by touching her fingertips to the table.

“Can you drive?’ asked Jm.

“Of course,” she said, and straightened up.

Nan came back through the door, leading Pop. His right hand gripped his left bicep. He looked
sad and so tired. None of us kids sad anything. My mother went to his other sde, and they led him
dowly out the front and down the steps. We followed.

At one paint, on the way to the car, his knees buckled dightly, and they had to hold him up. They
got him into the car, and my mother got behind the whed. Looking at us through the car window, she
sad, “I don't know how long this is gaing to take. Jm’'sin charge. Your father will be home around
midnight. I'll call you as soon as | can and let you know how long wéell be. Be good.”

The car backed out of the driveway, and | tracked the tallights al the way up the dark street. It
was awarm and blugtery night. | turned toward the house. Jm and Mary had dready gone indde.

They were Stting on either end of the couch with George between them. Jm looked over a me as
| came through the door and said, “I'min charge. | could make you both go to bed right now.”

Mary, whose legs were curled beneath her, never looked away from the tdevison but sad,
“Shoveit”

Jm laughed.

“What'sthis?’ | said, nodding at the TV as| sat inmy mother’s rocker.

“l can't believe it after today,” said Jm, “but it's about a grasshopper that gets too close to an
atomic explosion and turns giant.”

We watched it, but Jm was wrong—it wasn't a grasshopper, it was a praying mantis. When the
show was over, Jm went into the kitchen and brought us out two cookies each. Mary found awar movie
on the tube. A tank rolled over aguy’sam.

About halfway through it, right after a scene where a soldier throws a grenade into a foxhole full of
Germans and gets killed, | started wondering how Pop was doing and if they’d made it to the hospitd
with my mother driving.

“What do you think’s happening?’ | said to Jm.

“Colond Candyass just blew up a bunch of krauts,” he said.

“No, with Pop.”

“l don’'t know,” he said.

“Mom didn’t look good.”

“They'll probably wind up in the bay with her driving,” said Jm.



“No they won't,” said Mary.

Ten minutes later the commercid for Ajax Liquid, which supposedly cleaned your kitchen floor
like a white tornado, came on, and the combination of deaning fluid and the whiteness of the animated
twiser made me think of Mr. White. Jm and | looked & esch other & the exact same moment. He
jumped up from the couch and turned off the televison. | sat forward on the rocker. Mary looked from
one of usto the other.

“Get the front door,” said Jm as he ran through the kitchen to lock the back one.

“Mr. White?’ asked Mary.

| nodded. dJm came back into the living room and stood dill, cocking his head to the sde as if
trying to hear something. | went and checked the front window for the white car.

“It' snot there” | sad.

“Mr. White moved in Botch Town today,” said Mary.

“| thought you couldn’t do that anymore,” said Jm.

“l was down there this afternoon, and | saw hiswhite car, and the numbers came dl of a sudden,”
sesad.

We ran down into the cdllar. Jm lit the sun. There was the white car parked in front of our house.
“Why didn’'t you tdl us?” Jm sad to Mary.

“I thought we were dl forgetting about it,” said Mary.

“Are you kidding?' he said. He told me to go over on the other sde of the cdlar to Pop's
workbench and get the flaghlight and the hatchet. “I’'m going up to get George,” he said.

George was confused at being on the leash in the cdlar, so Jm let him off. The dog went around
aiiffing a everything. “He s gonna pee,” said Mary, and the moment she said that, the lights went out.

“Give me the flaghlight,” Jm whispered. “I knew he'd turn off the lights | bet the phone's out,
too.”

“Hescoming?’ | said.

“Look,” said Jm, switching the flaghlight on, “when he gets to the cdlar steps, we go out the back
window like Ray did.” He picked up his Botch Town chair and carried it over to the back wall. Stepping
up onto the seat, he handed the flashlight to me and said, “Aimit up here”

| did. He latched the window to the hook on the celling. The night came through the opening. He
stepped down and told Mary to get up on the chair. “You say there, and when | tdl you to go, pull
yoursdf up through the window into the backyard.” He shone the flashlight on me. “You hdp her,” he
sad to me. “Then you go through.”

| said, “Okay,” but | doubted whether | could manage to pull mysdf up.

Mary got on the chair and reached her hands up to grab the bottom of the windowsll. “I can do
it,” she sad.

“When | tdl you, you gotta go fast,” he said. “And the minute you get outside, start running for the
school. Don't wait for us. Well catch up.”

We stood in the dark and waited. Upgtairs, the phone started ringing. Jm told us to ignore it, that
it was atrick to get us upgtairs. He held the flaghlight pointed at the cdllar steps and, in his opposite hand,
the hatchet.

| was shaking, remembering that Mr. White had the power of total slence. Out of nowhere a plan
came to me, and | whispered it to Jm: “We should get the extreme-unction box and open it in front of
him, like Dracula and the cross.”

“Forget it,” said Jm.

Right after that | heard George give a low growl. His nails tapped across the concrete floor as he
circled. It was quiet for ahdf aminute, and then he growled again.

“He's here” said Mary, and Jm turned off the flaghlight. In the sllence we could hear someone
messing around with the lock on the front doorknaob.

| don't know how many minutes passed before we heard the front door upstairs groan open, but
inthat time | wished I’ d told my father everything back when I’d found Charlie. | was too scared to cry.
Theflashlight suddenly cut through the darkness and lit a pae hand diding down the banister of the cdlar



steps. It was perfectly quiet, and we watched Mr. White descend as if he were floating. George started
barking.

“Go, Mary,” Jm sad.

| reached up and grabbed for her legs. She was dready hdfway through when my arms closed
around them and | pushed up. | looked back into the light and saw the face and hat, lit like in the photo.
He was coming toward us.

“Get him, Georgel” dm ydled. The dog lunged forward, and dthough | couldn’t see anything, |
could tdl from the sounds that he was biting Mr. White's shoes and ankles.

“Go,” sad Jm, his voice trembling.

| got up on the chair and grabbed the sll. As | jumped, | hit my head on the celing but held on,
ducked, and went through the opening. Mary was there. She reached down into the wdl and pulled my
am. Before | got my feet through, | heard George give a sharp cry, followed by the sound of meta
hitting concrete. Jm had thrown the hatchet.

“Come back here” said Mr. Whitein a cold, quiet voice.

| was out. | had Mary by the hand, and we were running. Out of the backyard, under the mimosa
on Nan's Sde, to the street, where we headed for East Lake. | could taste the adrendine, and my heart
was pounding. Mary kept up with me, and we flew past the front lawns. As we ran, | kept ligening for
Jm, tuming my head to glimpse behind us. When we reached the Manginis, | stopped and turned
around.

“Don’'t stop!” Jm ydled from two lawns behind us, and | was so relieved to hear his voice. We
turned and ran, and before we made it to Mrs. Grimm's, he passed us and led the way. Headlights
flooded the road from behind.

We ran harder. | could hear the engine of the white car and the sound of its tires on the gravel. We
flew past the school gate and onto the field, heading for the side of the building.

“Hurry!” caled a digant voice that wasn't Jm's.

| looked up and saw Ray’s slhouette on the roof. He was waving both his arms over his head. In
that moment, athough my heart was pounding and | could hardly catch a breeth, it struck me as odd how
perfectly the plan was working. How could Ray have known we were coming? As we passed the
kindergarten playground and headed for the back of the building, | turned and saw that Mr. White had
parked in the bus circle and was getting out of his car.

We saw the shadow of the ladder leaning up to the roof of the school. Ray stood above us,
whispering, “Hurry.”

Jm made Mary go up firg and me after her. I’d dways been afraid of heights, but at that moment
| didn’t even think of it. What | did think of was the fact that we were dimbing Pop’s extenson ladder.
Ray grabbed us as we got close to the top and helped us up the last few rungs.

“I’ve been waiting dl summer for you,” he said to Jm as my brother reached the roof.

“We couldn’t get out,” said Jm.

All of us leaned over the side of the school and watched Mr. White come dowly around the back
corner. When he got close enough, Ray picked up a pebble and threw it at him.

“Okay, he seesus” sad Ray. “Let’'s get in place.”

We backed away from the edge. “Y ou guys go over there toward the gym,” he said. “If | get him
into the courtyard, we ll just go back down the ladder, but if anything goes wrong, we'll have to dimb the
wall ladder up to the top of the gym. It's bolted to the wal over there, in the shadows.”

“What do we do now?’ asked Jm.

“When he comes up on the roof, you guys jump up and down and make noise to digtract him. I'll
crouch next to the opening for the courtyard over there” He pointed. “When he starts heading for you
guys heéll pass the opening, and I’ll shove him over the edge.”

It had sounded like a perfect plan when he'd firg explained it in the cdllar, but now the whole thing
seemed ridiculous. “Mr. White has powers,” | said.

“Shut up,” Jm told me, and led us to our spot. We stared at the top of the ladder, waiting.

“Look,” said Mary, pointing, as Mr. White's hat and then his face came into view, glowing against



the dark like thousand-year-old starlight. He moved cautioudy, turning his head quickly this way and tht,
like a bird, peering into the night.

| remembered then that we were supposed to make noise and draw his atention. | tried to
whistle—no good. “Hey,” | ydled, but it came out as a whisper.

“Over here, White, you turd sniffer!” cdled Jm. Even Mary was able to get out a“Yeah!”

He pinpointed where we stood, put his hands in his pockets, and took a step forward. In order to
reach us over by the gym wall, he had to move a few steps closer to the opening above the courtyard.
We waved our hands to keep him from noticing Ray, who was crouched down low like a bdl of
shadow. White took two long strides, and just when he got as close to the edge as possible, we saw Ray
soring up and rush forward. White never turned to look at him, never seemed to even hear him, but took
another step. As God is my judge, Ray passed right through him, not around him but through him. |
froze on the spot. The dark presence of Ray, though he didn’'t budge Mr. White an inch, seemed to
weaken him for a moment, and White hesitated. All of this happened so fadt, but it seemed so dow that |
caught every detail. Almost. What 1 missed was the fact that Jm had taken off running. The rest of the
action unfolded like amovie.

White shook his head, like he was clearing menta cobwebs, straightened up, and was about to
take another step when Jm hit him low and hard. His arms pinwheding, Mr. White sumbled to the edge
of the roof. His jacket flapped, and his hat fdl back out of dght into the courtyard. He struggled to right
himsdf at the edge, and one of his hands came down, grabbing dJm by the deeve of his shirt. Jm grunted
and pushed him. White went backward, but as he fdl, he grabbed Jm'’s ankle, pulling him down to the
surface of the roof. | saw one arm of the white overcoat and that pae hand dutching the bottom of Jm's
leg.

Mary started running before | did. Jm’s screams for hep sparked meto action. | got to where he
was dowly being pulled over the edge in the same ingant Mary did. He was sruggling to pull himsdf
back. We started samping the pale wrist and hand, the arm. Findly | jumped up as high as | could and
came down on it with both feet. There was a sngpping sound that echoed across the rooftop, followed
by a high-pitched cry of pain. Theicide grip loosened, and dJm pulled his ankle free.

We didn’'t notice that White had grabbed the edge with just the fingertips of his opposite hand, but
Mary did. She stepped up and finished the job with a Sngle stamp of her foot. We heard the thud below
and a wheeze of gde ar pushed from his lungs. Stepping closer to the edge, we looked over and saw
himlying flat on his back, his coat spread out like wings behind him, his hat next to his head. | could see
that his eyes were open and that he was watching us. Jm leaned over the side and spit on him. Mary did
the same, and he never moved or cdled out.

Jm shoved me. “Get going,” he said.

We went down the ladder, dm firs, me last, and Mary in between us. Once we gat to the ground,
| said, “What happened to Ray?’

Mary shook her head.

“l don’'t know,” said Jm. “He's gone”

Before | could ask, “Was he a ghost?’ dJm said, “We have to hurry. We gotta get home and call
the cops.” He started waking fast around toward the front of the building. “The courtyard will hold him
for awhile, but he' s tricky,” dJm called back over his shoulder.

We were passng through the front gate of the school, Jm up ahead, and | turned to Mary and
asked her if she, too, had seen Ray pass through Mr. White. The thought of it ill made me giddy.

It was a few moments before she nodded and quigtly said, “Right through him.”

When we got home, the front door was locked. White must have locked it behind him after he'd
entered. Jm went in through the cdlar window in the back, and we waited for him on the front stoop.
While we were ganding there, the lights went back on, and | knew that Jm had been a the cdlar fuse
box. Even before he could open the door for us dl the way, | saw George scurrying around his legs,
looking no worse for wear. Neither my mother nor my father was home yet. We went into the kitchen,
and Jm picked up the phone and dided. He waited for an answer, and Mary and | stood ill and hed
our bregath.



“Somebody’s bresking into East Lake School. Check the courtyard,” he said in a voice deeper
than his own. Then he hung up quick. As soon as the phone was on the hook, we dl started laughing. |
laughed so hard my eyes watered, and so did Jm'sand Mary’s.

Mary went to the refrigerator, took out the Veveeta cheese, and cut a big hunk off the end. She
threw the orange wedge to George, who caught it in midair with a snap of his jaws.

It was over. | knew because most of my fear |eft me the same way the crazy energy went out of
my mother—all a once, like a baloon deflating. A few minutes later, we heard the srens coming down
Willow. Two cars sped by, flashing red, as we watched from the front window. | knew that the
neighbors would leave their houses and walk over to the school as they had the night Tony Cafano shot
out the windows, but we let the curtain fdl back into place and turned on the televison. No one sad a
word.

Nan and my mother arrived home. They told us Pop had had a stroke and that he'd be in the
hospital for awnhile. It was late, but my mother poured two glasses of wine for her and Nan. She thanked
usfor being so good, and we were sent to bed. We told them nothing.

| lay awake till my father got home, and | heard the mumble of tak coming up from the dining
room. George dimbed aboard. | fel adeep thinking of Charlie, Ray, Barzita, dong with other ghosts,
dipping through the backyards of Botch Town.

Bang

The cops cdled early the next day and asked my mother to have my father bring me down
to the gation on Saturday to look a some mug shots. They told her that they’d caught a man they
thought might be the guy who had tried to grab me at the stores. When she told me about the phone cal,
she asked if | was up to going over there, and | nodded.

On Saturday morning the police gation was as quiet as Krapp's library time. The same police
officer who'd spoken to Pop and me was there to meet us. He showed us to the same wood-paneled
back room with the portrait of Presdent Johnson and the flag. Lying on the table was a row of
black-and-white photos of men, from the chest up, Saring straight ot.

“Stin front of the pictures there,” the cop said to me.

| did, and my father pulled up another chair so he could St next to me and rest his hand on my
shoulder. From the time we had gotten out of the car to when we got back init and drove away, | fdt my
father’s hand on my shoulder.

“Show me” said the cop.

| scanned down the row of faces, and before | even got toit, | saw it out of the corner of my eye,
shining brighter than the other photos. | put my finger right down in the center of Mr. White's forehead
and looked at my father. He amiled.

“Bingo,” said the cop. “Godfrey Darndl, wanted for murder in Ohio, New Jersey, Pennsylvania,
Delaware, and who knows where els2”

“Will he have to go to court?’ my dad asked, pointing to me.

“Not for a while” sad the cop. “Dandl will probably be extradited to another state to face
charges there first. HE's a nut—xills people for, | guess, fun. Modtly kids, but adults, too, when he senses
they can't defend themsalves. I'd be surprised if he doesn’'t get the char. Nobody knows how many
people he'skilled.”

And nobody found out that day either. | kept my mouth shut about Charlie and Mr. Barzita. After
we were done & the police gation, my father took me to a new hamburger place over in Babylon,
Burger King. We sat near the waterfdlsin Argyle Park and ate our burgers. “You did very good today,”
he said.

| nodded.

“What do you think of this hamburger?’ he asked. “It's jus a cold onion sandwich with
mayonnase”

| agreed with him, even though | redlly liked it.
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A few nights later, after my father had gotten home and gone to bed, aloud bang woke me from a
deep deep. | heard a commoation from below, and | ran down the steps to find out what had happened.
The voices led me through Nan’s open door and dong the hdlway to her bedroom. My father was there
inhiswork pants and shoes but no shirt. My mother had on her robe, and Nan was stting sraight up in
bed. Jm was there, too, gticking his pinkie finger into a hole in the wal just above the dresser. Everyone
was looking in the other direction, though, at the diding wooden door of the closet. There was a hole
there, too.

“I knew that was a gunshot,” said my father. He and Nan laughed.

“The gun mugt have just gotten too old,” said Nan.

“You won't,” said my mother, “if you keep that thing loaded.”

It wasn't until after they started taking about how Pop was doing in the hospitd that | noticed the
crydd Virgin that had held the holy water lying in shards on top of the dresser. The bullet had shattered
it. There was alight blue puddle on the wood and water stains on the wdl. | left when Nan started crying.
Mary passed mein the hdl and waved. | went through our dining room to the kitchen and let mysdf out
the back door. As soon as | stepped away from the house and looked up, | smdled a trace of autumn in
the cool air. That gunshot was like a screen door damming shut, a kind of Times Square celebration.

The Shadow Year was over. | could fed it dide out of my head like the splinter from my thumb,
leaving an empty space where it had been.

Those Normal Years

Wefdl into one of those normd years, where light and dark mix gently and nothing is clear.
There were so many things | didn't understand, so many questions | had. Mr. White was creepy, but at
leest he was red. What was Ray? No matter how many times | tried to get dJm to tak about it, he
wouldn't. “Leave me done” he'd say, and shut his door. He stayed in his room dl the time after schooal,
playing guitar and ngpping. We didn’'t hang out together anymore. He grew dower, quieter, and gained
weight. One afternoon | found the photo he'd had Mary take of usin front of the shed. | shoved it under
his closed door, thinking he' d come out, but he didn’t. That night, when | went up for bed, | saw the
photo lying on the floor outside hisroom. | picked it up and saw he'd written * Shhhhh” on the back in
red pen.

Mary log dl her weird number powers and somehow became normd dl of a sudden. | could
never figure out if it had just happened or if it had been her decison. She broke out of Room X in the firgt
two weeks of the new school year and wound up with Krapp, who'd been demoted to teaeching fifth
grade. Sometimes she and | would St behind the forsythia and whisper about what had happened. One
time | asked her why she thought Mr. White read the Perno Shell books. She said, “He was probably
sudying how kids thought.” The next time | spoke to her about the connection with the books, though,
ghe changed the subject to Krapp.

| understood that Jm and Mary were both trying to tdl meit was better to forget. | fought it for a
while, but on the night before school started again, | took my notebook that held dl the information of our
invedigation and wrapped it three times in waxed paper. After tying the bundle tight with kite gtring,
crisscrossing it length- and widthwise, | 1eft my bedroom, crept down through the degping house, passed
my mother, unconscious on the couch, passed the bottle sanding open on the kitchen counter, and went
out into the night. The crickets were Snging, the trees were rudling, there was amoon and so many stars.
| walked past the picnic table and beneath the cherry tree and went dl the way back by the shed. At the
trunk of the giant oak, | kndt and shoved the book into a hole amid the tree's exposed roots, burying it
deep underground. Then | brushed off my hands and tried my best to forget. The next day | started junior

high

My mother drank, my father worked, and Pop findly returned from the hospitd able to talk out of
only one side of his mouth. Nan put him through his paces every day, lifting his legs, meking him squeeze
a rubber bdl. “She's trying to finsh me off,” hed say. He died on a cold, rany day jus before
Thanksgiving, and at the private, family-only ceremony at Clancy’ s the morning he was buried, 1 saw him
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in his coffin, facedown without a shirt, as he'd requested. A week later we learned that Godfrey Darnel
had hanged himsdlf in prison.

Years passed. Jm and | went our separate ways. Mary got married and had kids. Too much to
tdl, and then one evening a the end of summer while | sat visting with my mother and father out at the
picnic table, having a smoke and a beer, they started talking about the neighbors—who was Ift from the
origind crew who were there when they’d firs moved into the house on Willow. There weren't many, so
they reminisced about the ones they’d seen come and go. It was like they were digging into their own
Hall of Fame. After awhile the Halloways came up.

“Mider was ared bastard,” said my mother.

“Big on the bet,” said my father.

“Not just the wife but the kids, too,” said my mother, flicking her ash.

“A coward,” sad my father.

“Mrs. Restuccio told me that after they moved to Philly and the older boy was killed, he changed.
Found God.”

“Found God,” said my father, and he bardly laughed.

“What do you mean, ‘the older boy was killed’?" | said.

“Murdered,” said my mother. “They found himin a Dumpster in an dley in South Philade phia with
a broken neck. It happened a couple weeks after they moved there. | don't think they ever figured out
who did it. Everyone thought it was the old man for a while, but he'd been a work for sure when it
happened.”

| fdt the exact sense of emptiness | had when dJm and | stood in Mr. Whit€' s garage for the firg
time and saw the bottles of Mr. Clean. | made a mentd note to cal Mary and tell her, but | never did.

At the end of summer that year, | read in the newspaper that some kid fishing at the lake back in
the woods had brought up Charlie Edison’s remains. The police made a postive identification usng
denta records, and the speculation was that he' d been murdered by Darndll. Still, they weren't sure, and
there was some mydery involved in the fact that the police had thoroughly dredged the lake when
Charlie d gone missing. I, of course, knew the truth of how things had happened. Ray had told us that
White threw the body in the |ake after the dredging. I’d have come forward to clear it dl up, but how do
you explan to the cops that you got your information from a ghost?

Only days after | read that news, | found aletter in my mailbox. It was made out in red ink with no
return address. | dmogt tossed it into the can, thinking it was some organization begging money for kids.
Instead | let it St for a few days. Then one night when | was drinking aone in my gpartment’s smdl
kitchenette, | picked the letter out of the stack of mail on the table. Putting down my cigarette, | opened
it. Indde, there was nothing but a thin rectangle of cardboard. | pulled it out and, recognizing it
immediatdy, dropped it on the table. Softee' s eyes stared up a me, and when | eventudly closed mine, |
was back in Botch Town, peering in every window, searching for something I’d lost.
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