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  Another one for David


  1


  I ran into Steve a couple of days ago. He was real surprised to see me. We hadn’t seen each other for a long time.


  I was sitting on the beach and he come up to me and said, “Rusty-James?”


  I said, “Yeah?” because I didn’t recognize him right off. My memory’s screwed up some.


  “It’s me,” he said. “It’s Steve Hays.”


  Then I remembered and got up, brushing sand off. “Hey, yeah.”


  “What are you doing here?” he kept saying, looking at me like he couldn’t believe it.


  “I live here,” I said. “What are you doin’ here?”


  “I’m on vacation. I’m going to college here.”


  “Yeah?” I said. “What you goin’ to college for?”


  “I’m going to teach when I get out. High school, probably. I can’t believe it! I never thought I’d see you again. And here of all places!”


  I figured I had as much chance of being here as he did, even if we were a long way from where we’d seen each other last. People get excited over the weirdest things. I wondered why I wasn’t glad to see him.


  “You’re goin’ to be a teacher, huh?” I said. It figured. He was always reading and stuff.


  “What do you do here?” he asked.


  “Nothin’. Bum around,” I answered. Bumming around is a real popular profession here. You could paint, write, barkeep, or bum around. I tried barkeeping once and didn’t much like it.


  “Lord, Rusty-James,” he said. “How long has it been now?”


  I thought for a minute and said, “Five or six years.” Math ain’t never been my strong point.


  “How did you get here?” He just couldn’t seem to get over it.


  “Me and a friend of mine, Alex, a guy I met in the reformatory, we just started knockin’ around after we got out. We been here awhile.”


  “No kidding?” Steve hadn’t changed much. He looked about the same, except for the moustache that made him look like a little kid going to a Halloween party. But a lot of people are growing moustaches these days. I never went in for them myself.


  “How long were you in for?” he asked. “I never found out. We moved, you know, right after…”


  “Five years,” I said. I can’t remember much about it. Like I said, my memory’s screwed up some. If somebody says something to remind me, I can remember things. But if I’m left alone I don’t seem to be able to. Sometimes Alex’ll say something that brings back the reformatory, but mostly he don’t. He don’t like remembering it either.


  “They put me in solitary once,” I said, because Steve seemed to be waiting for something.


  He looked at me strangely and said, “Oh? I’m sorry.”


  He was staring at a scar that runs down my side. It looks like a raised white line. It don’t get tan, either.


  “I got that in a knife fight,” I told him. “A long time ago.”


  “I know, I was there.”


  “Yeah,” I said, “you were.”


  For a second I remembered the fight. It was like seeing a movie of it. Steve glanced away for a second. I could tell he was trying not to look for the other scars. They’re not real noticeable, but they’re not that hard to see either, if you know where to look.


  “Hey,” he said, too sudden, like he was trying to change the subject. “I want you to meet my girl friend. She won’t believe it. I haven’t seen you since we were thirteen? Fourteen? I don’t know though”—he gave me a look that was half kidding and half serious—“you leave other guys’ chicks alone?”


  “Yeah,” I said. “I got a girl.”


  “Or two, or three?”


  “Just one,” I said. I like to keep things simple, and God knows even one can get complicated enough.


  “Let’s meet for dinner somewhere,” he said. “We can talk about the good old days. Man, I have come so far since then…”


  I didn’t stop him from naming a time and a place, even though I didn’t much want to talk about the good old days. I didn’t even remember them.


  “Rusty-James,” he was saying, “you gave me a real scare when I first saw you. I thought I’d flipped out. You know who I thought you were for a second?”


  My stomach clenched itself into a fist, and an old fear started creeping up my backbone.


  “You know who you look just like?”


  “Yeah,” I said, and remembered everything. I could of been really glad to see ol’ Steve, if he hadn’t made me remember everything.
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  I was hanging out in Benny’s, playing pool, when I heard Biff Wilcox was looking to kill me.


  Benny’s was the hangout for the junior high kids. The high schoolers used to go there, but when the younger kids moved in, they moved out. Benny was pretty mad about it. Junior high kids don’t have as much money to spend. He couldn’t do much about it except hate the kids, though. If a place gets marked as a hangout, that’s it.


  Steve was there, and B.J. Jackson, and Smokey Bennet, and some other guys. I was playing pool with Smokey. I was probably winning, since I was a pretty good pool player. Smokey was hacked off because he already owed me some money. He was glad when Midget came in and said, “Biff is lookin’ for you, Rusty-James.”


  I missed my shot.


  “I ain’t hidin’.” I stood there, leaning on my cue, knowing good and well I wasn’t going to be able to finish the game. I can’t think about two things at the same time.


  “He says he’s gonna kill you.” Midget was a tall, skinny kid, taller than anybody else our age. That was why we called him Midget.


  “Sayin’ ain’t doin’,” I said.


  Smokey was putting his cue away. “Biff is a mean cat, Rusty-James,” he told me.


  “He ain’t so tough. What’s he shook about, anyway?”


  “Somethin’ you said to Anita at school,” Midget said.


  “Shoot, I didn’t say nothin’ but the truth.”


  I told them what I said to Anita. B.J. and Smokey agreed it was the truth. Steve and Midget turned red.


  “Hell,” I said. “Now why does he have to go and get shook over somethin’ like that?”


  I get annoyed when people want to kill me for some stupid little reason. Something big, and I don’t mind it so much.


  I went up to the counter and got a chocolate milk. I always drank chocolate milk instead of Coke or something. That Coke junk will rot your insides. This gave me a little time to think things over. Benny was making a big production out of a sandwich, and he let me know he wasn’t going to drop what he was doing and rush over with my chocolate milk.


  “So what’s he doin’ about it? Killin’ me, I mean.”


  I sat down at a booth and Midget slid in across from me. Everybody else gathered around.


  “He wants you to meet him in the vacant lot behind the pet store.”


  “All right. I guess he’s comin’ alone, huh?”


  “I wouldn’t count on it,” Smokey said. He was trying to let me know he was on my side, so I’d forget about our messed-up pool game.


  “If he’s bringin’ friends, I’m bringin’ friends.” I wasn’t afraid of fighting Biff, but I didn’t see any need to be stupid about it.


  “Yeah, but you know how that’s gonna turn out,” Steve put in. “Everybody’ll end up gettin’ into it. You bring people, he brings people…”


  Steve was always cautious about things.


  “You think I’m goin’ to that empty lot by myself, you’re nuts,” I told him.


  “But—”


  “Lookit, me an’ Biff’ll settle this thing ourselves. You guys’ll just be an audience, huh? Ain’t nothin’ wrong with an audience.”


  “You know it ain’t gonna end up like that.” Steve was fourteen, like me. He looked twelve. He acted forty. He was my best friend, though, so he could say stuff that I wouldn’t let anybody else get away with. “Dammit, Rusty-James, we haven’t had any trouble like that for a long time now.”


  He was scared it was going to end up in a gang fight. There hadn’t been a real honest-to-goodness gang fight around here in years. As far as I knew, Steve had never been in one. I could never understand people being scared of things they didn’t know nothing about.


  “You don’t have to be there,” I said. Everybody else had to be there to protect their rep. Steve didn’t have any rep. He was my best friend. That was his rep.


  “You know I’m gonna be there,” he said to me angrily. “But you know what the Motorcycle Boy said about gang—”


  “He ain’t here,” I said. “He ain’t been here for two weeks. So don’t go tellin’ me about the Motorcycle Boy.”


  B.J. spoke up. “But even back when we was rumblin’, we never fought Biff’s gang. They was allies. Remember when Wilson got jumped over on the Tigers’ turf…”


  This started a discussion on who had been jumped, when and where and why. I didn’t need to think about that—I had all those records straight in my head anyway. But I did need to think about how I was going to fight Biff, so I wasn’t listening much when somebody said, “Anyway, when the Motorcycle Boy gets back—”


  I jumped up and slammed my fist down on the table so hard, the table in the next booth rattled and Benny stopped whistling and making his sandwich. Everybody else sat like they was holding their breath.


  “The Motorcycle Boy ain’t back,” I said. I can’t see good when I get mad, and my voice was shaking. “I don’t know when he’s comin’ back, if he’s comin’ back. So if you wanna wait around the rest of your life to see what he says, okay. But I’m gonna stomp Biff Wilcox’s guts tonight, and I think I oughta have some friends there.”


  “We’ll be there,” Smokey said. He stared at me with those funny, colorless eyes that gave him his nickname. “But let’s try an’ keep it between you two, okay?”


  I couldn’t say anything because I was too mad. I walked out and slammed the door behind me. In about five seconds I heard footsteps behind me and I didn’t turn around because I knew it’d be Steve.


  “What’s the matter with you?” he said.


  “Give me a cigarette.”


  “You know I don’t have any cigarettes.”


  “Yeah, I forgot.”


  I hunted around and found one in my shirt pocket.


  “What’s wrong?” Steve asked again.


  “Nothin’s wrong.”


  “Is it the Motorcycle Boy being gone?”


  “Don’t start in on me,” I said. He kept quiet for a few minutes. He’d pestered me once before when he shouldn’t of and I’d punched the wind out of him. I was real sorry about that, but it wasn’t my fault. He should have known better than to pester me when I’m mad.


  Finally he said, “Slow down, willya? You’re running my legs off.”


  I stopped. We were on the bridge, right where the Motorcycle Boy used to stop to watch the water. I threw my cigarette butt into the river. It was so full of trash that a little more wasn’t going to hurt it any.


  “You’ve been acting funny ever since the Motorcycle Boy left.”


  “He’s been gone before,” I said. I get mad quick, and I get over it quick.


  “Not for this long.”


  “Two weeks. That ain’t long.”


  “Maybe he’s gone for good.”


  “Shut up, willya,” I said. I closed my eyes. I’d been out till four in the morning the night before and I was kind of tired.


  “This is a crummy neighborhood,” Steve said suddenly.


  “It ain’t the slums,” I told him, keeping my eyes shut. “There’s worse places.”


  “I didn’t say it was the slums. I said it was a crummy neighborhood, and it is.”


  “If you don’t like it, move.”


  “I am. Someday I am.”


  I quit listening. I don’t see any sense in thinking about things far off in the future.


  “You have to face the fact that the Motorcycle Boy may be gone for good.”


  “I don’t have to face nothin’,” I said tiredly.


  He sighed and stared down at the river.


  I saw a rabbit once at the zoo. My old man took me there on the bus a long time ago. I really liked that zoo. I tried to go again by myself, but I was a little kid and I got lost when I had to change buses. I never did get around to trying to get there again. But I remembered it pretty good. The animals reminded me of people. Steve looked like a rabbit. He had dark-blond hair and dark-brown eyes and a face like a real sincere rabbit. He was smarter than me. I ain’t never been a particularly smart person. But I get along all right.


  I wondered why Steve was my best friend. I let him hang around and kept people from beating him up and listened to all his worries. God, did that kid worry about things! I did all that for him and sometimes he did my math homework and let me copy his history stuff, so I never flunked a grade. But I didn’t care about flunking, so that wasn’t why he was my best friend. Maybe it was because I had known him longer than I’d known anybody I wasn’t related to. For a tough kid I had a bad habit of getting attached to people.
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  When Steve had to go home I went over to my girl friend’s place. I knew she’d be home because her mother was a nurse and worked nights and Patty had to take care of her little brothers.


  “I’m not supposed to have company when Mother’s out.” She stood there blocking the doorway, not making a move to let me in.


  “Since when?”


  “Since a long time ago.”


  “Well, that ain’t stopped you before,” I said. She was mad about something. She wanted to start a fight. She wasn’t mad about me coming over when I wasn’t supposed to, but that was what she wanted to fight about. It seemed like whenever we had fights it was never over what she was mad about.


  “I haven’t seen you in a long time,” she said coldly.


  “I been busy.”


  “So I heard.”


  “Aw, come on,” I said. “Let’s talk about it inside.”


  She looked at me for a long time, then held the door open. I knew she would. She was crazy about me.


  We sat and watched TV for a while. Patty’s little brothers took turns jumping up and down on the only other chair in the room.


  “What were you busy with?”


  “Nothin’. Messin’ around. Me and Smokey and his cousin went to the lake.”


  “Oh, yeah? Did you take any girls with you?”


  “What’re you talkin’ about, take any girls? No.”


  “Okay,” she said, settling down in my arms. When we started making out, one of the brats started yelling, “I’m gonna tell Mama,” until I promised to knock his block off. But after that I just sat there holding her and sometimes kissed the top of her hair. She had blond hair with dark roots. I like blond girls. I don’t care how they get that way.


  “Rusty-James,” she said.


  I jumped. “Was I asleep?”


  The room was dark, except for the black-and-white glare from the TV.


  “Is it morning or night?” I was confused. I still felt like I was asleep or something.


  “Night. Boy, you’ve been great company.”


  I felt shivery. Then I remembered.


  “What time is it?”


  “Seven thirty.”


  “Hell,” I said, getting up. “I’m supposed to fight Biff Wilcox at eight. You got anything to drink around here?”


  I went into the kitchen and hunted through her refrigerator. I found a can of beer and gulped it down.


  “Now Mama’ll think I drank it. Thanks a lot.” She sounded like she was going to cry.


  “What’s the matter, honey?” I said.


  “You said you were going to quit fighting all the time.”


  “Since when?”


  “Since you beat up Skip Handly. You promised me you wouldn’t be fighting all the time.”


  “Oh, yeah. Well, this ain’t all the time. This is just once.”


  “You always say that.” She was crying. I backed her up against the wall and hugged her awhile.


  “Love you, babe,” I said, and turned her loose.


  “I wish you wouldn’t fight all the time.” She wasn’t crying anymore. She could quit crying the easiest of any girl I knew.


  “Well, what about you?” I asked. “You took after Judy McGee with a busted pop bottle not too long ago.”


  “She was flirting with you,” she said. Patty was a hellcat sometimes.


  “Ain’t my fault,” I said. I grabbed my jacket on the way to the door. I stopped and gave her a good long kiss. Pretty little thing, she looked like a dandelion with her hair messed up.


  “Be careful,” she said. “I love you.”


  I waved good-bye and jumped off the porch. I thought maybe I’d have time to stop by my place and have a good swig of wine, but going by Benny’s I saw everybody waiting around for me, so I went in.


  There were more people there than had been there in the afternoon. I guess word had gotten around.


  “We just about give up on you,” Smokey said.


  “Better watch out or I’ll take you on for a warm-up,” I warned him. I counted the guys and decided maybe six of them would show up at the lot. I didn’t see Steve, but didn’t worry about it. He couldn’t get out much at night.


  “Split up and meet me there,” I told them, “or we’ll have the cops on our tail.”


  I left with Smokey and B.J. I felt so good. I love fights. I love how I feel before a fight, kind of high, like I can do anything.


  “Slow down,” B.J. said. “You’d better be savin’ your energy.”


  “If you wasn’t so fat you could keep up.”


  “Don’t start that stuff again,” B.J. said. He was fat, but he was tough, too. Tough fat guys ain’t as rare as you’d think.


  “Man, this is just like the old days, ain’t it?” I said.


  “I wouldn’t know,” Smokey said. Fights made him edgy. Before a fight he’d get quieter and quieter, and it always bugged the hell out of him that I’d get louder and louder. We had a funny kind of tension between us anyway. He would have been number-one tough cat in our neighborhood if it wasn’t for me. Sometimes I could tell he was thinking about fighting me. So far, either he was scared or wanted to stay friends.


  “Yeah,” I said, “that’s right. It was all over before you got into it.”


  “Hell, that gang stuff was out of style when you was ten years old, Rusty-James,” he told me.


  “Eleven. I can remember it. I was in the Little Leaguers.”


  The Little Leaguers was the peewee branch of the local gang, the Packers. Gang stuff was out of style now.


  “Man,” I said, “a gang really meant somethin’ back then.”


  “Meant gettin’ sent to the hospital once a week.”


  Okay, so he was edgy. So was I. I was the one doing the fighting, after all. “You’re almost talkin’ chicken, Smokey,” I said.


  “I’m almost talkin’ sense.”


  I kept quiet. It took a lot of self-control, but I kept quiet. Smokey got nervous, since quiet ain’t my natural state.


  “Lookit,” he said, “I’m goin’, ain’t I?”


  I guess the thought that he was really going made him brave again, ’cause he went on: “If you think this is gonna turn out to be a rumble, you’re crazy. You and Biff are gonna go at it and the rest of us is gonna watch. I doubt too many’s gonna show up for that much.”


  “Sure,” I said, only half listening to him. We had come to the pet store. We turned into the alley that ran alongside of it, crawled through a hole in the back fence and came out onto the vacant lot that led right down to the river. The lot was damp and it stank. The area around here always stinks from that river, but it’s worse in the lot. Further down, a bunch of plants and factories dump their garbage into the water. You don’t notice the stink if you live there awhile. It’s just extra strong in that lot.


  Smokey was right—only four of the guys who were in Benny’s were there waiting for us. B.J. looked around and said, “I thought Steve was gonna be here.” He said it sarcastic. They never could understand why I let Steve hang around.


  “So, maybe he’s late,” I said. I didn’t really expect him to show up, except that he said he would.


  Across the field was Biff and his gang. I counted them, just like the Motorcycle Boy taught me to. Know everything you can about the enemy. There was six. Even enough. I was getting so high on excitement I couldn’t stand still.


  “Rusty-James!”


  It was Biff, coming across the lot to meet me. Oh, man, I couldn’t wait. I was going to stomp him good. It seemed like my fists ached to be pounding something. “I’m here!” I called.


  “Not for long, you punk,” Biff said. He was close enough for me to see him clearly. My eyes get supersharp before a fight. Everything gets supersharp before a fight—like with a little effort I could fly. During a fight, though, I almost go blind; everything turns red.


  Biff was sixteen, but not any bigger than me; husky; his arms hung off his shoulders like an ape’s. He had a pug-ugly face and wiry blond hair. He was dancing around worse than I was.


  “He’s been poppin’ pills,” Smokey said behind me.


  Now, I hate fighting hopped-up people. They’re crazy. You get crazy enough in a fight without being doped up. You fight some cat who’s been washing down bennies with sneaky pete and they can’t tell if you kill ’em. Your only advantage is a little more control. I never do dope, as a rule. Dope ruined the gangs.


  Biff looked high. The light from the street-lamps was bouncing off his eyes in a way that made him look crazy.


  “I hear you’re lookin’ for me,” I said. “Here I am.”


  I’ve done this lots of times before. I’d get in a fight about once a week. I hadn’t lost a fight in almost two years. But Biff was a little tougher than the usual kid. If the gang wars had still been going on he would have been leader of the Devilhawks. He didn’t like anybody to forget that, either. You can’t take it for granted you’re going to stomp some snotty-nosed seventh-grader, so when you go up against somebody like Biff Wilcox you think about it.


  We started in on the warm up, cussing each other out, name-calling, threats. This was according to the rules. I don’t know who made up the rules.


  “Come on,” I said finally. I like to get down to business. “Take a swing at me.”


  “Take a swing at you?” Biff’s hand went to his back pocket and came out flashing silver. “I’m gonna cut you to ribbons.”


  I didn’t have a knife with me. Most people didn’t knife-fight these days. I usually carried a switchblade, but I got caught with it at school and they took it away from me and I hadn’t gotten around to getting another one. Biff should of told me it was going to be knife-fighting. God that made me mad! People don’t pay attention to the rules anymore.


  Biff’s friends were cheering and screaming and my friends were grumbling and I said, “Anybody lend me a blade?” I still thought I could win—Biff wouldn’t have pulled a knife if he thought he could win in a fair fight. All I had to do was equal things up.


  Nobody had a knife. That’s what comes of not gang-fighting. People are never prepared.


  Somebody said, “Here’s a bike chain,” and I held back my hand for it, never taking my eyes off Biff.


  Just like I expected, he tried to make the most of that moment, lunging at me. I was quick enough, though, grabbing the chain, dodging the knife, and sticking out my foot to trip him. He just stumbled, and whirled around, jabbing at me. I sucked in my gut and wrapped the chain around his neck, jerking him to the ground. All I wanted to do was get the knife away from him. I’d kill him later. First things first. I jumped on top of him, caught his arm as he swung the knife at me, and for what seemed like hours we wrestled for that knife. I took a risk I thought was worth taking and tried holding his knife hand with one arm, and used the other to smash his face. It worked, he loosened his hold on the knife long enough for me to get it away from him. It fell a few feet away from us, far enough away that I didn’t bother trying to reach for it, which was good. If I had gotten a hold of it, I’d have killed Biff. As it was, I was pounding his brains out. If he’d give up on that damned knife he might of stood a chance; he was older than me, and just as tough. But he didn’t come there to fight fair, so instead of fighting back, he’d just keep trying to get away and crawl over to the knife. Gradually I started to calm down, the red tinge to everything went away, I could hear everyone screaming and yelling. I looked at Biff. His whole face was bloody and swollen.


  “You give?” I sat back on his gut and waited. I wouldn’t trust him as far as I could throw him. He didn’t say anything, just lay there breathing heavy, watching me out of the one eye that wasn’t swollen shut. Everybody was quiet. I could feel his gang tensed, ready, like a dog pack about to be set loose. One word from Biff would do it. I glanced over to Smokey. He was ready. My gang would fight, even if they weren’t crazy about the idea.


  Then a voice I knew said, “Hey, what’s this? I thought we signed a treaty.” The Motorcycle Boy was back. People cleared a path for him. Everybody was quiet.


  I got to my feet. Biff rolled over and lay a few feet away from me, swearing.


  “I thought we’d stopped this cowboys and Indians crap,” said the Motorcycle Boy.


  I heard Biff dragging himself to his feet, but didn’t pay any attention. Usually I’m not that stupid, but I couldn’t take my eyes off the Motorcycle Boy. I’d thought he was gone for good. I was almost sure he was gone for good.


  “Look out!” somebody screamed. I whipped around, and felt the knife slide down my side, cold. It was meant to split me open from throat to gut, but I had moved just in time. It didn’t hurt. You can’t feel a knife cut, at first.


  Biff stood a few feet away from me, laughing like a maniac. He was wiping the blood off the blade on his already-splattered T-shirt. “You are one dead cat, Rusty-James.” His voice was thick and funny-sounding, because of his swollen nose. He wasn’t dancing around anymore, and you could tell by the way he moved he was hurtin’. But at least he was on his feet, and I wouldn’t be much longer. I was cold, and everything looked watery around the edges. I’d been knife cut before, I knew what it felt like to be bleeding bad.


  The Motorcycle Boy stepped out, grabbed Biff’s wrist and snapped it backwards. You could hear it crack like a matchstick. It was broke, sure enough.


  The Motorcycle Boy picked up Biff’s switchblade, and looked at the blood running down over the handle. Everybody was frozen. They knew what he had said about gang-fighting being over with.


  “I think,” he said thoughtfully, “that the show is over.”


  Biff held his wrist with his other arm. He was swearing, but softly, under his breath. The others were leaving, breaking up into twos and threes, edging away, leaving quieter than you’ll ever see people leave a battle ground.


  Steve was there beside me. “You okay?”


  “When did you get here?” Smokey asked him. Then, to me, he said, “You’re hurt, man.”


  The Motorcycle Boy stood behind them, tall and dark like a shadow.


  “I thought you were gone for good,” I said.


  He shrugged. “So did I.”


  Steve picked up my jacket, where I’d thrown it on the ground. “Rusty-James, you better go to the hospital.”


  I looked down at my hand, where it was clutching my side. I saw Smokey Bennet watching me.


  “For this?” I said scornfully. “This ain’t nothin’.”


  “But maybe you better go home,” the Motorcycle Boy said.


  I nodded. I threw an arm across Steve’s shoulders. “I knew you was gonna show up.”


  He knew I would have fallen down if I wasn’t leaning on him, but he didn’t show it. He was a good kid, Steve, even if he did read too much.


  “I had to sneak out,” Steve said. “They’d kill me if they knew. Boy, I thought Biff was gonna kill you.”


  “Not me. It was Biff who was gonna get killed.”


  I could feel the Motorcycle Boy laughing. But then, I never expected to fool him. I tried not to lean on Steve too much. Smokey walked along with us until we came to his block. I guess I had convinced him I wasn’t going to drop dead.


  “Where ya been?” I asked the Motorcycle Boy. He’d been gone for two weeks. He had stolen a cycle and left. Everybody called him the Motorcycle Boy because he was crazy about Motorcycles. It was like a title or something. I was probably one of the few people on the block who knew what his real name was. He had this bad habit of borrowing cycles and going for rides without telling the owner. But that was just one of the things he could get away with. He could get away with anything. You’d think he’d have a cycle of his own by now, but he never had and never would. It seemed like he didn’t want to own anything.


  “California,” he said.


  “No kiddin’?” I was amazed. “The ocean and everything? How was it?”


  “Kid,” he said to me, “I never got past the river.”


  I didn’t understand what he meant. I spent a lot of time trying to understand what he meant. It was like the time, years ago, when our gang, the Packers, was having a big rumble with the gang next door. The Motorcycle Boy—he was president—said, “Okay, let’s get it straight what we’re fighting for.”


  And everybody was all set to kill or be killed, raring to go, and some cat—I forget his name, he’s in prison now—said, “We’re fighting to own this street.”


  And the Motorcycle Boy said, “Bull. We’re fighting for fun.”


  He always saw things different from everybody else. It would help me a lot if I could understand what he meant.


  We climbed up the wooden stairs that went up the outside of the dry cleaners to our apartment. Steve eased me onto the platform railing. I hung over the railing and said, “I ain’t got my key,” so the Motorcycle Boy jimmied the lock and we went on in.


  “You better lay down,” he said. I laid down on the cot. We had a mattress and a cot to lay down on. It didn’t matter which.


  “Boy, are you bleeding!” Steve said.


  I sat up and pulled off my sweatshirt. It was soggy with blood. I threw it over into the corner with the other dirty clothes and inspected my wound. I was gashed down the side. It was deep over my ribs; I could see white bone gleaming through. It was a bad cut.


  “Where’s the old man?” asked the Motorcycle Boy. He was going through the bottles in the sink. He found one with some wine still in it.


  “Take a swallow,” he told me. I knew what was coming. I wasn’t looking forward to it, but I wasn’t scared either. Pain don’t scare me much.


  “Lay down and hang on.”


  “The old man ain’t home yet,” I said, laying down on my good side and grabbing hold of the head of the cot.


  The Motorcycle Boy poured the rest of the wine over the cut. It hurt like hell. I held my breath and counted and counted and counted until I was sure I could open my mouth without yelling.


  Poor Steve was white. “God, that must hurt,” he whispered.


  “Ain’t all that bad,” I said, but my voice came out hoarse and funny.


  “He oughta go to a doctor,” Steve said. The Motorcycle Boy sat down against the wall. He had an expressionless face. He stared at Steve till the poor kid wiggled. The Motorcycle Boy wasn’t seeing him, though. He saw things other people couldn’t see, and laughed when nothing was funny. He had strange eyes—they made me think of a two-way mirror. Like you could feel somebody on the other side watching you, but the only reflection you saw was your own.


  “He’s been hurt worse than this,” said the Motorcycle Boy. That was the truth. I got cut bad two or three years before.


  “But it could get infected,” Steve said.


  “And they’d have to cut my side off,” I added. I shouldn’t have teased him. He was only trying to help.


  The Motorcycle Boy just sat and stared and stayed quiet.


  “He looks different,” Steve said to me. Sometimes the Motorcycle Boy went stone deaf—he’d had a lot of concussions in motorcycle wrecks.


  I looked at him, trying to figure out what was different. He didn’t seem to see either one of us watching him.


  “The tan,” Steve said.


  “Yeah, well, I guess you get tan in California,” I said. I couldn’t picture the Motorcycle Boy in California, by the ocean. He liked rivers, not oceans.


  “Did you know I got expelled from school?” the Motorcycle Boy said out of the clear blue sky.


  “How come?” I started to sit up, and changed my mind. They were always threatening to expel me. They’d suspended me for carrying that knife. But the Motorcycle Boy never gave them any trouble. I talked to a guy in one of his classes, once. He said the Motorcycle Boy just sat there and never gave them any trouble, except that a couple of the teachers couldn’t stand for him to stare at them.


  “How come you got expelled?” I asked.


  “Perfect tests.”


  You could always feel the laughter around him, just under the surface, but this time it came to the top and he grinned. It was a flash, like lightning, far off.


  “I handed in perfect semester tests.” He shook his head. “Man, I can understand that. A tough district school like that, they got enough to put up with.”


  I was surprised. I don’t surprise easy. “But that ain’t fair,” I said finally.


  “When the hell did you start expecting anything to be fair?” he asked. He didn’t sound bitter, only a little bit curious.


  “Be back in a while,” he said, getting to his feet.


  “I forgot he was still in school,” Steve said after he left. “He looks so old, I forget he’s just seventeen.”


  “That’s pretty old.”


  “Yeah, but he looks really old, like twenty-one or something.”


  I didn’t say anything. I got to thinking—when the Motorcycle Boy was fourteen, that had seemed old. When he was fourteen, like me, he could buy beer. They quit asking for his ID at fourteen. He was president of the Packers then, too. Older guys, eighteen years old, would do anything he said. I thought it would be the same way for me. I thought I would be really big-time, junior high and fourteen. I thought it would be really neat, being that old—but whenever I got to where he had been, nothing was changed except he’d gone further on. It should of been the same way for me.


  “Steve,” I said, “bring me the old man’s shavin’ mirror. It’s over there by the sink.”


  When he handed it to me I studied the way I looked.


  “We look just like each other,” I said.


  “Who?”


  “Me an’ the Motorcycle Boy.”


  “Naw.”


  “Yeah, we do.”


  We had the same color of hair, an odd shade of dark red, like black-cherry pop. I’ve never seen anybody else with hair that color. Our eyes were the same, the color of a Hershey bar. He was six foot one, but I was getting there.


  “Well, what’s the difference?” I said finally. I knew there was a difference. People looked at him, and stopped, and looked again. He looked like a panther or something. Me, I just looked like a tough kid, too big for my age.


  “Well,” Steve said—I liked that kid, he’d think about things—“the Motorcycle Boy … I don’t know. You can never tell what he’s thinking. But you can tell exactly what you’re thinking.”


  “No kiddin’?” I said, looking in the mirror. It had to be something more than that.


  “Rusty-James,” Steve said, “I gotta go home. If they find out I’m gone, I’m gonna get killed, man. Killed.”


  “Aw, stick around awhile.” I was scared he would go. I can’t stand being by myself. That is the only thing I am honest-to-God scared of. If nobody was at home, I would stay up all night, out on the streets where there was some people. I didn’t mind being cut up. I just couldn’t stay there by myself and I wasn’t too sure I could walk.


  Steve shifted around, uneasy-like. He was one of the few people who knew about that hang-up. I don’t go around telling people.


  “Just for a little bit,” I told him. “The old man oughta be back pretty soon.”


  “Okay,” he said finally. He sat down where the Motorcycle Boy had been sitting. After a while I was kind of dozing off and on. It seemed like I went through the whole fight again in slow motion. I knew I was sort of asleep, but I couldn’t stop dreaming.


  “I never thought he’d go clear to the ocean,” I said to Steve. But Steve wasn’t there. The Motorcycle Boy was there, reading a book. He always read books. I’d thought when I got older it’d be easy for me to read books, too, but I knew by now it never would.


  It was different when the Motorcycle Boy read books, different from Steve. I don’t know why.


  The old man was home, snoring away on the mattress. I wondered who’d gotten home first. I couldn’t tell what time it was. The lights were still on. I can’t tell what time it is when I sleep with the lights on.


  “I thought you was gone for good,” I said to him.


  “Not me.” He didn’t look up from his page, and for a second I thought I was still dreaming. “I get homesick.”


  I made a list in my head of people I liked. I do that a lot. It makes me feel good to think of people I like—not so alone. I wondered if I loved anybody. Patty, for sure. The Motorcycle Boy. My father, sort of. Steve, sort of. Then I thought of people I thought I could really count on, and couldn’t come up with anybody, but it wasn’t as depressing as it sounds.


  I was so glad the Motorcycle Boy came home. He was the coolest person in the whole world. Even if he hadn’t been my brother he would have been the coolest person in the whole world.


  And I was going to be just like him.
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  I went to school the next day. I wasn’t feeling too hot and I was bleeding off and on, but I usually go to school if I can. I see all my friends at school.


  I got there late and had to go get a late pass and ended up missing math. So I didn’t know Steve was absent till lunch and he didn’t show up. I asked around about him—Jeannie Martin told me he didn’t come to school because his mother had a stroke or something. I worried about that awhile. I hoped it wasn’t him sneaking out of the house that give her the stroke. His parents were kind of weird. They never let him do anything.


  Jeannie Martin wasn’t too thrilled to talk to me. She liked Steve. Poor kid. He wouldn’t believe that her tipping his chair over in English meant she liked him. He was still funny about girls. And him fourteen, too! Anyway, she liked him and didn’t like me because she thought I’d turn him into a hood. Fat chance. I’d known him since I don’t remember when, and nobody thought he was a hood. Try and tell her that.


  So I went to the basement and played poker with B.J. and Smokey and lost fifty cents.


  “You guys must cheat,” I told them. “I can’t have rotten luck all the time.”


  B.J. grinned at me and said, “Naw, you’re just a lousy poker player, Rusty-James.”


  “I ain’t either.”


  “Yeah, you are. Every time you get a good hand, we can tell it. Every time you get a bad hand, we can tell. You ain’t gonna earn your livin’ gamblin’, man.”


  “Don’t give me that. Them cards was marked.” I knew they weren’t, but I didn’t believe that garbage B.J. was giving me. He just wanted to crow about winning.


  In gym I just stood around watching basketball practice. I wasn’t about to do any basketball. Coach Ryan finally asked me why, and I said I didn’t feel like it. I thought I could leave it at that. Coach Ryan was all the time trying to be friends with me. He let me get away with murder. It was like he’d be a big shot, being friends with me, like he owned a vicious dog or something.


  “Rusty-James,” he said, after looking around, making sure nobody could hear us. “Want to earn a quick five bucks?”


  I just looked at him. You never know.


  “Price has been giving me a lot of trouble these days.”


  “Yeah,” I said. Don Price was a smart alec. Real mouthy. I’m mouthy, too, but I don’t mean nothing by it. He was mouthy just to get on people’s nerves. A real obnoxious kid.


  “I’ll give you five bucks to beat him up.”


  Well, that would have been simple enough. I knew where the guy lived, I could jump him some afternoon. With my rep nobody’d think to ask why. He was just the kind of jerk I liked beating up.


  About six months before, a guy had offered the Motorcycle Boy four hundred dollars to kill somebody. That is the truth. He didn’t take it. Said whenever he killed somebody it wouldn’t be for money.


  “I can’t fight for a while,” I said. I jerked up my gym shirt to show him why.


  “Hey, man!” There he was, thirty years old, saying “Hey, man.” He wasn’t brought up talking like that, either.


  “You been to the nurse?”


  “Nope.” I pulled my shirt back down. “Ain’t gonna, either.”


  “Well,” he said slowly, “let me know when you’re healed up.”


  “Sure thing,” I said, and went back to watching practice. He must have thought I needed money real bad.


  English was my last class. I liked it because our teacher thought we were so stupid that all she had to do was read us stories. That was all right with me. By the end of the day I was ready to sit still awhile anyway. She didn’t have any way of knowing if we were listening. Sometimes she’d give us a test at the end of class, but I could always copy off somebody, if anybody knew the answers.


  I’m always in dumb classes. In grade school they start separating dumb people from smart people and it only takes you a couple of years to figure out which one you are. I guess it’s easier on the teachers that way, but I think I might like to get in a class with some different people sometimes instead of the same old dummies every year.


  Steve was in my math class this year only because he had a choice of new math or business math and he took business math. All the other smart people took new math, but he wasn’t crazy about numbers. I’d been going to the same school with him since kindergarten and this was the first year we were in a class together. I wondered if he got tired of seeing the same old smart people every year.


  I sat there and didn’t listen and thought maybe I’d go by and see Patty after school. If I hadn’t lost that fifty cents at lunchtime I could have bribed her brothers to go to the park or something.


  Smokey must have been cheating. I ain’t that bad a player.


  When I went by her house, though, her mother’s car was still there. Maybe it was her day off. I never could keep them straight. Her mother wasn’t crazy about me. I think the brothers sometimes squealed on Patty. Man, I wanted to knock their blocks off.


  So I went to Benny’s and shot a game of pool by myself. There were other people there, but nobody playing pool. Everybody who came in wanted to see my knife cut. They thought it was cool.


  Steve came by after an hour. I could tell he wasn’t in a mood to hang around Benny’s. He just wanted some company, so I left with him.


  “How’s your old lady?” I asked him after we’d walked a couple of blocks.


  “Real sick.” He had a funny white look on his face. “She’s in the hospital.”


  “It wasn’t you sneakin’ out that did it?”


  He looked at me like I was off my rocker. Then he remembered and said, “No, it wasn’t that.”


  He didn’t say anything else, so I started telling him how Coach Ryan had asked me to beat up a guy. Only I said he offered me fifty dollars to do it, and said I was really thinking about it. But even that didn’t seem to shake him out of it. He just said, “Yeah?” like he was somewhere else.


  I was needing some money. My old man, he got a regular check from the government. He had to go down and sign for it, but it wasn’t very much and sometimes he’d forget to give me some of it before he drank it up. I did a lot of scrounging around. Once in a while I’d borrow money from the Motorcycle Boy, but I had to be really careful and pay it back. I don’t know why I was so careful about that. One time he gave me a hundred-dollar bill because he said he didn’t want it. I don’t know where he got it. Since he didn’t want it I didn’t worry about paying that back. Most of the time I paid him back, though.


  So when I spotted a set of real cool simulated mags on a late-model Chevy, I saw a quick way to make twenty bucks. Twenty dollars would last me a good long while.


  The car was sitting there in front of an apartment house, but nobody was around. I had three of the hubcaps off and was working on the fourth one when Steve said, “What are you doing?” like an idiot. I had handed him those three hubcaps and he was standing there asking me what I was doing. I had to work a little harder on the fourth and was getting nervous, so I said, “Shut up.”


  “You know I don’t steal things.”


  “You know I do,” I answered. Finally it came off.


  Just then three guys came shooting out of that apartment house hollering at us. I took two running steps and saw Steve just standing there, so I had to waste some breath screaming, “Move it!” before he woke up and ran. About two blocks later he realized he was still carrying the hubcaps and threw them down, the dummy. That wasn’t going to stop those guys.


  They had been swearing at us, but were saving their breath. One stopped to get the hubcaps; I figured one wouldn’t do me any good and threw mine away a block later. That stopped another one. The third guy kept on after us.


  Steve was keeping up better than I thought he would, but my side was killing me. I turned down an alley and cut across a fence. Steve followed with a desperate look on his face that made me want to laugh.


  The fence slowed down that guy who was chasing us, but it didn’t stop him. Man, he was out for blood. I ran into an apartment house and shot up the stairs, got to the top and ran out onto the roof. It was a good-sized jump to the next roof, but I made it easy. I was tearing off across it for the next one, when I noticed Steve wasn’t with me.


  He had stopped at the gap between roofs. He was almost doubled over from trying to catch his breath.


  “Come on,” I said. I wasn’t sure we had lost that guy.


  “I can’t make it.”


  “Yeah, you can. Come on.”


  Steve just shook his head. I told him what would happen to him if he got caught. I made it sound worse than falling off the roof. Anyway, it was only two floors up. I’d dropped off a two-story roof before and only broke my ankle. I did it on a dare.


  “Come on,” I said. “I’ll catch ya.”


  Steve looked back at the door, then down at the alley, backed up a few feet and jumped. He didn’t know how to do it right at all. But for some reason he made it, landing across his belly on the ledge. He was so surprised he made it that he forgot to hang on and just slipped down. He would have gone all the way down if I hadn’t caught his wrist. He hung there hollering his head off, till I said, “If you don’t shut up I’ll drop you.”


  I wasn’t threatening him; I was just telling the truth. I kept trying to haul him up, but it wasn’t easy. I was hurting pretty bad, too.


  “And don’t look at me like a rabbit, neither,” I panted.


  He was trying to get a toehold on the wall. He worked so hard to change the expression on his face so he wouldn’t look like a rabbit that it almost made me laugh and drop him. Finally, he climbed and clawed his way on up. We just sat there trying to breathe again. I kept listening for that guy who was chasing us. Finally I figured we’d lost him.


  “I guess we didn’t need to do that,” I said. “He ain’t comin’ up here.”


  I didn’t notice till then that Steve was shaking pretty bad.


  “We didn’t need to do that, huh?” he said, and really swore at me. I just sat there and tried not to laugh.


  “You shouldn’ta throwed them hubcaps away,” I said. “I coulda got twenty bucks for ’em.”


  “You were stealing them.” He said it like he was really telling me something new.


  “So what. They stole ’em from somebody else.”


  “That isn’t any reason.”


  I started to answer him, then thought, Why bother? We’d had this argument before.


  “You all right?” he asked. I said no, and passed out cold. What with all that running and jumping around and bleeding and not eating anything that day, I was in pretty bad shape.


  I wasn’t out too long, just long enough to scare Steve into looking for some help, so when I came to I was laying there on the roof by myself. I fixed that as soon as possible, almost running to the roof door. I bumped into Steve and some old lady he’d talked into coming to help. I don’t know what the hell he thought she should do. I said, “Let’s go,” and got out of there. That lady was real unhappy about being dragged up there.


  I was so mad at Steve for going off and leaving me that it took me about three blocks of fast walking to see that he was crying. That scared the hell out of me. I’d never seen anybody but girls cry, and I couldn’t ever remember doing it myself.


  “What’s with you?” I asked him.


  “Just shut up,” he said. “Just shut the hell up.”


  Now that wasn’t like him at all. I decided he must still be worrying about his mother. I couldn’t remember mine, so I didn’t know how he felt.
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  Steve went home, and I went home, because I didn’t want to keel over in the streets and because I figured the Motorcycle Boy might be there. It was still a little early for the old man.


  I ran into Cassandra on the way up the stairs. I mean, really ran into her. Cassandra thought she was the Motorcycle Boy’s girl friend. She was a weirdo, if you ask me. I couldn’t stand her. See, she’d been a student teacher at the high school the year before, and the Motorcycle Boy was in one of her classes. She flipped out over him. Girls were chasing him all the time anyway. It wasn’t just because he was good-looking. He was different-looking. Anyway, he could have any chick he wanted, and what he saw in Cassandra I don’t know. He must have been sorry for her.


  There she was, college-educated and from a good family and from a nice home on the other side of town, and she moves here into an old apartment and follows the Motorcycle Boy around. She wasn’t even pretty. I didn’t think so, anyway. Steve said she was, but I didn’t think so. She’d walk around barefoot like a hick and didn’t wear any makeup. Almost every time I’d see her she’d be carrying a cat. I don’t like cats. I didn’t go as far as Biff Wilcox did, use them for target practice with a twenty-two pistol, but I didn’t like them. And she’d try to talk like the Motorcycle Boy, try to say things that meant something. She didn’t fool me.


  “Hi,” she said to me. I waited for her to move over so I could go on up the stairs, but she didn’t. Hell, it was my stairs, for pete’s sake. I just looked at her. I never tried to pretend I liked her. “Well, move it,” I said finally.


  “Charming child,” she said.


  I said something to her I wouldn’t normally say to a chick, but she really got on my nerves. She didn’t even flinch.


  “He don’t like you,” I went on. “Any more than he liked any of the rest of them.”


  “He doesn’t like me now, period,” she said. She held out her arms. They were covered with tracks. She was shooting up. “See?”


  I was surprised for a second, then disgusted. “If he ever caught me doin’ dope he’d break my arm.”


  “He’s done almost that much for me,” she said. She had always seemed stuck-up, like she thought her and the Motorcycle Boy belonged to some superelite club or something. She wasn’t so sassy now.


  “I’m not hooked,” she said, like I was her best friend. “I just thought it might help. I thought he was gone for good.”


  One thing the Motorcycle Boy couldn’t stand was people who did dope. He didn’t even drink, most of the time. There was a rumor around that he’d killed a junkie once. I never cared to ask him about it. One day out of the clear blue sky he said to me, “I ever catch you doin’ dope I’ll bust your arm.” And he’d do it, too. Since that was one of the few times he ever paid any attention to me, I took it serious.


  I looked away from Cassandra and spit over the railing. There was something about her that really got on my nerves. She took the hint and went on down the stairs. I found the Motorcycle Boy in the apartment, sitting on the mattress against the wall. I asked him if there was anything to eat in the house, but he didn’t hear me. I’d gotten used to that, his hearing had been screwed up for years. He was color-blind, too.


  I found some crackers and sardines and milk. I ain’t picky. I like about anything. I also found a bottle of sneaky pete and finished it off. The old man never kept count.


  I took off my shirt and washed out my knife cut again. It hurt real steady, not bad, but steady, like a toothache. I’d really be glad when it quit hurting.


  “Hey,” I said to the Motorcycle Boy, “don’t go anywhere till the old man gets home, okay?”


  He dragged his eyes off the wall, looked at me slowly without changing his expression, and I could tell he was laughing.


  “Poor kid,” he says to me, “looks like you’re messed up all the time, one way or another.”


  “I’m okay,” I said. I was a little surprised he’d worry about me. See, I always thought he was the coolest guy in the world, and he was, but he never paid much attention to me. But that didn’t mean anything. As far as I could tell, he never paid any attention to anything except to laugh at it.


  My father came in after a while.


  “Both of you are home?” he asked. He wasn’t as drunk as usual.


  “Hey, I need some money,” I told him.


  “I haven’t seen you for quite some time,” the old man said to the Motorcycle Boy.


  “I was home last night.”


  “Indeed. I didn’t notice.” My father talked funny. He’d been to college. Law school. I never told anybody that because nobody’d believe it. It was hard for me to believe it myself. I didn’t think people who went to law school turned into drunks on welfare. But I guess some of them did.


  “I need some money,” I repeated.


  He looked at me thoughtfully. Me and the Motorcycle Boy didn’t look anything like him. He was a middle-sized, middle-aged guy, kind of blond and balding on top, light-blue eyes. He was the kind of person nobody ever noticed. He had a lot of friends, though, mostly bartenders.


  “Russel-James,” he said suddenly. “Are you ill?”


  “Got cut up in a knife fight,” I told him.


  “Really?” He came over to take a look. “What strange lives you two lead.”


  “I ain’t so strange,” I said.


  He gave me a ten-dollar bill.


  “And how about you?” he asked the Motorcycle Boy. “Did you have a nice trip?”


  “Yeah. Went to California.”


  “How was California?”


  “It was one laugh after another. Even better than here, as amusing as this place is.” The Motorcycle Boy looked straight through the old man, seeing something I couldn’t see.


  I was hoping they wouldn’t get started in on one of their long talks. Sometimes they’d go for days like they didn’t even see each other, and sometimes they’d get started on something and talk all night. That wasn’t much fun for me, since I couldn’t understand half of what they said.


  It was hard for me to decide exactly how I felt about my father. I mean, we got along okay, never had any kind of arguments, except when he thought I’d been swiping his wine. Even then he didn’t mind much. We didn’t talk any, either. Sometimes he’d ask me a question or something, but I could tell he was just trying to be polite. I’d tell him about a river bottom party or a fight or a dance, and he would just look at me like he didn’t understand English. It was hard for me to respect him, since he didn’t do anything. He drank all day out in bars, and came home and read and drank at night. That’s not doing anything. But we got along okay, so I couldn’t hate him or anything. I didn’t hate him. I just wished I could like him better.


  I think, though, he liked me better than he did the Motorcycle Boy. He reminded the old man of our mother. She left a long time ago, so I didn’t remember her. Sometimes he’d just stop and stare at the Motorcycle Boy like he was seeing a ghost.


  “You are exactly like your mother,” he’d tell him. And the Motorcycle Boy would just look at him with that blank, expressionless animal face.


  The old man never said that to me. I must look like her, too, though.


  “Russel-James,” my father said, settling down with a book and a bottle. “Please be more careful in the future.”


  The Motorcycle Boy was quiet for so long I finally thought he was upset about Cassandra.


  “She said she wasn’t hooked,” I told him. Even though I didn’t like her, I thought maybe this would cheer him up.


  “Who?” he asked me, surprised.


  “Cassandra.”


  “Oh, yeah. Well, I believe her.”


  “You do?”


  “Sure. You know what happened to people who didn’t believe Cassandra.”


  I didn’t. My father said, “The Greeks got ’em.”


  Now see what I mean? What the hell did Greeks have to do with anything?


  “You don’t like her anymore, though, huh?” I asked him.


  He didn’t answer me. He just got up and left. I went to sleep right away. Smokey came by around midnight with his cousin who had a car, so I went to the lake and drank beer with them. There were some girls there and we built a fire and went swimming. When I got home it was early in the morning. The old man woke up and said, “Russel-James, I heard a rumor going around that a policeman was determined to get one of you. Is it you or your brother?”


  “Both of us, but mostly him.”


  I knew who he meant. The cop was a local who had hated us for years. I wasn’t worried about that. I was a little worried that I might have got my side infected from swimming in the lake, but it looked all right.


  I was tired again, so I cut school and slept till noon.
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  That afternoon turned out to be more interesting than I’d bargained for. I got expelled, and Patty broke up with me.


  I went to school about one o’clock. I had to check in at the office and let them know I was there. I told them I had been sick that morning but was okay now. They didn’t believe me, but I wasn’t going to say I’d been to a beer blast till five in the morning.


  I had done the same thing lots of times before, so I was surprised when, instead of giving me a pass back to class, I was sent in to see Mr. Harrigan, the guidance counselor.


  “Rusty,” he said, shuffling through some papers on his desk to let me know I was taking up his valuable time. “You have been to see me before.”


  “Yeah,” I said. I can’t stand for people to call me just “Rusty.” It makes me feel like I’m not wearing my pants or something.


  “Too many times,” he said.


  I was wondering what was coming. I mean, I didn’t go in there and waste his time on purpose. All they had to do was quit sending me there.


  “We have decided that we can no longer tolerate your kind of behavior.” He went on to list all the things I’d been sent to the office for that year: fighting, swearing, smoking, sassing the teacher, cutting classes…


  It was quite a list, but I already knew about it. He acted like he was telling me something I didn’t know about. My mind went kind of blank. There was something about Mr. Harrigan that made my mind go kind of blank, even when he was swatting me with a board, like he had two or three times before.


  All of a sudden I realized he was kicking me out of school.


  “We have arranged for you to be transferred to Cleveland,” he was telling me. Cleveland High was the school where they sent everybody they didn’t like. That didn’t bother me. But Biff Wilcox and his gang ran Cleveland. Since our fight, Biff and me had left each other alone. He stayed in his neighborhood, I stayed in mine. But if I just walked into his home territory, I was a dead man. It’d be me against half the school. Biff had had his chance to fight me fair. He wasn’t going to try that again. Sure, I’d go to Cleveland. All I needed was a submachine gun and eyes in the back of my head.


  “I don’t want to go,” I said. “Look, I done lots of things worse than cutting school for half a day. Why now?”


  “Rusty,” he said, “they are equipped to handle your kind in Cleveland.”


  “Yeah? They got bars on the windows and bullet-proof vests?”


  He just looked at me. “Don’t you think it’s time you gave some serious thought to your life?”


  Well, I had to worry about money, and whether or not the old man would drink up his check before I got part of it, and whether or not the Motorcycle Boy would pick up and leave for good, and I had a cop itching to blow my brains out. Now I was getting sent to Biff Wilcox’s turf. So I didn’t have much time for serious thinking about my life.


  I gave some serious thought about punching Mr. Harrigan. I mean, they were kicking me out anyway. But I was still a little hung-over, so I decided not to waste the energy.


  “You start at Cleveland next Monday, Rusty,” Mr. Harrigan said. “You are suspended until then.”


  “I won’t go,” I said.


  “The alternative is the Youth Detention Center.” He rattled his papers again, to show that my time was up.


  The Youth Detention Center. Big deal. Those guys had a lot of paperwork to get straightened out before they came after me. I had weeks to think of something to do, before they showed up.


  I left his office with the intention of heading straight for his car and slashing his tires. But I ran into Coach Ryan in the hall.


  “Rusty-James, man, I’m sorry,” he said. He really did look kind of sorry. “I told them you were a good kid,” he said. “I told them you never gave me any trouble.”


  Which was a lie, since I gave him trouble. He just tried to laugh it off.


  “But it didn’t do any good. I couldn’t talk them out of it.”


  “Don’t worry about it,” I told him. He looked at me like I had been sentenced to death. He must have really thought I loved that school. I didn’t, but my friends were there, and it was easier to go to than someplace where Biff Wilcox’s friends were.


  “Kid,” he said to me, “don’t go getting into trouble, okay?”


  I must have looked at him like he was nuts, because he went on: “I mean trouble you can’t handle.”


  “Sure,” I said, and added “man.”


  It made him so happy. I hoped to hell when I was grown I’d have better things to do than hang around some tough punk, hoping his rep would rub off on me.


  It really felt weird not being able to stay in school. I had always found something to do in the summer, though, and over Christmas, so I figured I’d get along.


  Nobody was in Benny’s besides Benny, and even though he was better than nobody, I don’t like shooting pool without an audience. I went down the street and over a couple of blocks to Eddie & Joe’s Bar. A couple of guys who used to be in the Packers hung out there. But as soon as I went in, Joe (or maybe Eddie) threw me out. Then I tried Weston McCauley’s place. He was there, with some other people, but they were all spacey and nervous and dopey, doing horse. Junkies can’t stand to be around straight people, so I left, feeling really sad because Weston had been second lieutenant in the Packers. He had been the closest thing to a friend that the Motorcycle Boy had. The Motorcycle Boy didn’t have any friends, I realized when I got over being sad about Weston. He had admirers and enemies, but I’d never heard anybody claim to be his friend.


  Then it was time for Patty to be getting home from school. She went to an all-girl Catholic school. Her mother didn’t want her to be around boys. Patty thought this was really funny. She was the kind of girl who had boy friends when she was nine.


  I waited for her at the bus stop, smoking a cigarette and fooling around, smarting off to people passing by. You’d be surprised at how many people are afraid of a fourteen-year-old kid.


  Patty hopped off the bus and went swinging on by me like she didn’t even see me.


  “Hey,” I said, dropping my cigarette and running a couple of steps after her, “what’s up?”


  She stopped sharply, glared at me, and really told me what I could do.


  “What’s with you?” I asked her. I was getting mad, myself.


  “I heard all about your little party,” she said. I must have looked as blank as I felt. She went on: “Up at the lake. Marsha Kirk was there. She told me all about it.”


  “So what? What does that have to do with anything?”


  “Do you really think you can treat me like that?” She started off swearing at me again. I wondered where she’d learned to swear so good, then remembered she’d been going with me for five months.


  “What does a dumb party have to do with anything?”


  “I heard all about you and that girl, that black-haired tramp.” She was so mad she couldn’t even speak for a second.


  “Just get lost,” she said finally. Her eyes were shooting sparks. “I don’t want to ever see your face again.”


  “Don’t worry, you won’t have to,” I told her, and added a few comments of my own. I almost slapped her. Then, when she went stalking on down the street, her hair bouncing on her shoulders, her head up, a tough, sweet little chick, I thought how I wouldn’t be going over to her house to watch TV anymore. We wouldn’t hug close, trying to make out without her little brothers catching us. I wouldn’t have her to hold anymore, soft but strong in my arms.


  I couldn’t see what messing around with a chick at the lake had to do with me and Patty. It didn’t have anything to do with me and Patty. Why would she let something stupid like that louse us up?


  I felt funny. My throat was tight, and I couldn’t breathe real good. I wondered if I was going to cry. I couldn’t remember how crying felt, so I couldn’t tell. I was all right in a little bit, though.


  I just walked around for a while. I couldn’t think of anything to do, or anyplace to go. I spotted the Motorcycle Boy in the drugstore reading a magazine, so I went in.


  “You got a cigarette?” I asked. He handed me one.


  “Let’s do somethin’ tonight, okay?” I said. “Let’s go over to the strip, across the bridge, okay?”


  “All right,” he said.


  “Maybe I can get Steve to go, too.” I wanted Steve to go in case the Motorcycle Boy forgot I was with him and took off on a cycle, or went in some bar where I couldn’t go.


  “All right.”


  I stood there and looked at the magazines for a little bit.


  “Hey,” I said, “what you reading?”


  “There’s a picture of me in this magazine.” He showed it to me. It was a picture of him, all right. He was leaning back against a beat-up cycle, kind of propped up on his hands. He was wearing blue jeans and blue jean jacket and no shirt. He and the motorcycle were against a bunch of trees and vines and grass. It made him look like a wild animal out of the woods. It was a good picture. A photograph that looked like a painting. He wasn’t smiling, but he looked happy.


  “Hey,” I said, “what magazine is this?”


  I looked at the cover. It was one of those big national magazines, one that went all over the country.


  “Is there anything about you in here?” I looked through the magazine again.


  “No. The photograph is one of a collection by a famous photographer. She took my picture out in California. I’d forgotten it. Actually, it was one hell of a shock to open a magazine and find my picture in it.”


  I looked at the other photographs. They were mostly of people. They all looked like paintings. The magazine said that the person who took them was famous for her photos looking like paintings.


  “Wow,” I said. “Wait till I tell everybody.”


  “Don’t, Rusty-James. I’d rather you didn’t tell anybody. God knows it’s gonna get around soon enough.”


  He had been acting a little weird ever since he got back. He had a funny look on his face now, so I said, “Sure.”


  “It’s a bit of a burden to be Robin Hood, Jesse James and the Pied Piper. I’d just as soon stay a neighborhood novelty, if it’s all the same to you. It’s not that I couldn’t handle a larger scale, I just plain don’t want to.”


  “All right,” I said. I knew what he meant about being Jesse James to some people. The Motorcycle Boy was very famous around our part of the city. Even the people who hated him would admit that.


  “Hey, I get it,” I said. “The Pied Piper. Man, those guys would have followed you anywhere. Hell, most of them still would.”


  “It would be great,” he said, “if I could think of somewhere to go.”


  As we were leaving the drugstore, I saw the cop, Patterson, across the street, watching us. I stared back at him. The Motorcycle Boy, as usual, didn’t even see him.


  “That is really a good picture of you,” I said.


  “Yes, it is.” He was smiling, but not happy. He never smiled much. It scared me when he did.
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  We went downtown that night, across the bridge, to where the lights were. It wasn’t as hard to talk Steve into going along as I’d thought it’d be. Usually I had to hound him and stop just short of threatening him to get him to do anything his parents wouldn’t like. This time, though, he just said, “Okay, I’ll tell my father I’m going to the movies.” Which was the easiest time I ever had talking him into something. Steve had been acting peculiar lately. Ever since his mother went into the hospital he’d had a funny kind of empty recklessness to him. He looked like a sincere rabbit about to take on a pack of wolves.


  He met us at our place. I never went to his house. His parents didn’t even know he knew me. I poured half a bottle of cherry vodka into a bottle of sneaky pete to take with us.


  “Here, take a swig of this,” I said to Steve as we went across the bridge. There wasn’t much space for walking. You were supposed to drive across. We stopped in the middle so the Motorcycle Boy could look at the river awhile. He’d been doing that ever since I could remember. He really liked that old river.


  I handed Steve the bottle, and to my surprise he took a drink. He never drank. I’d been trying to get him to for years, and had just about given up on it. He gagged, looked at me for a second, then swallowed it. He wiped his eyes.


  “That stuff tastes awful,” he told me.


  “Don’t worry about the taste,” I said. “It’ll get you there.”


  “Remind me to chew gum before I go home, okay?”


  “Sure,” I said. The Motorcycle Boy was ready to move on again and we trotted along behind him. He covered a lot of ground with one stride.


  It was going to be a good night. I could tell. The Motorcycle Boy was basically a night person. He’d come home in the morning and sleep past one or two, and really just be getting awake good around four. He was hearing pretty good, too, and didn’t seem to mind us going with him. He didn’t use to like me following him around. Now it seemed like he barely noticed we were there.


  “Why do you drink so much?” Steve asked me. Something was bugging him. He always was kind of nervous and bothered, but I couldn’t believe he’d ever try to pick a fight with me.


  “You can’t stand your father drinking all the time,” he went on doggedly. “So why do you? Do you want to end up like that?”


  “Aw, I don’t drink that much,” I said. I was over into the city, on the strip, where there were lots of people and noise and lights and you could feel energy coming off things, even buildings. I was damned if Steve was going to mess it up for me.


  “Man, this is gonna be a good night,” I said, to change the subject. “I love it over here. I wish we lived over here.”


  I swung myself around a light pole and almost knocked Steve into the street.


  “Calm down,” he muttered. He took another swallow from the bottle. I figured that would cheer him up some.


  “Hey,” he said to the Motorcycle Boy, “you want a drink?”


  “You know he don’t drink,” I said. “Just sometimes.”


  “That makes a hell of a lot of sense. Why don’t you?” Steve asked.


  The Motorcycle Boy said, “I like control.”


  Steve never talked to the Motorcycle Boy. That wine had really made him brave.


  “Everything over here is so cool,” I went on. “The lights, I mean. I hate it on our block. There ain’t any colors. Hey,” I said to the Motorcycle Boy, “you can’t see the colors, can ya? What’s it look like to you?”


  He looked at me with an effort, like he was trying to remember who I was. “Black-and-white TV, I guess,” he said finally. “That’s it.”


  I remembered the glare the TV gave off, at Patty’s house. Then I tried to get rid of the thought of Patty.


  “That’s too bad.”


  “I thought color-blind people just couldn’t see red or green. I read somewhere where they couldn’t see red or green or brown or something,” Steve said. “I read that.”


  “So did I,” the Motorcycle Boy answered. “But we can’t be everything we read.”


  “It don’t bother him none,” I told Steve. “‘Cept when he’s cycle-ridin’ he tends to go through red lights.”


  “Sometimes,” said the Motorcycle Boy, surprising me since he didn’t usually start conversations, “it seems to me like I can remember colors, ’way back when I was a little kid. That was a long time ago. I stopped bein’ a little kid when I was five.”


  “Yeah?” I thought this was interesting. “I wonder when I’m gonna stop being a little kid.”


  He looked at me with that look he gave to almost everybody else. “Not ever.”


  I really thought that was funny, and I laughed, but Steve glared at him—a rabbit scowling at a panther. “What’s that supposed to be, a prophecy or a curse?”


  The Motorcycle Boy didn’t hear him, and I was glad. I didn’t want Steve to get his teeth knocked out.


  “Hey,” I said. “Let’s go to a movie.”


  There were some good ones right there on the strip. We were passing the advertising posters.


  “That sounds like a great idea,” Steve said. “Let me have the bottle.”


  I handed it to him. He was getting happier every time he took a drink.


  “Too bad,” he said. “You have to be eighteen to get into this movie. That is too bad, since it really looks interesting.” He was studying some of the scenes they had on the advertising posters.


  The Motorcycle Boy went to the ticket seller and bought three tickets, came back and handed us each one. Steve stared at him, openmouthed.


  “Well,” said the Motorcycle Boy. “Let’s go.”


  We walked right in.


  “Was that guy blind or something?” Steve said loudly. In the movie-house dark I could hear people turn around to look at us.


  “Shut up,” I told him. I had to wait so my eyes could get used to the dark. It didn’t take long. The Motorcycle Boy had already found us seats right in the middle.


  “I got in here before,” I told Steve, “and the place was raided. That was a blast. You shoulda seen the movie they were playing that night. It was somethin’ else.”


  I was going on to tell him about the movie, but he interrupted me with “Raided? Police raid?” He was quiet for a little while, then said, “Rusty-James, if you’re arrested or something, can you refuse bail? I mean, can’t you stay in jail if you’d rather do that than go home?”


  “What are you talkin’ about?”


  “If my father had to come to the jailhouse and get me, I’d rather stay there. I mean it. I’d rather stay in jail.”


  “Aw, relax,” I said. “Nothin’ is gonna happen.” I lit up a cigarette and put my feet up on the back of the chair in front of me. Could I help it if somebody was sitting there? The person in the seat turned around and gave me a dirty look. I looked back at him like there was nothing I’d rather do than bash his face in. He moved over two seats.


  “That was pretty good,” said the Motorcycle Boy. “Did you ever think of trying out for a chameleon?”


  “I don’t know them,” I said, kind of proud of myself. “Where’s their turf?”


  For a minute I heard Steve trying to smother his laughter. Hell, I could hear both of them laughing, but the movie got started, so I didn’t pay any attention.


  The very beginning of the movie was just some people talking. I figured it wouldn’t be too long before we got to the good stuff, and it wasn’t, but by that time Steve wasn’t looking at the screen anymore. See, the Motorcycle Boy never watched movies. He watched the people in the audience. I’d been to movies before with him, so it didn’t bother me, but now Steve was looking at the people, too, to see what was so interesting. There wasn’t anything interesting, just some old men, some college kids, some people who had drifted in off the streets, and what looked like some rich kids from the suburbs, slumming. It was the usual people. I knew that was one of the Motorcycle Boy’s weird habits, but I hated for Steve to miss parts of the movie, especially since I was sure he hadn’t been to a skin flick before. So I poked him in the ribs and said, “You’re missin’ out on somethin’, kid.”


  When he looked at the screen he froze. It was my turn to laugh.


  “Are they faking that?” he asked in a strangled voice.


  “I doubt it,” I said. “Would you?”


  “You mean,” his voice rose slightly, “that people film that?”


  “Naw, this is live from Madison Square Garden. Sure, they film it.”


  He sat there for a few minutes more, then jumped up hurriedly.


  “I gotta go to the john,” he said. “I’ll be right back.”


  “Steve!” I hollered at him, but he was gone. After about ten minutes I knew he wasn’t coming back.


  “Come on,” I said to the Motorcycle Boy. Outside it was almost as dark as in the movie house, until you got used to the colored lights. I found Steve plastered up against a wall, a sick look on his face.


  “Well,” I said. “What happened?”


  “Nothing. I don’t know. A guy just asked me if I liked the movie. What’s scary about that?”


  It was like he was talking to himself.


  “I was gonna tell you.” I took the wine bottle out of my black leather jacket. “You never go to the john in those places. I mean, never.”


  Steve gave me a startled look. “So it was scary? I didn’t just make it up—I mean, is there really something to be scared of?”


  “Yep,” I said. Steve looked like he was going to throw up. I thought another drink might help him. It did seem to perk him up some.


  “I didn’t mean to make you guys miss the movie,” he said.


  “We ain’t missin’ nothin’. I seen better.”


  We went down the block. The Motorcycle Boy turned to walk backwards a few steps.


  “Sin City,” he read the theater marquee cheerfully. “Adults Only.”


  We went bopping on down the street. The street was jammed with cruising cars. You could hear music blasting out of almost every bar. There were lots of people.


  “Everything is so cool…” I waved my cigarette at the noise. I couldn’t explain how I felt. Jivey, juiced up, just alive. “The lights, I mean, and all the people.”


  I tried to remember why I liked lots of people. “I wonder—how come? Maybe because I don’t like bein’ by myself. I mean, man, I can’t stand it. Makes me feel tight, like I’m bein’ choked all over.”


  Neither one of them said anything. I thought maybe they hadn’t even heard me, but all of a sudden the Motorcycle Boy said, “When you were two years old, and I was six, Mother decided to leave. She took me with her. The old man went on a three-day drunk when he found out. He’s told me that was the first time he ever got drunk. I imagined he liked it. Anyway, he left you alone in the house for those three days. We didn’t live where we do now. It was a very large house. She abandoned me eventually, and they took me back to the old man. He’d sobered up enough to go home. I suppose you developed your fear of being alone then.”


  What he was saying didn’t make any sense to me. Trying to understand it was like trying to see through fog. Sometimes, usually on the streets, he talked normal. Then sometimes he’d go on like he was reading out of a book, using words and sentences nobody ever used when they were just talking.


  I took a long swallow of wine. “You…” I paused, then started again: “You never told me that.”


  “I didn’t think it would do you any good to find out.”


  “You told me now.” Something nagged at the back of my mind, like a memory.


  “So I have.” He stopped to admire a cycle parked on the street. He looked it over very carefully. I stood there fidgeting on the sidewalk, zipping the zipper of my jacket up and down. That was a habit I had. I had never been afraid of the Motorcycle Boy. Everybody else was, even people who hated him, even people who said they weren’t. But I had never been afraid of him till now. It was an odd feeling, being afraid of him.


  “You got anything else to tell me?”


  The Motorcycle Boy looked up. “Yeah, I guess I do,” he said thoughtfully. “I saw the old lady when I was out in California.”


  I almost lost my balance and fell off the curb. Steve grabbed hold of my jacket to steady me, or maybe himself. He was swaying a little, too.


  “Yeah?” I said. “She’s in California? How’d you know that?”


  “I saw her on television.”


  For a second I looked around, trying to make sure everything was real, that I wasn’t dreaming or flipped out. I looked at the Motorcycle Boy to make sure he hadn’t suddenly gone nuts. Everything was real, I wasn’t dreaming, and the Motorcycle Boy was watching me with the laughter shining dark out of his eyes.


  “Yeah, I was sitting in a comfortable bar, having a cold beer, minding my own business, watching one of those award shows. When the camera went over the audience, I saw her. I thought I could find her if I went to California, and I did.”


  It was hard for me to understand what he meant. Our mother—I couldn’t remember her. It was like she was dead. I’d always thought of her as being dead. Nobody ever said anything about her. The only thing I knew was the Motorcycle Boy—my father telling the Motorcycle Boy, “You are exactly like your mother.” I thought he meant she had wine-colored hair and midnight eyes and maybe she was tall. Now, all of a sudden I thought maybe he didn’t mean just look like her.


  I felt the sweat break out in my armpits and trickle down my back. “Yeah?” I said. I think, maybe, if the street had caved in under me, or the buildings around us had exploded, I would have stood there sweating and saying, “Yeah?”


  “She’s living with a movie producer, or was then. She was planning on moving in with an artist who lived in a tree house up in the mountains, so she may be there now.”


  “She glad to see you?”


  “Oh, yeah. It was one of the funniest things she’d ever heard of. I’d forgotten we both had the same sense of humor. She wanted me to stay out there with her. California was very funny. Even better than here.”


  “California’s nice, huh?” I heard myself asking. It didn’t seem like me talking.


  “California,” he said, “is like a beautiful wild kid on heroin, high as a kite and thinking she’s on top of the world, not knowing she’s dying, not believing it even if you show her the marks.”


  He smiled again, but when I said, “She say anything about me?” he went deaf again, and didn’t hear.


  “He never told me about her,” I was saying to Steve. The Motorcycle Boy was ahead of us, slipping through the crowd easily, nobody touching him. Steve and me pushed and shoved at people, getting sworn at, occasionally punched. “I never bugged him about it. Hell, how was I to know he could remember anything? Six ain’t old enough to remember stuff. I can’t remember anything about being six.”


  An old drunk guy was creeping along in front of us. I couldn’t stand for him to be blocking the way like that. It made me mad, and I slammed my fist into his back and shoved him into the wall.


  “Hey,” Steve said. “Don’t do that.”


  I stared at him, almost blind from being so mad. “Steve,” I said with effort, “don’t bug me now.”


  “All right. Just don’t go pounding on people.”


  I was afraid if I hit him or something he’d go home, and I didn’t want to be left with the Motorcycle Boy by myself, so I said “Okay.” Then, because I couldn’t get it out of my mind I went on: “You’d think it’d cross his mind to tell me he saw her when he went to California. I woulda told him, if it was me. That is something he shoulda told me.”


  The Motorcycle Boy had stopped to talk to somebody. I didn’t know who, and I didn’t care. “What is the matter with you?” I asked him. I didn’t see why he had to go around messing everything up. I felt like the whole world was messed up.


  “Nothing,” he said, walking on. “Absolutely nothing.”


  Steve laughed, crazy-like. We stopped to pass the bottle back and forth again. Steve leaned on a glass store window.


  “I’m dizzy,” he said. “Am I supposed to be dizzy?”


  “Yeah,” I told him. I was trying to shake off my bad mood. Here I was, having a good time, having a really good time, and I shouldn’t let people mess things up for me. So what if the Motorcycle Boy saw our mother? Big deal.


  “What the hell.” I straightened up. “Come on.”


  We ran and caught up with the Motorcycle Boy. I started clowning around, trying to pick up girls, trying to start fights, just giving people trouble in general. It was a lot of fun. I might have had a really good time, except for Steve, who was scared, giggling, or throwing up. And except for the way the Motorcycle Boy was watching me, amused but not interested. After an hour Steve sat down in a doorway and bawled about his mother. I felt bad for him and patted him on the head.


  We found a party later. Somebody leaned out of a window and yelled, “Come on up, there’s a party.” There was more booze there, music and girls. I found Steve in a corner making out with a cute little chick about thirteen years old. “Way to go, man,” I said.


  Steve looked at me dazedly and said, “Is this real? Is this real?” and seemed terrified when he realized he wasn’t dreaming.


  It did seem like a dream, sort of. Even if we hadn’t been drinking so much, I think it would have seemed like a dream.


  Later we were back on the streets, and the lights and the noise and the people were more and more and more. Everything was throbbing with noise and music and energy.


  “Everything is so bright,” I said, looking at the Motorcycle Boy. “It’s too bad you can’t see what it’s like.”
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  We were watching the Motorcycle Boy play pool. I didn’t exactly know where we were, or how we got there, but I knew how long we’d been there—forever. The place was smoky and dark and full of black people. This didn’t bother me, and it didn’t seem to bother Steve either. Steve and me were sitting in a booth. The table was scarred and the plastic covering on the seats was ripped and leaking cotton junk. Steve was adding to the carving on the table. He was writing a word I didn’t even know he knew.


  “My, my, my,” said the guy who was playing the Motorcycle Boy. “Ain’t he fine?”


  The Motorcycle Boy was winning. He walked around the table, measuring his shot. In the dim smoky light he looked like a painting.


  “Yeah,” I said. “And I’m gonna look just like him.”


  The black cat paused and looked me over. “No you ain’t, baby. That cat is a prince, man. He is royalty in exile. You ain’t never gonna look like that.”


  “Whadda you know?” I muttered. I was tired.


  “Pass me the wine,” Steve said.


  “There ain’t any more.”


  “That,” he said, “is the most depressing thing I have ever heard.”


  The Motorcycle Boy won the game and they started in on another.


  “Isn’t there anything he can’t do?” Steve grumbled. He dropped his head on the table and held on to the edges, like he was trying to keep it from spinning around. I leaned my head back and closed my eyes for a second. When I opened them, the Motorcycle Boy was gone. It occurred to me that this wasn’t a particularly cool place to be, if he wasn’t there.


  “Come on,” I said, and shook Steve. “Let’s go.”


  He staggered out with me. It was dark. Really dark. There wasn’t any lights or people and very little noise. That was kind of spooky, like things whispering around in the dark.


  “I’m gonna be sick again,” Steve said. He had already puked twice that night.


  “Naw you ain’t,” I said. “You haven’t drunk enough.”


  “Whatever you say.”


  The night air was sobering him up some. He looked around.


  “Where are we? Where’s the living legend?”


  “He musta took off,” I said. It wasn’t any more than I expected. He probably forgot we were with him. I could feel the hairs of my neck starting to bristle, like a dog’s.


  “Hell,” I said. “Where’d everybody go?”


  We started moving down the street. I wasn’t sure about where we were, but it seemed like we ought to be going toward the river. I had a good sense of direction. I was usually right about what direction to go in.


  “How come we’re walking down the middle of the street?” Steve asked after a few minutes.


  “Safer,” I said. I guess he thought we should be trotting down the sidewalk, when God knows what was waiting in the doorways. Sometimes Steve was really dumb.


  I kept thinking I saw something moving, out of the corner of my eye, but every time I turned around, it was just a shadow laying black against a doorway or an alley. I started through the alleys, looking for shortcuts.


  “I thought we were sticking to the streets,” Steve whispered. I didn’t know why he was whispering, but it wasn’t a bad idea.


  “I’m in a hurry.”


  “Well, if you’re scared, I guess I should be terrified.”


  “I ain’t scared. Bein’ in a hurry don’t mean you’re scared. I don’t like creepy empty places. That ain’t bein’ scared.”


  Steve mumbled something that sounded like “Same thing,” but I didn’t want to stop and argue with him.


  “Hey, slow it down, willya?” he called.


  I slowed down all right. I stopped. Two live shadows stepped out of the dark ones to block the alley. One was white. One was black. The black had something in his hand that looked like a tire tool. Actually, it was a relief to see them. I was almost glad to see anybody.


  Steve said, “Oh, God, we’re dead,” in a singsong voice. He was absolutely frozen. I wasn’t counting on any help from him. I just stood there, gauging the distances, the numbers, the weapons, like the Motorcycle Boy had taught me to, a long time ago, when there were gangs.


  “You got any bread?” said the white guy. Like he wasn’t going to kill us if we had. I knew if we handed them a million dollars they’d still bash us. Sometimes guys just go out to kill people.


  “Progressive country, integrated mugging,” Steve muttered. He surprised me by showing he did have some guts, after all. But he still couldn’t move.


  I thought about a lot of things: Patty—she’d really be sorry now—and Coach Ryan, bragging that he knew me when. I pictured my father at my funeral saying, “What a strange way to die.” And my mother, living in a tree house with an artist—she wouldn’t even know. I thought about how everybody at Benny’s would think it was cool, that I went down fighting just like some of the old gang members had. The last guy who was killed in the gang fights was a Packer. He had been fifteen. Fifteen had seemed really old then. Now it didn’t seem too old, since I wasn’t going to see fifteen myself.


  Since Steve had said something, I had to say something, even though I couldn’t think of anything besides “Bug off.”


  Now here is a funny thing that happened to me—I swear it’s the truth. I don’t exactly remember what happened next. Steve told me later that I turned around and looked at him for a second, like I was thinking of running. That was when the black guy clipped me across the head. I can’t for the life of me think why I was so slow—maybe it was the booze. But the next thing I remember, I was floating around up in the air above the alley, looking down at all three of them. It was a weird feeling, just floating up there, not feeling a thing, like watching a movie. I saw Steve, who just stood there like a steer waiting to be slaughtered, and the white guy who was acting like he was bored out of his mind, and the black guy who casually glanced across to Steve and said, “Killed him. Better get this one, too.”


  And then I saw my body, laying there on the alley floor. It wasn’t a bit like seeing yourself in a mirror. I can’t tell you what it was like.


  All of a sudden it seemed like I bobbed a little higher, and I knew I had to get back to my body, where I belonged. I wanted back there like I’ve never wanted anything. And then I was back, because my head was hurting worse than anything had ever hurt me before, and the place smelled like a toilet. I couldn’t move, even though I kept thinking I had to get up or they’d kill Steve. But I couldn’t even open my eyes.


  I was hearing all kinds of noises, swearing and thumps like people were being clubbed to death, and Steve screaming, “They killed him!” Even though I was glad he was still alive, I wished he wouldn’t yell. Noises went right through my head like knives.


  Somebody pulled me up, and I was half sitting, half leaning against him.


  “He ain’t dead.”


  It was the Motorcycle Boy. I would know his voice anywhere. He had a funny voice for somebody as big as he was—kind of toneless, light and cold.


  “He ain’t dead,” he repeated, sounding more surprised that he was glad about it than anything else. Like it had never occurred to him that he loved me.


  He had settled back, me against his shoulder, and I heard the sound of a match being struck. He was smoking a cigarette, and I wanted one myself, but I still couldn’t move. A harsh, breathing kind of sound kept rasping in my ears, until the Motorcycle Boy said, “Will you stop that crying?” and Steve said, “Will you go to hell?”


  Everything was quiet, except for street noises somewhere, the sound of rats scratching around and alley cats fighting a block over.


  “What a funny situation,” said the Motorcycle Boy after a long silence. “I wonder what I’m doing here, holding my half-dead brother, surrounded by bricks and cement and rats.”


  Steve didn’t say anything, maybe because the Motorcycle Boy wasn’t talking to him.


  “Although I suppose it’s as good a place to be as any. There weren’t so many walls in California, but if you’re used to walls all that air can give you the creeps.”


  The Motorcycle Boy kept talking on and on, but I couldn’t adjust my mind to what he was saying, couldn’t understand it at all. It was like stepping from solid ground onto a roller coaster, and while I was still puzzling over one thing, he had gone on to something else.


  “Shut up, willya!” Steve finally cried. He sounded worse scared than when he thought we were going to be killed. “I don’t want to hear it.”


  Maybe Steve had understood the words, I don’t know. But I understood something behind the words. For some reason or other the Motorcycle Boy was alone, more alone than I would ever be, than I could even imagine being. He was living in a glass bubble and watching the world from it. It was almost like being alone, hearing him, and I tried to shake off the feeling. I moved my head and the pain knocked me out.


  He was still talking when I came to again. Nothing had changed, we were still in the alley, only I could feel morning coming on. I was so cold. I never get cold. I was cold, frozen stiff, unable to move, trying to hear the Motorcycle Boy’s empty voice.


  He was saying that nothing in his life had surprised him so much as the fact that there were people who rode motorcycles in packs.


  I tried to say something, but it came out in a grunt that sounded like a kicked dog.


  “Rusty-James,” Steve said, “you still alive?”


  “Yeah,” I said. Oh, man, did I hurt. I’d rather be knifed twenty times than hurt like that. I sat up straight, leaning back against the wall, watching things go in and out of focus.


  The Motorcycle Boy sat beside me. We had on almost the same outfit. I always got his clothes when he outgrew them, but they never looked the same on me. We each had on a white T-shirt and black leather jacket and blue jeans. I was wearing tennis shoes, he was wearing boots. Our hair was a color of red that I’ve never seen on anybody else, and our eyes were alike—the same color, at least.


  And people never even took us for brothers.


  “What happened to those guys that jumped us?” I asked.


  “He clobbered them,” Steve said. He didn’t sound grateful.


  “Bashed one of them really good. The other one took off.”


  “Way to go, man,” I said. My head was hurting me until I couldn’t see straight.


  “Thank you,” the Motorcycle Boy said politely.


  “You have to go to the hospital this time,” Steve said. “I mean it.”


  “Shoot,” I said. “Back when the rumbles was going on—”


  “Will you shut up about that!” Steve screamed at me, not caring if noise almost knocked me out. “The rumbles! The gang! That garbage! It wasn’t anything. It wasn’t anything like you think it was. It was just a bunch of punks killing each other!”


  “You don’t know nothin’ about it,” I whispered. I didn’t have the strength to do anything else.


  Steve turned to the Motorcycle Boy. “You tell him! Tell him it wasn’t anything.”


  “It wasn’t anything,” the Motorcycle Boy said.


  “See?” Steve said triumphantly. “See?”


  “You were president,” I said. “You must have thought it was something.”


  “It was fun, at first. Then it got to be a big bore. I managed to get the credit for ending the rumbles simply because everybody knew I thought they were a big bore. They were going to end, anyway. Too many people doing dope.”


  “Don’t say it was fun,” Steve said. “It wasn’t fun. You can’t say it was fun.”


  “Oh, I was speaking from personal experience,” the Motorcycle Boy said. “I must admit that most of them didn’t think it was fun. Most of them were terrified when we had a fight. Blind terror in a fight can easily pass for courage.”


  “It was something,” I whispered. I felt so tired and sick and sore that I almost wished I was dead. “There was something about it, I remember.”


  “A lot of them felt that way apparently.”


  “Yeah,” Steve said to me. “You are just stupid enough to have enjoyed it.”


  “Well, remember,” said the Motorcycle Boy, “loyalty is his only vice.”


  After about five minutes of silence, the Motorcycle Boy spoke up again. “Apparently it is essential to some people to belong—anywhere.”


  That was what scared me, what was scaring Steve, and what would scare anybody who came into direct contact with the Motorcycle Boy. He didn’t belong—anywhere—and what was worse, he didn’t want to.


  “I wonder,” Steve said wildly, “why somebody hasn’t taken a rifle and blown your head off.”


  “Even the most primitive societies have an innate respect for the insane,” the Motorcycle Boy answered.


  “I want to go home,” I said dully. The Motorcycle Boy helped me stand up. I swayed back and forth for a second.


  “Cheer up, kid,” my brother said. “Gangs will come back, once they get the dope off the streets. People will persist in joining things. You’ll see the gangs come back. If you live that long.”
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  My head hurt so bad the next day, I figured I might as well go to the clinic and see a doctor. The Motorcycle Boy had left right after he dropped me off, and the old man left about noon, so I had to go somewhere.


  It was a free clinic—you didn’t have to pay anything or even give your right name. It was crowded with old people and lots of whining kids and their mothers. I’d been there before, when the old man had a fit of D.T.’s. He didn’t have them often, not as much as you’d think.


  I got to see a doctor after an hour or so. He was just a kid. I can’t believe he was a real doctor. I thought they had to go to school forever.


  “I bumped my head,” I told him.


  “I guess you did,” he said. He washed off the side of my head with this junk that smelled awful and burned like hell. Then he stuck a thermometer in my mouth and listened to my heart awhile. I couldn’t see what good that was going to do me, but I just sat there and didn’t give him any trouble. The doctors here were really nice. The ones that took care of my father had been really nice. I wished I’d known about this place the time I broke my ankle. I would have gone here instead of the hospital. I hate hospitals. I’d rather be in jail. I didn’t have anything against doctors, though. It just seemed like a waste of time to go see them. I thought maybe I could get some pain pills, this time.


  “You’re running a slight fever,” he told me. “I want you to go over to the hospital and get some X rays. You ‘bumped your head’ pretty hard.” He grinned at me like he knew I got it in a fight somewhere, like he had seen so much of the same thing he knew that lecturing me wouldn’t do any good.


  “Nope,” I said.


  “Nope what?”


  “I ain’t goin’ to the hospital. Just give me somethin’ to make it quit hurtin’.”


  And just as I said that, everything turned kind of gray and this ringing in my ears got so loud I couldn’t hear and I had to grab onto the table to keep from falling off.


  The doctor straightened me up and said, serious-like, “You are going to the hospital, kiddo.”


  He left the room for a minute, to get some papers or something, and I got out of there pretty quick. I wasn’t planning on any hospital stay. I’d been there before.


  I swiped a bottle of aspirin out of a drugstore on the way home and took about seven of them. I felt a little better after that. I knew where I could get some downers that would fix me up fine, but the Motorcycle Boy classified downers as dope. I could always say I got them legit from a doctor, but I doubt that I could fool him. I didn’t want to risk it. After last night I’d believe he could cut my throat without thinking about it.


  I went by Steve’s house on the way home. I knew where he lived even though I’d never gone there. His father had to be at work, though, and his mother was in the hospital, so I thought I’d be safe enough.


  He saw me coming up the sidewalk, because he was holding the screen door open when I got up the steps.


  “Good Lord!” I said when I saw him. “What happened to you?”


  “I was supposed to be home at ten o’clock last night,” he said flatly. “I got in at six this morning.”


  “Your father did that?” I couldn’t believe it. I’ve come out of gang fights looking better than he did.


  “Come on in,” he said.


  I’d never been in his house before. It was real nice, with furniture and carpets and stuff sitting on shelves. It was nicer than Patty’s house, but then, she had those little kids tearing up everything. I sat down on a sofa, hoping I wasn’t messing anything up. You’d think it would have gotten sloppy, with his mother in the hospital for so long.


  “Your father did that to you?” I asked again. I thought maybe I had missed something last night, that those two punks had worked him over. I didn’t remember much about the morning, or going home. I think it might have been then that my memory went goofy on me.


  “Don’t tell anybody, huh?” he said. “I’m gonna say I got it last night, across the river.”


  “Okay,” I said. It was hard for me to imagine anybody hitting Steve, anybody besides me, I mean. I had gone to a lot of trouble making sure nobody hit him. It made me mad. He was my friend. Nobody had any right beating him up like that. What difference did it make if he came home at ten or at six? He got home, didn’t he? Why did people get upset about stupid stuff like that? I tried picturing my father beating me up, and couldn’t do it. I couldn’t even imagine him telling me when to be home.


  “He didn’t mean to hit me so much,” Steve said. But he was just repeating something he’d been told. “He’s been worried about Mom. I didn’t need to worry him, too. I just didn’t think about that.”


  It was like he had been brainwashed, repeating that stuff. I tried to figure out why Steve wasn’t mad about getting knocked around like that. If somebody had done that to me—


  “What really set him off,” Steve was saying, “was that orange junk all over my shirt. I guess that girl, that girl was wearing a lot of makeup, I guess. I don’t remember her being orange.”


  We sat there without saying anything for a long time. Finally Steve said, “What’d you come over for, Rusty-James?”


  I opened my mouth, and closed it, trying to think of the best way to tell him.


  “Steve, I think we’d better follow the Motorcycle Boy around for a while.”


  He said, “Why?” I wasn’t ready for that. I was ready to talk him into it.


  “Well,” I said, “I just think we ought to.” I hadn’t really thought of why myself. It just seemed like something that needed doing. “I think maybe we ought to watch him for a while, that’s all.”


  “Count me out,” Steve said.


  “You gotta help me,” I said. I had been feeling funny all day. It had started the night before, when the Motorcycle Boy told me why I was scared to be by myself. It sort of felt like nothing was solid, like the street would tilt all of a sudden and throw me off. I knew that wasn’t going to happen, but that’s what it felt like. And since getting clobbered, everything even looked funny, like I was seeing things through distorted glass. I didn’t like it. I didn’t like it one bit. All my life, all I had to worry about was real things, things you could touch, or punch, or run away from. I had been scared before, but it was always something real to be scared of—not having any money, or some big kid looking to beat you up, or wondering if the Motorcycle Boy was gone for good. I didn’t like this being scared of something and not knowing exactly what it was. I couldn’t fight it if I didn’t know what it was.


  “I won’t help you,” Steve said again.


  “Just follow him around for a little bit,” I said. “He won’t go across the river again. He just went last night because I asked him to. He’ll stick around here. We won’t get into any trouble again.”


  “I have to go to school,” Steve said.


  “So meet me after school.”


  “You don’t need me there.”


  “Yeah, I do.”


  “Ask B.J. or Smokey.”


  I started to say, “They’d laugh at me,” but changed it to: “Oh, they don’t know anything. I mean, they think the Motorcycle Boy’s cool and everything, but they don’t know him like me and you do.”


  “You mean they don’t know he’s nuts.”


  I jumped up, grabbed him by his shirt front and slammed him back against the wall.


  “You don’t ever say that!” I shouted at him. I knocked him back against the wall so he’d remember. “You hear me?”


  “Yes,” he said. I let him go. Then all of a sudden I couldn’t see, and the pain was like an awful noise in my head. I sort of fell against the wall, trying to get my breath and my vision.


  When my eyes cleared up I saw Steve standing there, worried-looking. His lips were moving, but I couldn’t hear anything. Then my hearing came back.


  “…all right?” he asked.


  If it had been anybody else I would have laughed, shrugged it off and left. But it was only Steve, and I had known him all my life and I was just too plain tired to put up a front. Maybe that was why Steve was my best friend instead of B.J. I didn’t have to keep on being the toughest cat in the neighborhood for Steve.


  I sat down and dropped my head onto my hands. For a second my throat swelled up on the inside and I had a sudden picture of Patty bouncing on down the street. That was what I felt like. Close to crying.


  “Steve,” I said. “I never asked you for nothing. I never let anybody punch you around, and I never bummed money off you. I’m asking you now.”


  “Don’t,” he said. “ ’Cause I won’t do it.”


  I couldn’t talk. If I tried to talk I’d be crying. I couldn’t remember crying. You didn’t cry if you were tough.


  “Rusty-James,” Steve said. I didn’t look up. He sounded like he felt sorry for me and I didn’t want to see him feeling sorry for me, because if I did I would hit him, no matter what.


  “I’ve tried to help you,” he said. “But I’ve got to think about myself some.”


  I wondered what he was talking about.


  “You’re just like a ball in a pinball machine. Getting slammed back and forth; and you never think about anything, about where you’re going or how you’re going to get there. I got to think for myself, I can’t keep on thinking for you, too.”


  I didn’t understand what he was talking about. Why did all the people I liked talk about such weird things? I did think about where I was going. I wanted to be like the Motorcycle Boy. I wanted to be tough like him, and stay calm and laughing when things got dangerous. I wanted to be the toughest street-fighter and the most respected hood on our side of the river. I had tried everything, even tried to learn to read good to be like him. Even though nothing had worked so far, that didn’t mean nothing ever would. There wasn’t anything wrong with wanting to be like the Motorcycle Boy. Even Steve admired him—


  “You don’t like the Motorcycle Boy, do you, Steve? Then why do you think he’s cool?”


  Steve looked surprised. “Well,” he said slowly, “he is the only person I have ever met who is like somebody out of a book. To look like that, and be good at everything, and all that.”


  That struck me as funny. I laughed and got up to leave. I wasn’t going to pester him anymore. Steve walked with me to the door.


  “You better go to a doctor,” he said.


  “I been.”


  “You better let go of the Motorcycle Boy,” he said. “If you’re around him very long you won’t believe in anything.”


  “I been around him all my life,” I told him. “And I believe everything.”


  Steve sort of grinned at me. “You would.”


  “ ’Bye,” I said.


  “Rusty-James,” he said, really sincere, “I’m sorry.”


  “Sure,” I said. That was the last time I saw ol’ Steve.
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  I spent the rest of the day in Benny’s. You could see most of the street from the front booth. If the Motorcycle Boy went by, I’d see him.


  In the afternoon, after school was out, people came in. I didn’t feel like playing pool, but I got a big audience when I started telling everybody about the wild night we had. It made me feel better to tell everything—about the party and movie and bars and pool games and almost-fights and just-missed chicks, and then the mugging and the way the Motorcycle Boy had rescued us. Maybe I told it a little better than it happened—a couple of people gave me looks like they didn’t believe everything. But there was a lump on the side of my head half the size of a baseball, and when they saw Steve they’d believe it sure enough.


  I liked telling things that happened to me. It took the scare out, like it was just an exciting movie I’d seen.


  Patty came in. She hardly ever came to Benny’s, usually just on her mother’s day off. We had never gone there when we were going together because I didn’t like other guys looking at her. See, the kind of girls who hung out at Benny’s were tough chicks—pretty good girls, you know, but not exactly like I thought of Patty.


  “You lookin’ for me?” I asked her. It figured she’d want to make up with me. Well, I’d let her sweat it a little bit, like I had been doing.


  “Nope,” she said coolly. She bought a Coke from Benny and sat down in a booth, looking around like she was looking for somebody. And it wasn’t me.


  Pretty soon Smokey Bennet came in and slid into the booth next to her. Both of them sat there like I was supposed to pin a medal on them. Everybody got quiet, expecting me to toss Smokey through the front window and slap Patty’s teeth out. I admit I thought about it. I thought about quite a few things, watching the crummy pool game. Both guys shooting were so nervous they couldn’t play worth anything.


  “Smokey,” I said finally. “You want to step outside with me?”


  “I ain’t gonna fight you, Rusty-James.”


  “What makes you think I want to fight? Just step outside a minute so we can talk.”


  “It wouldn’t be fair, now,” he said. “You ain’t in any condition to fight.”


  “I said I didn’t want to fight. Talk—get it? Speak. Communicate.”


  He looked at Patty, puzzled. But she was looking at me. She still loved me, I could tell. She’d never say so, any more than I’d tell her I still loved her. What a weird thing that was. It was all over, whether we wanted it to be or not.


  “All right,” Smokey said. He followed me outside, and as the door closed behind us I could hear everybody yapping at once. And a couple of guys were standing on the booth seats, making sure they weren’t going to miss anything.


  We walked across the street and sat down on a stoop. Smokey lit a cigarette and offered me one. He was still a little tense, like he thought I was going to jump him any second. But he was calm, too, like he thought he could handle it if I did. I wondered why that didn’t make me mad.


  “Smokey,” I said. “Tell me somethin’. The other night, when we went to the lake with your cousin, and those girls were there—did you plan for it to get back to Patty? I mean, did you think this was what was goin’ to happen? That Patty would break up with me and you’d move in and maybe take over while I was still done in from that knife fight?”


  “Well,” he said, slowly, quiet-like, “I guess I did. I kind of thought about it.”


  “That was real smart,” I said. “I wouldn’t of been able to think of something like that.”


  “I know,” he admitted. Then he said, “Rusty-James, if there was still gangs around here, I’d be president, not you.”


  I couldn’t believe that. I was the toughest guy in the neighborhood. Everybody knew that.


  “You’d be second lieutenant or somethin’. See, you might make it a while on the Motorcycle Boy’s rep, but you ain’t got his brains. You have to be smart to run things.”


  I just sighed. I wondered where my temper was. I had a mean temper. I just didn’t seem to be able to find it anywhere.


  “Nobody’d follow you into a gang fight,” he went on. “You’d get people killed. Nobody wants to get killed.”


  “I guess that’s true,” I said. Nothing was like I thought it was. I had always thought that one and one made two. If you were the toughest, you were the leader. I didn’t understand why things had to get complicated.


  “Do you really like Patty?” I asked.


  “Yeah,” he said. “Even if she wasn’t your chick I’d still like her.”


  “Okay,” I said. He went back into Benny’s. He was the number one tough cat now. If I wanted to keep my rep I’d have to fight him, whether I was in any shape to or not. He had been counting on that. Everything was changed.


  I sat there awhile. B.J. Jackson came by, saw me, and sat down. I was glad to see him. He didn’t know everything was changed. I could still talk to him like always. Once he went into Benny’s, it would be Smokey he’d listen to. It would be Smokey that everybody would be listening to and watching. It was like this would be the last I could really talk to B.J.


  “Guess what,” he says. “You know who we had for a substitute teacher today in history? Cassandra, the Motorcycle Boy’s chick.”


  “No kiddin’?” I asked. I guess she had been right, about not being hooked.


  “Yeah. Man, we really gave her a hard time, too. You couldn’t pay me a million dollars to be a sub. She was pretty good about it, though. I stayed after class and talked to her some. I says, ‘I’m surprised to see you again.’ And she says, ‘Did you think I’d throw myself off the bridge, or O.D. on a roof or something?’ And she told me to tell you something. She said, ‘Tell Rusty-James that life does go on, if you’ll let it.’ Do you know what she meant?”


  “Nope,” I said. “She was always talkin’ crazy. She was a real dingbat.”


  “I always thought she had a lot of class,” B.J. said. He didn’t know anything about women.


  “You seen the Motorcycle Boy around?” I asked him.


  “Yeah, he’s in the pet store.”


  “Pet store? What’s he doin’ in there?”


  B.J. shrugged. “Lookin’ at the fish, as far as I could tell. I heard he messed up a couple of guys across the river last night.”


  “Yeah, he stomped these two creeps that jumped me an’ Steve. Almost killed them.”


  “I heard that. He better be careful, Rusty-James. You know that cop Patterson is just looking for an excuse to get him.”


  “He’s been after the both of us for years.”


  “You know,” B.J. said, “Patterson has the rep of a good cop. I mean, the Motorcycle Boy is his only bad point. He’s never gone out of his way to hassle the rest of us.”


  “He beat me up once,” I said. “And got me thrown into Juvenile Hall for a weekend.” I figured Patterson was the only person in the world who thought I looked like the Motorcycle Boy. “Anyway, he’s never done so much as say a word to the Motorcycle Boy. He’ll never get anything on him.”


  “Come on,” B.J. said. “Let’s go get a Coke.”


  “Naw,” I said.


  He got up, and started across the street. “Come on, Rusty-James,” he said.


  I shook my head, and watched him disappear into Benny’s. I didn’t care if I ever went in there again. And that was a real funny thought, because I never did.


  I found the Motorcycle Boy at the pet store, just like B.J. said. He was up at the counter, looking at the fish. They were some new fish, not regular goldfish. I never saw fish like them before. One was purple, one was blue with long red fins and a red tail, one was solid red and one was bright yellow. They all had long fins and tails.


  “Hey,” I said. “What’s up?”


  He didn’t even look at me. I pretended to be interested in the fish. I mean, they were pretty and everything, as far as fish go.


  “How come they each have a bowl to themselves?” I asked. “I never seen pet fish kept one to a bowl.”


  “Rumble fish,” said the Motorcycle Boy. “They’d kill each other if they could.”


  I looked at Mr. Dobson behind the counter. He was a nice old guy, a little nuts to keep trying to run the pet store, since all he had were some scroungy puppies and kittens and a parrot that he couldn’t sell because we’d taught it all the bad words we knew. That parrot could come up with some interesting sentences. Mr. Dobson looked worried. I wondered how long the Motorcycle Boy had been in there, to scare Mr. Dobson that much.


  “That’s right, Rusty-James,” he told me. “Siamese fighting fish. They try to kill each other. If you leaned a mirror against the bowl they’d kill themselves fighting their own reflection.”


  “That’s really neat,” I said, even though I didn’t think it was really neat.


  “Wonder if they’d act that way in the river,” the Motorcycle Boy went on.


  “Nice colors,” I said, trying to keep up the conversation. I had never seen the Motorcycle Boy look so hard at anything. I thought Mr. Dobson was going to call the cops if I didn’t get him out of there.


  “Yeah?” he said. “That makes me kind of sorry I can’t see colors.”


  It was the first time I’d ever heard him say he was sorry about anything.


  “Hey,” I said. “Let’s go boppin’ around again tonight. I can get some more wine. We can get some chicks and have a really nice time, huh?”


  He went deaf again and didn’t hear me. That pet store gave me the creeps, with all those little animals waiting around to belong to somebody. But I stayed there anyway, fooling around until Mr. Dobson said he was closing up. The next day was Saturday, the closest thing to a busy day he ever had, so he closed up and just left the animals there. The Motorcycle Boy stood outside, watching Mr. Dobson close up, until the shades were pulled down over the windows and the door.


  And when he finally left the place, I followed him the best I could, even though he didn’t even see me anymore. It seemed like the only thing I had left to do.
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  We went home. The Motorcycle Boy sat on the mattress and read a book. I sat next to him and smoked one cigarette after another. He sat there reading and I sat there waiting. I didn’t know what I was waiting for. About three years before, a doped-up member of the Tiber Street Tigers had wandered over onto Packer territory and got beat up and crawled back. I remember waiting around in a funny state of tenseness, like seeing lightning and waiting for thunder. That was the night of the last rumble, when Bill Braden died from a bashed-in head. I’d been sliced up real bad by a Tiger with a kitchen knife, and the Motorcycle Boy had sent at least three guys to the hospital, laughing out loud right in the middle of the whole mess of screaming, swearing, grunting, fighting people.


  I’d forgotten about that. Sitting there reminded me. It was much harder to wait than to fight.


  “Both home again?” The old man came in the door. He liked to stop in and change his shirt before he went out to the bars for the night. It didn’t matter that the one he changed into was usually as dirty as the one he took off. It was just something he liked to do.


  “I want to ask you somethin’,” I said.


  “Yes?”


  “Was—is—our mother nuts?”


  The old man stopped right where he was and stared at me, amazed. I had never asked him a thing about her.


  “No. Whatever gave you that idea?”


  “Well, she left, didn’t she?”


  He smiled slowly. “Our marriage was a classic example of a preacher marrying an atheist, thinking to make a convert, and instead ending up doubting his own faith.”


  “Don’t give me that,” I said. “You was never a preacher.”


  “I was a practitioner of the law.”


  “Say yes or no, willya?”


  “You don’t suppose a woman would have to be nuts to leave me, do you?” He just stood there, smiling at me, looking through me like the Motorcycle Boy did. It was the first time I ever saw any resemblance between them. “I married her, thinking to set a precedent. She married me for fun, and when it stopped being fun she left.”


  And honest to God, that was the first time I came anywhere near to understanding my father. It was the first time I saw him as a person, with a past that didn’t have anything to do with me. You never think of parents having any kind of a past before you were there.


  “Russel-James,” he went on, “every now and then a person comes along who has a different view of the world than does the usual person. Notice I said ‘usual,’ not normal.’ That does not make him crazy. An acute perception does not make you crazy. However, sometimes it drives you crazy.”


  “Talk normal,” I begged him. “You know I don’t understand that garbage.”


  “Your mother,” he said distinctly, “is not crazy. Neither, contrary to popular belief, is your brother. He is merely miscast in a play. He would have made a perfect knight, in a different century, or a very good pagan prince in a time of heroes. He was born in the wrong era, on the wrong side of the river, with the ability to do anything and finding nothing he wants to do.”


  I looked at the Motorcycle Boy to see what he thought. He hadn’t heard a word of it.


  And even though I didn’t have much hope that the old man could tell me something in plain English, I had to ask him something else.


  “I think that I’m gonna look just like him when I get older. Whadd’ya think?”


  My father looked at me for a long moment, longer than he’d ever looked at me. But still, it was like he was seeing somebody else’s kid, not seeing anybody that had anything to do with him.


  “You better pray to God not.” His voice was full of pity. “You poor child,” he said. “You poor baby.”


  The Motorcycle Boy broke into the pet store that night. I was with him. He didn’t ask me along. I just went.


  “Look, you need some money? I’ll get you some money,” I said desperately. I knew he didn’t need any money. I just couldn’t think of any other reason for what he was doing.


  “Anyway…” I kept on talking, saying anything so I couldn’t feel the deadly silence,“…if you want money, liquor stores are the best bet.”


  I stood there, zipping my jacket zipper up and down, wiping the sweat off my hands on my jeans, watching him jimmy the lock of the back door, waiting for something terrible to happen.


  “Listen,” I said again, “everybody saw you hangin’ around here today, like you was casing the place. And a million people musta seen you comin’ here. Will you listen to me!” My voice cracked upwards, like it had a year ago when it was changing.


  The Motorcycle Boy had the lock on the back door jimmied and he went on in. He turned on the light in the stockroom.


  “What are you doin’?” I nearly screamed. “You want the whole neighborhood to know?”


  He stood there for a second in the bright glare of the light. He looked calm, his face as still as a statue. He was seeing something I couldn’t see. But my father was right, he wasn’t crazy.


  I watched him let out all the animals. I made one move to stop him but changed my mind, and after that I just leaned against the counter and watched. I had to lean; my knees were shaking so bad I could barely stand up. I was more scared than I had ever been in my life. I was so scared I dropped my head down on the counter and cried for the first time I could remember. Crying hurts like hell.


  He let out all the animals and was on his way to the river with the Siamese fighting fish when I heard the siren. I was wiping my eyes and trying to quit shaking. I ran for the door. There seemed to be thousands of red flashing lights in the street. Doors were slamming and people were shouting. I had started for the bridge when I heard the shots.


  They tell me there was a warning shot. How did they expect him to hear a warning shot when everybody knew he was deaf half the time? The man who shot him knew it. I was at a dead run at the first shot, and almost to the river by the second. So I was there when they turned him over, and he was smiling, and the little rumble fish were flipping and dying around him, still too far from the river.


  I don’t remember what happened just after that. The next thing I knew I was thrown up against the police car and frisked. I stared straight ahead at the flashing light. There was something wrong with it. There was something really wrong with it. I was scared to think about what was wrong with it, but I knew, anyway. It was gray. It was supposed to be flashing red and white and it was gray. I looked all around. There wasn’t any colors anywhere. Everything was black and white and gray. It was as quiet as a graveyard.


  I stared around wildly at the growing crowd, the police cars, wondering why it was all so silent. It didn’t look quiet. It looked like TV with the sound off.


  “Can you hear me?” I shouted at the policeman next to me. He was busy with his report and didn’t even look up. I couldn’t hear my own voice. I tried screaming and I still couldn’t hear it. I was that alone. I was in a glass bubble and everyone else was outside it and I’d be alone like that for the rest of my life.


  Then a pain sliced through my head and the colors were back. The noise was deafening and I was shaking because I was still alone.


  “Better get this kid to a hospital,” I heard a policeman say. “I think he’s in shock or something.”


  “Shock, hell,” somebody replied. I recognized the voice—Patterson. “He’s probably on dope or something.”


  About that time I slammed both fists through the police car window, and slashed my wrists on the glass that was left, so they had to take me to the hospital anyway.
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  “I never went back,” Steve was saying. “Did you?”


  “No,” I said. The sun was shining warm on the sand, and the waves kept coming in, one after another.


  “I made up my mind I’d get out of that place and I did,” Steve went on. “I learned that. I learned that if you want to get somewhere, you just make up your mind and work like hell till you get there. If you want to go somewhere in life you just have to work till you make it.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “It’ll be nice when I can think of someplace to go.”


  “Come on. Let’s go over to the Sugar Shack and I’ll buy you a beer.”


  “I got dried out in the reformatory. Lost my taste for it.”


  “No kidding? Good for you. I used to worry about that, I remember. I was afraid you’d end up like your father.”


  “Not me.”


  “Well, we’ll get together for dinner tonight and really go over the good old days. Sometimes I can’t believe I’ve come so far.”


  I looked out at the ocean. I liked that ocean. You always knew there was going to be another wave. It had always been there, and more than likely it always would. I got to listening to the sound of the waves and didn’t hear Steve for a second.


  “…right about that. I never thought you would, but you do. You don’t sound like him, though. Your voice is completely different. It’s a good thing you never went back. You’d probably give half the people in the neighborhood a heart attack.”


  I looked at Steve again. It was like seeing the ghost of somebody you knew a long time ago. When he started off across the sand, he turned and waved and shouted, “I still can’t believe it! See ya!”


  I waved back. I wasn’t going to see him. I wasn’t going to meet him for dinner, or anything else. I figured if I didn’t see him, I’d start forgetting again. But it’s been taking me longer than I thought it would.
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  “There ain’t no bear in that bush,” I said. Negrito’s ears were pricked so far forward they almost touched, and he was picking up his feet like he was walking on eggshells.


  “You’ve never even seen a bear, you dumb horse,” I told him, keeping a strong leg on him. “You don’t even know what one looks like.”


  Negrito blew through his nose, rolling one eye toward the bush.


  I laughed. Negrito had a good imagination.


  A sudden gust of wind rustled the bush and Negrito gave a snort and a huge sideways leap and tried to take off. I kept him back long enough to let him know it was my idea to gallop, then we went. The drumming of his hooves was better than music.


  “There’s a ditch coming up, man,” I said. I could tell by the way he was holding his head up that he saw it.


  “Do you want to jump it or not?”


  I felt him weave a little, so I leaned back and pushed, tightening my leg. “Sure you do.”


  We soared over the ditch without breaking stride, but once we landed, he bobbed his head and bucked a little.


  “Boy, that was fun! You’re a great jumper. A really great jumper,” I said, slapping his neck with the reins. “Next year we make the Olympics.”


  Then, worried that I sounded too sarcastic, I added, “For a cow horse you are a really good jumper.”


  We loped on. This was the first day I could really feel fall coming on, not so much because it was chilly, but there was a slant to the sunlight and a smell in the air that meant fall.


  Pop ought to be coming home pretty soon. Summer, shoot, there were lots of rodeos going on, lots of places he could be all summer, but fall would be a really good time for him to come home.


  Negrito jumped sideways and started bucking again.


  “Geez, it’s a rabbit. For Pete’s sake, don’t you know a rabbit when you see one?”


  Negrito shook his head. I got him collected till he was bunched up like a coiled spring and his canter felt like a rocking chair.


  He was just playing around. He was a pretty brave horse, actually. Fall always made him feel good. Besides that I hadn’t ridden him for a while. My best friend, Johnny Collins, got a motorcycle for his birthday a month ago, and I’d been spending a lot of time dirt-biking with him.


  I slowed Negrito down to a walk to cool him off. I had to get back and change clothes before I went to school, and I couldn’t leave him hot. He kept breaking into a jog trot. Fall mornings he could go forever.


  “I’ve been wasting a lot of time with that cycle,” I said, while I was unsaddling him. “But it was new and everything and Johnny kept pestering me to go with him, but we’ll go out for rides more.”


  Negrito turned and nipped at me. Sometimes he meant it, but mostly he’d just catch my sleeve or my jacket. I slipped the bridle over his ears. He almost knocked me down trying to scratch his head on my arm. The bit always made his mouth itch.


  “Seeya later.” I swung over the fence. Negrito stood there, waiting.


  “Okay.” I pulled the last piece of carrot out of my pocket and gave it to him. Then I just walked off because I never could convince him that I didn’t have any more carrots.


  Across the paddock my brother Mason’s horse, Red, stood swishing flies, looking bored out of his mind. Mason had never treated him like a person, so Red had never acted like one. Mason was a pretty good rider, though. Not as good as me. Even Pop admitted that. A couple of years ago, when me and. Mason did junior rodeos a lot, I always won more.


  I barely had time to change my clothes before Johnny drove up on his cycle. It was a lot better way to get to school on than the bus. Mason always left early for school, so I hardly ever could catch a ride with him.


  I hopped on the cycle. Riding double was against the law, since neither one of us was sixteen, but you know, that was kind of a dumb law. I don’t go around trying to break laws, but I couldn’t get real worried about that one.


  It was one of those long days at school. When it was over, I met Johnny.


  “Straight home today,” I told him.


  “Aw, come on, Tex, I was going to go to the gravel pits today.”


  “No way, man. This is a perfect day for horse riding.”


  “Listen, man, I’ll let you drive.” Johnny tried bribing me.


  “Nope.”


  “Well, hang on.” Johnny did a wheelie leaving the school grounds, and the principal saw him do it. I knew we’d both get sent to the office tomorrow. I get sent to the office quite a bit. Even more than Johnny.


  “You can’t do a wheelie on a horse,” Johnny shouted over the engine.


  “That’s true,” I yelled back. He was right there. You can teach a horse to rear up, but that is the worst dumb trick you can teach a horse. Lord knows enough of them come up with it on their own. One quick way to get killed is having a rearing horse come down backward on top of you.


  “Hang on, I’m going to jump the ditch!” Johnny shouted. I tightened my grip on his belt. The cycle flew through the air, bounded, skidded, and slid to a sideways stop in front of our house. I swung off the back end.


  “Thanks for the ride.”


  Johnny took off his helmet to wipe the sweat off his freckles. Everybody else in his family was either real dark like their mother or real blonde like their father, and there Johnny sat, flame-haired as a match stick. He always said he was a throwback. A throwback is like when you breed a chestnut to a black and get an Albino colt like its great grandfather. I read a book once where that happened. All the Collins had dark blue eyes, though. It was their trademark.


  “You sure you don’t want to go to the pits with me?”


  “Not today. All I want to hear on a day like this is hoof beats. Negrito is going to love a good run.”


  “Now just who is your best friend—me or that horse?”


  I looked at him for a minute, thinking about it “Well, let me see … I’ve known you both about the same amount of time…”


  Johnny belted me in the stomach with his helmet. “Hey,” he said suddenly, “what’s Mason doing home?”


  I looked at our beat-up pickup sitting in the driveway.


  “Huh. Maybe he decided not to practice today. It’s a little while till the basketball season’s really going, anyway.”


  “But him and Bob were meeting every afternoon to shoot baskets.”


  “He’s probably out jogging. Mace ain’t making a move that doesn’t have basketball behind it.”


  “Shoot,” said Johnny. “If I could get the city paper to come out and take pictures of me, I might give up this machine and jog myself.”


  “Wouldn’t do you any good. The coaches won’t take midgets.”


  Johnny rapped me with the helmet again, but he wasn’t mad. If he minded about being short I wouldn’t tease him about it, but nothing much bothered Johnny. I’m the same way.


  “You ought to see our room,” I said. “Ol’ Mason has the walls papered with that picture. Come on in and have a Kool-Aid.”


  Johnny shook his head. “I want to get some biking in before I have to go home. I’m trying to keep it down to just an hour late. Cole’s started making noises about taking my cycle keys away.”


  All the Collins kids called their parents by their first names. They were the only kids I knew who did that. Johnny put his helmet back on. “Seeya, Texas.”


  He popped another wheelie going across the yard.


  “Way to go!” I hollered after him. I went on in the house to change jeans before I went riding. I kept my jeans sorted by clean, sort of dirty, and real dirty. It saved trips to the laundry. The ones I had on could go a couple of days as sort of dirty, so I needed some real dirty ones to ride in.


  “Mace? You home?” I yelled from the bedroom. The whole house was quiet.


  The next place I headed was the kitchen. We have a real little house, white wood frame, a front room with one bedroom on the side, a kitchen right behind the front room. The bathroom is through the bedroom. There’s an attic bedroom upstairs, but it’s so hot in the summer and cold in the winter that Pop never uses it when he’s here, but puts a sleeping bag on the living-room sofa.


  I was hunting through the icebox for something to eat, when I saw something just out of the corner of my eye. I almost jumped halfway across the room. Turned out it was just Mason, sitting quiet in the corner, behind the table.


  “Boy, you sure spooked me. What you doin’ there?’


  “What does it look like?” Mason is a pretty sarcastic person. I don’t pay any attention. That’s just the way he is. He sounds meaner than he is.


  “We got anything to eat?”


  “There’s some baloney left.”


  I found the baloney and a jar with some mustard left in it and pulled a chair around to face him. “What you doin’ home so early?”


  “I cut school today.”


  I stopped scraping the mustard jar, astounded. “You kiddin’! Mr. Super Study cuttin’ school? I guess that makes it okay for me to skip a day.”


  “I guess it don’t.” Mason is seventeen, a couple a three years older than me. Most of the time he seems even older than that. He’s got into the habit of bossing me around. I don’t know where he gets that. Pop never bosses us around. I just let Mason rattle on and don’t pay much attention. That’s just the way he is. He’s always hollering or preaching about something.


  “You go fishing?” I asked. Mason loves to go fishing. That’s about the only time he unwinds. He didn’t have much time for it anymore.


  “No. I didn’t go fishing.” He was looking real strange, sitting there behind that table. He was too quiet. Neither one of us is quiet people.


  “I thought I told you to stay off of Johnny’s cycle.” He didn’t have any expression in his voice.


  “No you didn’t. You said I’d get myself killed ridin’ Johnny’s cycle. You didn’t say to keep off it.”


  “Do I have to write everything down in letters three feet high and shove it under your nose? I wouldn’t ride in a car if Johnny Collins was driving.”


  Now see, Mace says stuff like that he don’t mean. He liked Johnny all right. Johnny’s older brother Bob was Mason’s best buddy. Even their sister Jamie thought of us as a couple of extra brothers, even though she already had four. He knew I’d been riding with Johnny ever since he got the bike. He just decided now would be a good time to fuss about it. I just went on spreading mustard on the baloney and eating it. We were out of bread.


  “We get any mail?” I set the empty mustard jar down on the table.


  “Who’d be writing to us?”


  “Pop.”


  “He never writes.”


  “Sure he does. We got a card not too long ago.”


  “Four months ago.”


  “Yeah? It don’t seem that long ago. He’s only been gone five. I guess he’ll be coming home pretty soon now that the rodeos are mostly over. Maybe I’ll go with him next year.”


  “I wouldn’t count on any invitations, if I were you,” Mason said distinctly. It was true Pop never had asked us to go along, but shoot, maybe he would, next year.


  I looked at Mason again. Something about the way he was sitting there made me think he’d been like that for hours, just sitting and staring.


  “It sure is cold in here.” I was beginning to wish I’d left my jacket on.


  “A guy came out and turned off the heat this morning. I haven’t paid the gas bill lately.”


  “No kiddin’? Why not?”


  Mason just looked at me like I was the dumbest thing on earth.


  “We run out of money?” I asked. “What happened to all that money we made last summer?”


  Mason gave me a real mean look, almost like he hated me. It gave me a jab in the gut, even though I was pretty sure he didn’t mean it.


  “I blew it all in my fun-filled week at Acapulco. Where do you think it went? Food, gas, clothes. How far do you think a couple of hundred bucks stretches? Maybe if you took paying customers instead of mowing lawns for free…”


  I ignored that. I only did a couple of lawns for free and everybody else paid me—Mason likes to make a big deal out of little things. I’ve just learned to live with it.


  “Well, what we doing about it?” I asked him.


  “We,” he said, more sarcastic than ever, “have already taken care of it. The heat will be back on tomorrow. We don’t have to worry about it anymore.”


  When Pop was gone Mason took care of all the bills and business stuff. I didn’t know nothing about them. He did. I never thought it bothered him. He was the kind of person who liked to run things, anyway.


  I decided to change the subject. Talking about money always got Mace irritated. He hates being poor.


  “I heard you broke up with Laurie.”


  Mason was a very private person. He was a fanatic about keeping his personal life personal. Unfortunately you can’t be the school basketball ace and keep your personal life personal. I figured if the whole school knew something, there wasn’t any reason why I had to play ignorant.


  “She was getting too serious. Talking marriage.”


  “Yeah? Scared you off, huh? You’ll end up married one of these days, though.”


  “Not in the near future. Anyway it’s none of your business.”


  “Boy, somebody sure put a burr under your blanket! Anyway Lem Peters says bein’ married ain’t so bad once you get used to it.”


  I wouldn’t mind Mason getting married, to tell the truth. At least that’d take his mind off college. That was all he thought about, college and how to get there. Unless Pop came home, I wasn’t too crazy about him going off to college and leaving me here by myself.


  “Lem Peters better like being married. He’s going to be stuck with it for a while.”


  “Just because you have to do something don’t mean you can’t like it, too. You know he wanted to get married besides having to.” I glanced at the clock. “I better go get the horses rounded up. It’s goin’ to be too dark to ride pretty soon. Anyway if they ain’t fed on time they’ll be tearing the fence down.”


  I was halfway to the kitchen door when Mace said, “They ain’t there.”


  “Yeah?” I said “Where are they?” I thought maybe he had turned them loose in the next pasture, even though since Cole Collins was leasing it for his cows we weren’t supposed to keep the horses in it. We’d been running low on hay lately, though, with most of the grass in the half-acre paddock gone.


  “I sold them,” Mason said. I just kept looking at him, waiting for the punch line. I knew he didn’t sell Negrito.


  “No, you didn’t,” I said finally. He was lying or kidding or crazy. I was getting a sick cold feeling.


  “Yeah, I did. Got a good price for them, too.”


  I didn’t believe him. He couldn’t sell Negrito any more than he could sell me. But just to make sure I ran out the back door, jumped down the back steps, and raced out to the barn. It was just a little lean-to, really. It’d been part of a barn once, but the rest of it had kind of fallen apart.


  If I was ever late feeding the horses, they’d start trotting up and down the fence, nickering. Nothing made Negrito madder than being fed late. He’d pace the fence, his head getting lower and lower till his nose would be practically dragging on the ground, then when he saw me he’d paw and stamp and say, “Where the hell have you been?” He had a real thing about his food.


  Neither horse was in sight. I whistled. Nobody answered. I ran up the little hill that led to the Collins’ big pasture. Even across thirty acres I can tell horses from cows. They weren’t in the pasture.


  I felt really strange, like I’d swallowed a block of ice and it was just sitting in my gut, sending cold waves all over me. My head felt spacy, almost like it was going to go floating off my body. I walked back to the house. I was breathing funny. I couldn’t get enough air.


  “Mace,” I said. He still sat behind the table, like he hadn’t moved a muscle since I left, and he didn’t even blink now. I gave him one last chance. “Where’s them horses?”


  “I told you I sold them. I don’t know why you’d think I’d start lying to you this late in life. Don’t you ever close doors? No wonder I can’t pay the gas bill.”


  “Who’d you sell them to?”


  “I won’t tell you. Nobody you’d know, anyway. They’ve got good homes. I made sure of that. They’re gone. Shut up about it.”


  I was walking around and around in circles. I couldn’t think. I couldn’t breathe. I started shaking and sweating like a horse being reined in and spurred at the same time.


  “Mason!” My voice shot up a note or two. “You better get those horses back! I mean it, man!”


  Mason just sat there and didn’t move. It was like seeing a stranger wearing a mask of my brother.


  “I ain’t gettin’ them back.” He spoke softly, his teeth clenched. “They’re gone and they’re gonna stay gone. We couldn’t feed them through the winter. I wasn’t going to watch them starve to death. So just shut up.”


  “You better get those horses back!” I shouted. I picked up one of the jelly jars we used for glasses and slammed it against the wall. Mason jumped a little when it shattered, like he hadn’t expected it to break. I couldn’t stop moving. I grabbed the mustard jar and hurled it at the window. It crashed through the glass and knocked the screen loose.


  “Texas,” Mason said, “you better quit it.”


  “I WANT THOSE HORSES BACK!” I grabbed another jar and smashed it into the sink, breaking a few dirty dishes.


  Mason shoved the table out of the way and came charging across the room. My mind went into a white-hot blank and I went crazy.


  All I wanted to do was kill him. And even though I was landing a few punches, I didn’t seem to be hurting him, which made me madder. We rolled on the floor, through broken glass. I was out to get him any way I could, biting, kicking, screaming, and cussing. He got me pinned by one shoulder and slammed his fist into my face. It was like getting kicked in the head by a horse. I couldn’t see for the yellow sparklers in my head, and he let me have another one. For the first time I realized he was as mad as I was and crazy enough to kill me. I blocked the next punch with my arm and turned my head quick as a snake and bit into his other arm. I set my jaw and wouldn’t turn loose.


  Mason was swearing and slamming me across the face, and when that didn’t knock me loose, he rolled off and brought his fist down hard in the middle of my stomach. I gasped for air, doubling up. I couldn’t move. I lay there, waiting for him to finish me off while I couldn’t breathe.


  Mason just sat there, holding his arm, panting. When I was sure he had quit the fight, I turned over and lay face down, my head resting on my arm. I was hurting real bad. All my energy was gone. I think if the house had been on fire I wouldn’t have had the strength to leave. I was crying and too tired to keep from it


  “Tex?”


  I didn’t move. He took hold of my shoulder, easy, to let me know he wasn’t fighting any more, but I jerked loose.


  “Look, I didn’t mean to … dammit, Tex, I just want to see if you’re hurt.”


  “I ain’t hurt.” My voice sounded weird, I think it was because I couldn’t breathe through my nose. I stayed still, waiting to get my strength back, trying to make some sense out of what happened. I couldn’t figure out what had happened.


  “Lookit, Tex, it wasn’t you—I mean, I didn’t aim to take it out on you like that.”


  I didn’t know what he was talking about and I didn’t care.


  “I’m going to get my horse back,” I said. Pop wouldn’t let you sell those horses if he were here.”


  “Pop isn’t here!” Mason shouted. “Can’t you get it through your thick skull that all this happened because Pop isn’t here!”


  I flinched a little. For a second I thought I felt his hand on the back of my hair, then he muttered, “Well, hell.”


  Pretty soon I heard the back door slam and the pickup engine start. He’d go drive up and down the highway for a while. He always did that when he was mad.


  I couldn’t seem to stop crying. I cried because I was hurting and because I wanted to kill Mace, and he was my only brother and I didn’t really want to kill him. I cried because Mason had never beaten me up before. Mostly we got along pretty good. Finally I thought about Negrito being gone and Pop being gone and I bawled like a baby. I never cried much before and I wasn’t used to it and I didn’t know how to stop.


  I sat up after a while, wiping the tears off my face with my sleeve. Blood came off with them. A back tooth had come loose so I went ahead and pulled it. It was one I was going to lose anyway.


  The kitchen looked like a wreck, with the broken window and shattered glass all over, the table turned over and blood splattered around. It was a real mess. I didn’t like looking at it. I got to my feet. I hurt all over. When I was helping Lem Peters break his Appaloosa colt, I got thrown probably ten times a day, and I never felt this bad. I was shaking. I stumbled to the john to look in the mirror.


  I looked like Donald Duck. My nose and mouth were swollen, my lower lip cut. I didn’t look much better after I washed the blood off. One side of my face was darkening to purple. My left eye was swollen shut. If it’d been Halloween I could of got by without a mask.


  I wanted to change to a clean shirt, but I didn’t have one, so I changed to one that at least didn’t have any blood on it. It smelled like horse, and almost set me off crying again.


  I walked around the front room for a few minutes, slowly. It hurt to be moving, but I couldn’t sit still. I kept trying to think what to do next. Finally I put on my jacket and started down the road.


  It was getting dark. Once in a while a car would whiz by, but nobody stopped. Mostly it was quiet, except for a whippoorwill that I finally left behind. I walked as fast as I could, but once in a while I’d get a pain wave that’d slow me up for a second.


  I heard the cycle coming up behind me, but I was thinking about other things. When it stopped and a voice said “Tex?” I couldn’t even remember who I knew that had a cycle.


  “Where you goin’?”


  I stopped and stared at Johnny and his sister Jamie like I’d never seen them before.


  “Good Lord!” Jamie swung off the back end of the cycle to take a better look at me. “What happened to you?”


  It seemed like so much time had passed since I’d seen Johnny last, I was surprised he didn’t look older.


  “Tex?” Johnny hopped off the cycle to push it alongside me. “What’s wrong?”


  I kept on walking. “Mason sold the horses and beat me up, and I’m gonna find them.”


  “Tonight? You know where they are?”


  “Nope. But I’m gonna keep looking till I find them.”


  A car drove by and slowed down curiouslike, then drove on. Johnny and Jamie practically had to trot to keep up with me. I’m pretty long-legged.


  “Tex, you’re being crazy. You can’t just walk around the countryside till you find the horses,” Jamie said.


  “Wanna bet?”


  “Your front door is open and you left the lights on,” Johnny said, like that was real important. I could tell they thought I’d flipped out.


  “You’re going home later though?” Johnny asked. “Tonight?”


  “Not till I find the horses.”


  “Look, Tex, you can’t sleep out here on the road!”


  “I ain’t sleepy.”


  “Listen,” Johnny said, “I’ll take Jamie home and come back for you, okay?”


  I turned to face them. “Can’t you two understand English? I said I’m lookin’ for Negrito! Now get lost!”


  They were shocked. I’m not a bad-tempered person mostly. In fact mostly I’m real easy-going. Standing still was making me shiver again, so I started on.


  “Tex…” Johnny gave it one more try.


  “Johnny, wait…” Jamie said. They had stopped and I was too far down the road to hear what they were saying. Pretty soon the cycle started up again and headed back in the other direction.


  I was glad they were gone. I liked them both, but I had things to think about.


  Every time I passed a pasture with horses, I’d stop and look. I’d know Negrito in the dark. But I was pretty sure Mason wouldn’t have sold them to anybody close by. He knew I’d just go get them back. Well, it didn’t matter where they were. I’d still get them back.


  Another car came by, slowed down, and stopped. I looked over, figuring to tell the driver I didn’t need a ride, when I recognized the truck. I started running. The door slammed. I hadn’t got far when Mason pulled me up by my jacket.


  “Get in the truck,” he said. My heart was pounding so hard I could barely hear him.


  “No,” I said.


  I was shaking, not from being scared of him, just shaking for no particular reason. Mason must have thought he was causing it, because he let go of my jacket. But when I didn’t move, he said, “I’ll tie you up and throw you in that truck, Tex.”


  I can’t stand being tied up. Even when I was a little kid, playing cowboys and horses, I couldn’t stand being tied up. It made me sick. Mason knew that. He wouldn’t do that to me. But I’d never thought he’d pound on me, either.


  I walked past him to the truck. I wasn’t about to sit up front with him. I climbed into the truck bed and leaned back against the cab. I’d thought I was all cried out, but tears kept running down my face. The wind dried them up real quick, though.


  When we pulled into the driveway, I hopped over the side before the truck stopped. Johnny’s cycle was parked in the yard. I figured he and Jamie would be inside, waiting to see if I got home. I had one last thing to say to Mason.


  “You can’t keep chasing me down all the time. I’ll just go looking for them again tomorrow.”


  Mason came around to my side of the truck. Apparently he stopped at the Safeway while he’d been driving around, because he started hauling out sacks of groceries.


  “You can leave for Timbuktu tomorrow for all I care,” he said. “But you’re not gonna find the horses and you’re not gonna give me any more trouble tonight. Now shut up and take some of these sacks.”


  Now while Mason had always been a sarcastic person, he’d never been out and out mean before. It was hard to believe what I was hearing. I almost told him what he could do with the sacks. Then a bruise on my face gave a big throb, and I decided to keep quiet. I took a couple of sacks of food and went on in the house. I hadn’t seen that much food all together at one place for a long time, and I wondered where Mason got the money. Then I remembered, and almost dropped the bags.


  Johnny and Jamie were sitting on the floor in the front room, playing cards. Johnny jumped up to push open the door for me. His mouth fell open. I reckon I looked a lot worse in the light


  “Did Mason…?” his voice trailed off as Mace came in behind me. I marched to the kitchen, slammed the bags down on the counter, and marched out, kicking an overturned chair out of my way. Thank God for the Collins. I wasn’t looking forward to being alone in that house with Mason.


  I sat down on the floor with them. “Deal me in.”


  “I think you ought to call the cops,” Jamie said. Our house is so small Mason could probably hear her even in the kitchen. “Have Mason arrested for assault and battery.”


  I just shook my head. I stared at the hand I was dealt, kept a three, and threw away a pair of jacks. I wasn’t exactly in prime poker form.


  I could hear Mason cleaning up the broken glass and stuff in the kitchen. I couldn’t tell if I felt worse about him or losing Negrito, and I swear, if the Collins hadn’t been there, I would have started in bawling again.


  Footsteps sounded on the front porch, and Bob Collins, Johnny and Jamie’s older brother, stuck his head in the door.


  “Hey are Johnny … Tex, what happened to you?”


  He came on in. I didn’t look up. Jamie said, “Why don’t you ask the child abuser? He’s in there.” She jerked a thumb toward the kitchen.


  Bob looked at me uneasily. “Mason didn’t do that?”


  “Robert!” Mason called from the kitchen, “come here a second.”


  Sometimes Mason called Bob Robert. He was the only person who did that. Bob didn’t like to be called Robert. He took a lot off Mason, though.


  “By the way,” Bob called, “Cole is looking for you two. I have the feeling there’s going to be some butts blistered.”


  “Aw, Bobby, why didn’t you say so?” Johnny frowned. His father would still whomp him one if he thought Johnny needed it, and hardly a week went by that Jamie didn’t get spanked or grounded or both. Bob, being seventeen, could get away with more.


  “Let’s get going,” Johnny said, picking up his helmet.


  “Oh, we’re going to get it, anyway, so we might as well stay.”


  “If Cole finds us here, we’re dead ducks.”


  Cole Collins didn’t like his kids hanging around me and Mason. He thought we were bad influences. He might have found out Pop had been in prison once, too, but I wasn’t sure. I never told anybody, not even Johnny. Mason said he’d skin me if I did. But Cole might have found out, anyway. There were a lot worse people than me and Mason, but you couldn’t tell Cole that. He judged a lot by money, and we sure didn’t have any.


  “I want to make sure Mason’s through beating up on people for the night,” Jamie said. I looked over at her and realized I liked the way she cut her hair. It looked like somebody had put a bowl over her head and cut around it. She had almost-black hair. It looked good with blue eyes.


  “What could you do about it if he isn’t?” Johnny said.


  “I don’t like my friends getting pounded on.”


  “He’s my friend,” Johnny said.


  “My friend, too,” Jamie said.


  I felt kind of dumb, sitting there being talked about like a dog or something. I was real tired, too. I felt like I had a headache all over.


  “Maybe you better go home,” I said. “I don’t want you guys to get into trouble.”


  “Yeah, Jamie, if we get grounded this week we can’t go to the Fair.”


  “Well, okay. Just wait a minute.” Jamie went to the door of the kitchen. “If you ever hit Tex again I’ll…”


  I don’t know what she was going to threaten him with. Mace just cut her off short. He said something he doesn’t usually say to girls, but with four brothers I doubt that it was anything Jamie hadn’t heard before.


  And Bob said patiently, “Jamie, go home.”


  “All right. Come on, Johnny. Let me drive, huh?”


  “Cole said you weren’t supposed to.”


  “Cole,” she said sarcastically, “is not here. You don’t exactly knock yourself out to obey his every rule, anyway.”


  “Girls…” Johnny began, and Jamie snapped, “You give me any of that garbage and I’ll make you sorry.”


  Johnny gulped in mock fright but handed her the keys and the helmet. Jamie had the reputation of being a really mean person. “Bye, Tex. Seeya.”


  I just nodded.


  “Come on,” said Jamie, “I bet I can hit sixty between here and home.”


  They only lived about a half a mile away.


  “You better not,” called Bob. Big brothers are all alike.


  I almost felt like going to bed, I was so tired and achey. But it wasn’t time to go to bed, so I picked up a Western Horseman magazine off the floor and crawled into the big chair to look at it. That put me right next to the kitchen wall and I could hear everything Mason and Bob were saying. I hadn’t planned it that way, but I didn’t move, either.


  “…swear I could have killed him,” Mason said. “It was like I blew a fuse or something. And it wasn’t his fault. Damn Pop—he’s the one who ought to be punched out. God, I didn’t mean to hit Tex like that.”


  “Well, he looks like he’ll live. Forget about it, Mace. He will.”


  “I’m not so sure. I wouldn’t.”


  “You’re not Tex. Mason, we could have bought the horses. You know Cole is already looking for a way to get Johnny off that bike, and Jamie’s going to start hounding him for one pretty soon.”


  “Yeah, sure,” Mason said bitterly. “You think I could take knowing you guys had our horses on top of everything else you’ve got?”


  They were silent. I always thought the Collins couldn’t help having a lot of money any more than we could help not having any, but whenever Mason thought about it, it really hacked him off.


  Bob understood him, as usual. “You had to sell them, Mason, and you knew Tex would take it hard. You’re going to have to quit brooding about it.”


  “If I hadn’t sold them, they would have starved, or we would have. I am not going to quit school and get a full-time job. I’m not even going to get a part-time job till basketball’s over with. Basketball is my out. I’ll sell anything I have to to make it through this winter. I have got to get out of here, man … Bob, I’ve had three different scouts talking to me already. If I can get through this winter, I can go anywhere.”


  I went to bed, more to get away from that conversation than anything else. If Mason could get a good price for me, I wondered how long it’d take him to make out the bill of sale. Before today I didn’t really think he could go off and leave me here by myself if Pop didn’t come home. Now I knew. He’d go so quick it’d make my head spin. And Pop—but he had to come home. He always had. He’d just forgot about how long he’d been gone. Anyway, if he knew Mason was gone, he wouldn’t leave me here by myself. I couldn’t imagine being here by myself.


  The house was colder than a frog’s tail. I decided to sleep with my clothes on, which I do sometimes anyway, if I don’t feel like taking them off. I piled all the quilts on top, instead of saving one to sleep on, and a mattress button bit me all night. We didn’t have any sheets. Sheets get torn up real fast, especially if you take a nap with your spurs on.


  I woke up at six, just like always, pulled on my boots and jacket, and stumbled out the back door to the garage, where we keep the feed. I noticed we were low on grain, and thought about reminding Mason to get some. Then I went up the well-beaten path to the corral. It wasn’t till I got there, wondering why nobody was nickering, that I remembered.


  I stood staring at the empty corral, shivering. The horses were gone. Negrito was gone. I’d never find them. It was final.


  Once, a couple of years ago, I got into trouble with the law. I borrowed a car that somebody had left the keys in. I took it back, but the police were waiting there for me. They let me sit in a jail cell a couple of hours to think about it before they called Pop.


  I remember seeing his face, when he came to get me, almost like he had written me off, like I wasn’t his kid anymore. I remember thinking, “This is the worst thing that’ll ever happen to me.”


  And here I was, wrong.


  2


  I sat down at the kitchen table, sore and dazed and half-surprised that the world seemed to be rolling along as usual. Mason, came into the kitchen with a bottle of iodine. I looked away while he dabbed some on the cut above my left eye and on the raw knot on my forehead. I couldn’t think of anything to say to him.


  Then he laid the back of his hand on my forehead and said, “You’re running a little bit of a fever—you want to stay home from school today?”


  “All right,” I said. Then I said, “I’ll tell everybody I was sleep-walking and fell down the back steps.”


  I still wouldn’t look at him, but after a second he reached out and patted me on the head like a puppy. I knew we were made up. But things weren’t the same.


  I knew, in the back of my mind, that Mason had changed a lot during the last couple of years, but now it seemed like I really didn’t even know him too well anymore. He used to laugh more and yell less and while he always had been a reserved kind of guy, at least he used to talk to me like I was another human person. Nowadays he was constantly surprising me. I couldn’t tell how he was going to act, what he was going to do next.


  Like a couple of days later, he announced he wasn’t going to the Fair. I was as shocked as if he’d said he was going to skip Christmas.


  “How come?” I was sitting in the kitchen, riding a chair backward, watching him make the weekly batch of chili. Mason was really good at chili-making. A funny thing, though, when people tried asking him for the recipe, he never could remember how he did it. I’d watched him a dozen times before, and he never did make it the same way twice.


  “Why should I go? It’ll just be the same as last year. And the year before that. Rides and crummy sideshows and gyp games and livestock shows…”


  His voice trailed off. Any time the conversation got near horses, a funny kind of uneasy silence would drop on us like a cloud promising thunder. Since the fight both of us had to work at it to sound like we were carrying on a normal conversation, but now he was thinking the same thing I was. Last year I’d entered Negrito in some of the Western classes at the Fair and won three ribbons, one of them a first place. And Mr. Kencaide, of Kencaide Quarter Horse Ranch, came up to me after and said, “You’ve done a lot with this little horse, kid. You’ve done a real good job.” Mr. Kencaide is the kind of guy who doesn’t go around talking to a lot of people.


  Thinking about Negrito made my stomach lurch like I’d dropped off a cliff.


  “Anyhow,” Mason continued quickly, “it’s a waste of money. I didn’t like it last year.”


  “You’ve been to the Fair every year of your life!” I said.


  “So I ought to know what I’m missing, right? I just outgrew it, Tex. That’s all there is to it.”


  He tasted the chili, then added some more peppers. Mason’s chili was good and strong.


  “Well, I ain’t And I’m going,” I said. He didn’t say anything.


  “I ain’t going to outgrow it, either. I’ll think the Fair is fun no matter how old I get.”


  “That,” Mason said, “is quite likely.”


  I breathed a little easier. At least he wasn’t going to try to keep me from going.


  “Can I take the pickup?” I asked finally.


  “Nope. No way. Last time you drove it by yourself you got in that drag race that almost killed you. You wouldn’t last ten minutes in the city. Anyway, you don’t have a license.”


  That was pretty corny. We both started driving when we were twelve years old. But he never had let me drive in the city by myself.


  “I bet Bob’ll drive me and Johnny,” I said.


  “Probably. Bob doesn’t have the sense God gave a goat. Here’s three bucks. That’s all you’re going to get, so don’t ask for any more.”


  I was surprised to get that much. Mason didn’t part with money easy. If Pop had been here he probably would have given us ten bucks apiece.


  “I wish Pop would come home,” I said. Mason looked hacked-off. Just mentioning Pop got him irritated lately. You’d think since he was Pop’s favorite kid, he’d be a little easier on him. I’d known Pop liked Mason better ever since I can remember. It was a little hard to figure, since I was the one who acted like him, who wanted to be like him. Pop and Mason weren’t anything alike. Pop never took anything too serious. Even that time I got into law trouble, he got over it quicker than I thought he would. Pop was a lot of fun. Mason wasn’t exactly Mr. Chuckles.


  “Maybe he ain’t coming back,” Mason said. It seemed like my heart stopped beating for a second, then started off at a gallop.


  “What makes you say that?”


  “Well, he’s never been gone this long before. He’s not making any money rodeoing anymore, it’s just an excuse to go roaming around with the other good ole boys. I figure one of these days we’re going to slip his mind completely.”


  “You’re nuts,” I burst out desperately. “He’s coming back. You’re crazy to talk like that.”


  “Maybe so,” Mason said, but he didn’t sound like he meant it.


  “Is your hair wet?” he asked suddenly.


  “Yeah, I just washed it.”


  “Again? You washed it yesterday.”


  “Yeah, well, Jamie said it looked better when I wash it every day.”


  “Jamie gonna pay the hospital bills when you come down with pneumonia?”


  There was a funny kind of quiet. Our mother had died of pneumonia. It was a long time ago.


  “I bet Pop’s home by Thanksgiving,” I said.


  Mason said, “You’re on.”


  

  Sunday was the first day of the Fair and Bob Collins drove us into the city for it. He had a date with him, so me and Johnny had to swear to sit in the back seat and not move and not talk and only breathe enough to keep us alive. Bob had driven us places before.


  We lived about twenty miles from the city. That was good in a way, since it was close enough to get to when you got really bored with a small town, and you probably knew what was going on more than somebody in a small town who was a hundred miles away from a city. But it was bad, too, since as soon as you said you were from Garyville, the city kids thought you were a hick. Almost all the kids in our town wore long hair and old jeans and smoked grass and got drunk, just like the city kids, but somehow everybody thought it was more cool when the city kids did that stuff. Especially the city kids.


  Me, I liked living in the country and some of the other kids liked it, too. Some of them pretended they did because they couldn’t live anywhere else. Then you had the people like Mason, who were itching to get out. I couldn’t quite figure out why.


  Me and Johnny kept our word and didn’t pester Bob a bit on the way to the Fair, in case he decided to turn around and take us back. (We had several things planned for the way home, when he couldn’t do much about it.) We did clown around a little bit, but I doubt that he heard us—his girl friend talked a mile a minute. Bob dropped us off in front of the north entrance to the Fair grounds and told us to meet him there at ten o’clock, then he drove on to the movies or wherever he was going.


  It cost a dollar just to get into the Fair, which was a good inspiration for trying to figure out a way to sneak in. I’d managed it the year before, and me and Johnny walked up and down the fences for about half an hour looking for a safe spot to crawl over. Maybe a lot of people had managed it the year before, because this year there were too many cops and guards to even try it.


  “Shoot,” I said, as we forked over the dollar at the entrance, “that leaves me two bucks. I’ll get about two rides out of that.”


  “Don’t worry about it,” Johnny said. “I’m loaded.”


  Johnny never tried to brag about having money—he got five-dollars-a-week allowance, and could usually get some more from either Bob or Jamie, and he’d been saving up for the Fair for a long time. He was real generous, not to show off or anything, it was just that money was something to have a good time with, and if you were his buddy, he wanted you to have a good time, too. I liked that attitude. I never felt bad about letting him pay for anything if I didn’t happen to have any money. Mason, man, he wouldn’t let you give him the time of the day.


  I was sorry Mason was missing the Fair this year, but I was glad to be there with Johnny. Whenever I went with Mason, he just about drove me nuts, because he wanted to plan everything out. He’d walk up and down, and look everything over, and decide exactly which ride was the scariest, and which game he could win at (shooting baskets last year he cleaned up on stuffed animals), and where to buy the cheapest hot dog. We’d be there an hour before we really did anything.


  The only kind of plan I ever followed was going through the mile-long livestock barn first, so I could look at the different breeds of horses. But this year I didn’t feel like looking at a lot of horses, so after we gawked at the cattle awhile I said, “Let’s head on out to the Midway.”


  Johnny said, “Sure,” not asking a question. Johnny was smarter than most people thought. Once you get a reputation for being scatterbrained, people always think you never have a serious thought in your head, but that isn’t always true. I ought to know.


  We ran from ride to ride, just hitting the scary ones. Some were fast, and some flipped you upside down, and some whirled you around, and some did all three about a hundred feet in the air. Between rides we ate corn dogs and fried chicken and ice cream and corn on the cob. When we weren’t eating or riding we played the games, trying to knock down bottles with baseballs, or pitch nickels in a plate. I won a big red toy poodle rifle-shooting. They always screw up the sights or something on those rifles, but after one round I figure out how to compensate for it, and the rest is easy. I am a very good shot. I hunt ducks mostly.


  Johnny won a bear, throwing darts. We felt silly carrying the animals around and gave them to some little kids. Then we watched the preview of the girlie show, but you had to be eighteen to go in. Johnny wanted to go through the freak show, so I stood around outside while he did. I’d been through the freak show before, and last year it depressed me for some reason.


  Me and Johnny got kicked off the double Ferris wheel. Even though it was the highest ride at the Fair, giving you a view of the whole city, after some of the other rides it seemed a little tame. So we livened it up a little by rocking back and forth. We were on the top wheel, trying to scare each other, forgetting neither one of us has the sense to be scared. We almost flipped the seat, but then some people down below noticed and the operator brought us down in a hurry, yelling at us before we even came to a stop. He was a mean-looking carnie, and we shot off before he got a chance to do much more than holler, “You kids want to kill yourself, go jump off the Mad Mouse!”


  We ran behind a hot dog stand, and leaned against it, laughing.


  “Well, I wondered who those two idiots were, and I might have guessed.”


  I turned around. There was Jamie and some other girl. Jamie had on blue jeans and a blue sweater and a funny blue Fair hat with a big feather in it. She looked really cute.


  “We were just having fun,” Johnny said. “That’s what it’s for, isn’t it?”


  “You moron,” Jamie said. Then she said, “This is Marcie, her mother brought us.”


  I’d seen her friend at school, but hadn’t paid much attention to her. Ninth-graders don’t mess around with seventh-graders much.


  We started down the Midway again, Johnny and Marcie walking together, me talking to Jamie.


  “You’re almost looking human again,” Jamie said. “I’m surprised at how many people believed that sleep-walking story you were giving out.”


  “Well, I do sleep-walk,” I said. People always seemed to find that fact more interesting than I do. “You didn’t tell them any different?”


  Jamie shook her head. “Wouldn’t do me any good if I did. Mr. Super Cool Mason can do no wrong, as long as we get to the state finals in basketball this year.”


  Some of the couples we passed had their arms around each other, with one hand in the other’s back pocket. That looked like fun, but I didn’t think Jamie would go for it.


  “You guys been to the fortune teller yet?” she asked.


  “Naw, we wouldn’t waste money on junk like that,” Johnny answered.


  “She really is good,” Jamie said. “Come on, let’s go. I want to hear what she tells you guys.”


  We followed along. Jamie had a way of making you do what she said. Anyway, if the fortune teller was any good, maybe I could find out where Negrito was. We stopped outside the booth.


  “No way,” Johnny said. “I’m not going to throw away a whole dollar.”


  “Well, hell, I’ll pay for it.” Jamie slung her purse off her shoulder.


  “Cole’s going to cream you if he hears you cussing like that anymore.”


  “He’s not here to hear it, is he? Go on in.”


  Johnny took the dollar, winking at me. One of his favorite tricks was to see how much money he could worm out of his family. He was good at it, but then, he wasn’t related to Mason.


  “Maybe you guys could ride home with Bob and us,” I said.


  “No thanks,” Jamie said. “I’m around them enough.”


  “You know, Jamie,” Marcie giggled, “your brother is really kind of cute.”


  “You should see Charlie,” Jamie said shortly. I got the definite feeling she didn’t like other girls being interested in her brothers.


  Johnny came out of the small tent. “Did she say you were going or staying?” Jamie asked him.


  “Staying,” Johnny said.


  “What are you talking about?”


  “You’ll see.” Jamie started to get out another dollar.


  “I’ll pay for it,” I said. It was my last dollar, and one Johnny had loaned me at that, and I sort of wanted to save it to do the shooting gallery again. Jamie liked stuffed animals. But I wouldn’t feel right letting her pay for anything.


  I went inside the tent. It was kind of cramped, and so dark after the neon glare outside that I had a hard time seeing at first. With the curtains pulled shut, all the Fair noises seemed muffled and far away. The place sort of gave me the creeps.


  “Sit down please.”


  My eyes had adjusted enough to see a lady sitting behind a table. She was younger than I’d thought she’d be, dressed up like a gypsy. You could tell it was a costume, though, not something she’d wear all the time. I sat down. I’d never been in that kind of a set-up, and I wasn’t sure what to do.


  “Cross my palm with silver.” She held out her hand. Now if Johnny had been in there with me, the whole thing would have been funny. But alone, I didn’t feel like laughing. The hairs on the back of my neck were tickling me. I had that happen before once, when I seen a ghost.


  And now even the little hairs up and down my backbone were standing up, tickling me. This place was creepy.


  “You mean pay you?” I asked, after a minute. It’d look funny to Johnny and them if I rushed out without getting my fortune told. She nodded, so I handed her the dollar.


  “When is your birthday?”


  “October twenty-second. I’ll be fifteen,” I added. She looked at some kind of map spread out on the table. Then she said, “Let me see your palm.”


  I held out my hand. She took it in a firm hold and looked at my palm for a minute or two. Then she said, “Your far past: You are a fourth-generation cowboy. Your near past: violence and sorrow. Your next year: change. My best advice: Don’t change. Your future: There are people who go, people who stay. You will stay.”


  She dropped my hand. “You may think to yourself one yes or no question.”


  That was what I was waiting for. I thought “Will I get Negrito back?”


  She was quiet, then said, “I’m sorry, the answer is no.”


  Up till then she’d been using a fakey, gypsy-type voice, and to hear her turn human on me was the scariest part of the whole thing. I got up, glad to get out of there.


  Johnny and Jamie and Marcie were waiting for me. It was hard to get back into the mood of the Fair. I was still thinking about Negrito.


  “What did she say? Going or staying?” Jamie asked.


  “Staying, I reckon,” I said, “whatever that means.”


  “I think she’s a fake,” Jamie said suddenly.


  “Now’s a fine time to decide that. After wasting all that money,” Johnny said.


  “Well, it wasn’t your money so shut up. I think she’s a fake. What else did she tell you, Tex?”


  “Said I was a fourth-generation cowboy, and I’d had violence in my near past.”


  “Great. You walk in there wearing boots and a cowboy hat, with the remains of a fist fight all over your face, and she sees you’re a cowboy with a violent past. Real powers, all right.”


  I’d forgot my face hadn’t quite healed up.


  “Anyway,” Jamie went on, “for you to be a fourth-generation cowboy, your father and grandfather and great-grandfather would have to be cowboys. And you told us your grandpa had been a preacher.”


  That was right. Pop used to tell us about the wild stuff he did when he was a kid, then say, “Well, I was the preacher’s kid, so what could you expect?”


  “What did she tell you?” I asked Jamie. I got the feeling that Jamie was a person who was going.


  “That I’d be married three times, and I know I couldn’t stand it once.”


  “Good,” said Johnny, “that’ll save three guys a lot of grief and misery.”


  I wanted to ride something real quick, to get back into the mood of the Fair. The Zipper was one of the scariest rides they had, so we rode it next, Johnny buying the tickets for all of us. Jamie sat with me, and Marcie rode with Johnny. We could hear them both hollering, while Jamie’d gasp, “I don’t see what’s so scary about this.” It flipped us upside down and went straight up in the air and came straight for the ground.


  “It ain’t scary, it’s just fun,” I told her.


  “You’re crazy, Tex.”


  We spent the rest of the evening paired off. It was almost as good as having real girl friends.


  I thought about cutting through the livestock barns on the way out, for one quick look at the horses, but didn’t. I’d got back to being happy, which is the right way to leave the Fair, and there wasn’t any sense in doing something you knew would make you sad.


  I was real sorry when ten o’clock came and we had to split up—Jamie and Marcie going to the south entrance to meet Marcie’s mother, Johnny and me heading for the north to meet Bob. I could be wrong, but I think they were sorry we had to split up, too.


  We were a little late meeting Bob. He had parked down a side street to wait for us, and we tried sneaking up on him and his date to see if we could catch them making out, but they were just talking.


  “You want to go by and see Charlie before we go home?” Bob asked, when we got in the car. Charlie was the oldest Collins kid. He went to med school and lived in an apartment in the city.


  “Sure,” Johnny said, “we haven’t seen Charlie in a long time.”


  “Mason mind you being out late?” Bob asked me.


  I shook my head. The only thing Mason minded me doing was skipping school. I could come in at five in the morning, just as long as I was up at six to get ready for school.


  “How about you?” I asked Johnny. “Won’t Cole get upset if you’re out late?”


  Johnny grinned. “Not as long as I’m with Bob. Bobby can do no wrong.”


  For some reason that remark set Bob’s girl friend into a fit of giggles. Bob just kept his eyes on the road.


  Walking into Charlie’s place was like still being at the Fair, only without the rides. There were a whole bunch of people there, running in and out. As soon as we got there Charlie introduced us around as his family: Bob was his younger twin, he said, and since they looked an awful lot alike, people seemed to accept it. But he also told them me and Johnny were the second set of twins in the family, and our names were Mutt and Jeff, and he told people Bob’s girl friend was their aunt. And some of the people there were in a condition to accept that, too.


  Charlie Collins was one of the blonde Collins, like Cole. Everybody liked Charlie. He knew it and wasn’t afraid to let you know he knew it. And everybody liked him, anyway. He wasn’t as big as Cole, but nearly, and rugged-looking. Like a whiskey ad in a magazine. Clothes that would look silly on anybody else looked fine on him. Jamie had always called him Jet Set Charlie, and that was what he looked like.


  Right after we got there he fixed us a drink. I thought it was 7-Up till I took a big gulp and choked on it.


  “Charlie…” I heard Bob protesting, and Charlie said, “Come on, Saint Robert, I don’t get to see you guys that much anymore.”


  And Bob ended up having a drink, too.


  I was pretty thirsty after all that running around at the Fair, and I gulped down my first drink, and the second one, too. It tasted really good, like pop with a zing to it. The only thing I’d ever tried drinking before was beer, and I never could get a taste for it. Beer tasted awful sour to me. This stuff was sweet. I was on my third one when I noticed things were looking extra bright and sharp and I had to talk louder because my hearing was getting funny.


  I’d never been drunk before. I know that’s hard to believe, me being so close to fifteen years old, but it was the truth. Pop never had been much for booze, partly, I think, because his prison stretch had something to do with bootlegging, but mostly because he didn’t need it. Pop always had a good time.


  Poor Bob kept trying to stop the flow of alcohol and kept ending up with another drink himself. Johnny got out a bunch of medical books and laughed his head off at the gory pictures. I sat next to Bob’s girl friend and talked a blue streak. I talk a lot anyway. I think I talked a lot about Jamie, but she didn’t pay much attention to me. She never took her eyes off Charlie, who laughed and told funny stories and got out his guitar and made up dirty songs (he really could sing) and met people at the door and waved good-bye and passed the drinks around one more time. Charlie was an extremely likeable person.


  “Charlie,” I said to him seriously, trying to get my eyes focused, “there are people who go places, and people who stay, and I think you’re going.”


  “I’ve been going all my life, cowboy,” he grinned at me. “And I love it.”


  I thought that was nice, and wondered how I was going to like staying.


  Johnny laid down on the floor and flapped his arms like he was swimming. It made perfect sense at the time and I thought about joining him.


  Charlie was trying to get us to stay all night.


  “I’ll call Cole and tell him you’ve got car trouble.”


  “I am fine,” Bob told him, “I am perfectly fine. I have never had a driving accent, accent … I mean wreck. Come on, Jonathan.”


  Bob drunk and trying to act dignified set me and Johnny off on hysterics. But after all he was the driver and therefore boss, so I tried to pull Johnny up on his feet and ended up rolling around on the floor with him. Charlie finally got us standing upright.


  “Bobby, you sure you can drive, kid?”


  “Certainly.”


  Bob’s girl friend belted down her fourth or fifth drink, got up, and said “God, you’re gorgeous!” to Charlie. It was the first thing she’d said since we got there. Charlie kissed her on the forehead, hugged Johnny and Bob one more time, shook hands with me, and made sure we didn’t fall down the stairs on top of some more people who were coming up.


  “Visiting him is like getting hit by a tornado,” Johnny mumbled. Both of us wanted to lay down in the back seat, and we got into a shoving match over it. We finally ended up flopped together like puppies in a litter.


  The next thing I knew I was home, puking off the front steps into the bushes.


  “Mace,” I gasped, for some reason sure he was there with me, even though I didn’t remember seeing him, “I think I’m sick.”


  “I think you’re drunk.” Sure enough, his voice was right there next to me in the dark.


  “Robert was drunk, and Johnny was drunk, so I imagine you’re drunk, too, seeing how you don’t have any tendencies toward car sickness.”


  Mace pulled me back up before I did a headlong flip over the porch railing.


  “Are you mad?”


  “Oh, no, I’m thrilled to death. Now get to bed.”


  On the way there I could tell I was going to throw up again. I detoured into the john, but ended up puking in the tub instead. It was easy to see what kind of junk I’d been eating at the Fair, and it made me sicker. I thought my insides were going to come up. I broke out in a cold sweat all over. Even the inside of my mouth was sweating. Mason handed me a towel and kept me from falling down when I tried to stand up again. When I made it to bed, I curled up and shivered like I was freezing, but I was really hot. The whole room was turning around and around and there were minutes when I’d think I was still on some ride at the Fair, even to hearing the music and noises. I’d heard of people passing out from drinking too much, and figured maybe I would, too, but I think I went to sleep first


  “Tex, wake up. Come on, it’s okay, you can wake up.”


  Slowly the room took shape around me. It was still dark. I was at the front door, hanging on to the doorknob. Moonlight was shining in the windows, making the bare floor boards gleam like water.


  “Am I asleep or awake?” I whispered. I couldn’t tell. I was so scared I couldn’t move.


  “You’re awake now. Come on. You know you’re awake.” Mason was right there beside me, talking in an easy voice, like he was quieting a spooked horse. He never gets mad at me when I sleep-walk.


  He hadn’t been touching me, but now he reached over and gently pried my hand off the doorknob. “Come on, you’re still drunk, that’s all.”


  “Was I hollerin’?” I had a vague memory of somebody yelling.


  “A little bit, not much, come on back to bed.”


  I let him steer me back to the bedroom. Waking up from that nightmare always leaves me so scared I’m almost paralyzed.


  “You ever remember what you’re dreaming when you do that?” Mason wasn’t asleep like I thought. “I always find you at the front door. Lots of times you don’t even wake up, I just lead you back here and you go back to bed.”


  “Yeah, I remember,” I whispered. I was still shaky. “You know that fight Mom and Pop had, just before she died, when she ended up walking out in the snow? I dream about that.”


  “Geez, Texas, you couldn’t remember that! You weren’t three years old.”


  “Well, I remember it, anyway. Sort of. The yelling, everybody seemed so tall, and when she walked out I was trying to stop her, go after her, but I couldn’t reach the doorknob.”


  “I can’t believe you remember all that.”


  I was quiet. I did remember it. Not real clearly, but I did remember some. But it always seemed to me that she died right after that, that she never came back, even though I knew she was home a couple of days before going to the hospital, and she lived for a couple of more days there.


  I remember crying a lot at that time, too.


  “Sorry I woke you up,” I said.


  “In the daytime you aren’t afraid of anything,” Mason said.


  That wasn’t completely true. There were people who go places and people who stay, and Mason was going. I was afraid of that.


  3


  Mason was yelling “Okay, okay, I’m comin’, I’m comin’!” and as I woke up I realized somebody was knocking on the door.


  My head was pounding. It was like the insides had swollen so much they were pushing on my skull. My eyes hurt real bad. I never noticed the bedroom light being so bright and glaring before. I rolled over to push my face into my pillow, and my stomach couldn’t keep up with the rest of my body. For a second I thought I was going to barf.


  I must have the flu, I thought vaguely. Man, I was sick.


  The bedroom door was wide open and the front door wasn’t much on the other side of it, and I heard Mason say, “What do you want?” He has a blunt, rough way of talking that irritates a lot of people, but he sounded even sharper than usual.


  “Bob and Johnny came home drunk last night, and I’d like to know why.”


  It was Cole Collins! I got up quick, with some crazy idea of hiding in the closet, but the room spun around so wild I ended up on the floor instead. I slid under the bed, and lay there gripping the floorboards with my fingernails. The cold floor felt real good against my hot face. Cole Collins!


  “They were drinking, I imagine.” Mason sounded real calm.


  “I know Bob. He’s not the kind of kid to do something like that, and he certainly would never let Johnny drink.” Cole sounded impatient.


  “Well,” Mason said, measuring out his words like he was scared he was going to drop one, “if Bob wouldn’t drink and wouldn’t let Johnny, it sure is strange they came home drunk, isn’t it?”


  Dear God, I prayed, don’t let them get into a fight. Cole Collins was six-four and must have weighed two hundred pounds.


  “So somebody got them drunk. And I’d like to know who.”


  “It wasn’t me.” Mason bit off each word. He sounded like as far as he was concerned, the conversation was over. Then Cole said, “Where’s your brother?”


  I froze. I shut my eyes so tight I saw sparks. Tell him I’m at school. Tell him I left home. Say that I…


  “It wasn’t him either. Why don’t you ask Robert who it was?”


  There was a silence. Then Cole said, “Bob says he’s to blame. He takes full responsibility. He isn’t a good liar, though, even to protect someone else … I’d like to talk to Tex, if you don’t mind.”


  I had an image of him searching the room, dragging me out from under the bed … if Mason could knock my teeth loose, Cole Collins could knock my head right off my shoulders.


  “I mind all right,” Mason was saying. “I mind a lot, as a matter of fact. Don’t you have enough kids of your own to hassle?”


  My eyes flew wide open. Now he’s done it! I started inching my way out, figuring if they got into it I could help Mason.


  Cole was quiet, like he was so mad he couldn’t talk. Then he said, “I’d appreciate it if in the future you didn’t associate with my kids.”


  “Tell it to them!” Mason said, and slammed the door so hard the whole house rattled. The sound split through my head like a bolt of lightning.


  Mason was swearing a blue streak. I had decided to crawl out from under the bed, but on second thought stayed where I was. Mason came stomping in. “I’d like to know who he thinks he is—associate with his kids, hell! I reckon he thinks we’ll corrupt the little darlin’s. So Bob’s protecting somebody, huh? I could sure tell you who, you—”


  He broke off suddenly. “Tex?”


  I scooted out from under the bed. I was grimy with dust balls and cobwebs. My stomach started churning around again, and when I sat up funny black lines kept floating across my vision.


  “Lose something?” Mason asked, sarcastic. “Well, get up and clean the tub out. You’ll sure have to take a bath before school.”


  “I c-c-can’t…” I broke off, sneezing from the dust all over my face. Every sneeze felt like it was going to pop my head wide open. I held my head together with my hands. “I can’t go to school,” I finally finished. “I got the flu.”


  “You got a hangover and you’re going anyway.”


  “This is a hangover?” I asked, amazed. “But Mason, I’m really sick!”


  I thought about the times Roger Genet came to class drunk or hungover and he groaned about how miserable he was, and everybody’d laugh at him. Shoot, I wouldn’t laugh at him no more. What I couldn’t figure was, if drinking made you sick, why anybody’d want to do it?


  I got up queasily, went to the john, took one look in the tub, and got a case of the heaves. I leaned on the sink, trying to get steady. I got a look at myself in the shaving mirror. All the blood had drained out of my face till my tan looked like a layer of brown paint over white.


  “All right,” Mason said, pulling on his boots. “You can stay home. Just get that mess cleaned up later.”


  He gave a short, sudden, mean laugh.


  “What you thinkin’ about?” I asked, crawling past him to get under the quilts.


  “I was thinking about going over to the Collins’ and demanding to know who got you drunk last night.”


  “Hey don’t do that,” I said, alarmed. “It was Charlie.”


  “Oh, I knew that. But if Robert wasn’t going to squeal, I wasn’t either.”


  I was shivering. “There any cure for a hangover?”


  “Aspirins, but we’re out. A Bloody Mary’s supposed to help.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Vodka and tomato juice.”


  “Vodka!” I groaned. “No, thanks.”


  I spent a lot of that day in bed, sleeping on and off. When I did finally get up, it was like all the energy had been drained out of me. I cleaned up the tub and felt so bad I did the dishes just because I couldn’t think of anything else to do. Then I went outside and sat in our tire swing, staring at the empty horse pen, thinking about Negrito. Pop had given me Negrito three years ago Christmas.


  It was Monday. I’d miss vocabulary day in English. Well, Miss Carlson would be glad to know I added a new word to my vocabulary, anyway. Depressed. Man, I never knew what the word meant before. I could see where they got it. It was like everything was pressing down on you like a dead weight. I’d been sad before, not much, but some. But man, depressed! It was worse. Like you couldn’t see the use of anything, everything was just hopeless. I sat out there and twirled around in the swing, watching the dead leaves blow by. Summer over, Negrito gone, Pop gone for so long I’d just about given up on him, Mason planning on hightailing it off as soon as he could, maybe the Collins couldn’t be friends with us anymore. It was like the future was a foggy pit and I was standing on the edge, trying to see the bottom, knowing any minute something was going to shove me in. It was a real uncomfortable feeling.


  I sat out there till Mason got back from basketball practice. He brought a carton of ice cream with him, which was lucky, since one whiff of the chili we were having for supper was enough to give me the queasies again.


  I couldn’t even eat much ice cream, watching Mason wolf down the chili. He eats like a horse.


  I spent the evening cleaning all the guns in the house; my .22, Mason’s 20-gauge, Pop’s old double-barrel 12-gauge. It was something easy to do, that wouldn’t put too much strain on my aching head. Mason was studying as usual.


  Finally I got a little hungry and got out the ice cream again. There wasn’t much left. Mason had really pigged it up.


  “What the hell is all that honking about?” He looked up from his book.


  I listened. Usually it’s so quiet around here you can hear a car coming a mile off. This one was honking the horn full blast.


  It got louder and louder, then the car pulled into our driveway on one long last blast.


  “Hey, maybe it’s—” I jumped up and ran to the door.


  “Mason!” a voice hollered. “Tex!”


  “It’s Lem!” I said. For a second I was sick that it wasn’t Pop—then forgot it because I was real glad to see Lem.


  He covered the yard in about two strides, and I jumped him in a flying tackle from the porch. He staggered, but didn’t fall down, swung me around and let go, throwing me halfway across the yard. He jumped the porch steps to give Mason a bear hug. Mason was laughing. It was the first time he’d really laughed in a long time.


  Lem Peters was a friend from way back. We’d known him longer than we’d known the Collins. In fact one of the first things I can remember in my life is hunting snakes under Lem’s house. He and Mason had been best friends for years, then they kind of split up until they weren’t best friends anymore, but still pretty good friends.


  Lem was real good with horses. When we were little kids, all three of us would pile on Lem’s white mare and go for miles across the countryside. Lem was someone who had always been there, so it had seemed strange when he got married and moved away last year. It was sort of the first time I realized that things weren’t going to stay the same all my life.


  Mason was real glad to see him. He glanced at me sideways like a wicked colt and said, “Where’s the wife?”


  “The wife?” Lem answered innocently, trooping in the house with us, dropping down on the sofa, just missing sitting on my ice cream. “Well, I reckon she’s with another man.”


  Mason and me looked at each other. I had heard enough of Mason’s dire predictions about Lem’s marriage to get a little worried; but Lem didn’t look mad or anything. He looked more like he was about to bust. And sure enough, in a minute he did, with, “But seein’ how he’s only a couple of hours old, I don’t think much will come of it, even if she is crazy about him.”


  Mason got it before I did. He jumped up and yelled, “You’re kidding!”


  Lem just beamed at him. I never saw a sober person look so silly. Suddenly it dawned on me.


  “You had your baby!” I said.


  “Nope. Connie had my baby.” Lem looked like a cat with kittens. If you know cats you know what I mean. Everytime a cat has a batch of kittens, she thinks it’s the first and only set of kittens in the world. I’ve had several of them tell me so.


  All three of us were dancing around the room, laughing our heads off. Finally we dropped to the floor.


  “A boy, huh?” I said.


  “Yep. Little Lem.”


  “Don’t call him that,” Mason said. He was still laughing, but there was a streak of serious in his voice. “You don’t want another Lem Peters.”


  “Well, to tell the truth, he does look more like Connie, kind of blonde and pug-nosed. Think maybe we ought to call him little Connie instead?”


  Mason just shook his head. He didn’t much like being named after Pop. I wouldn’t have minded it. Mace reached out to slap Lem on the back. “Tell your folks yet?”


  Lem’s craggy face darkened. “Nope. They ain’t gonna find it out from me, either. All I heard when me and Connie got married was, ‘Don’t bring a squalling brat home for us to raise.’ Well, they don’t need to worry about that.”


  We were quiet for a minute. Connie’s family hadn’t been thrilled with the marriage, either.


  “How’s it going in the city?” I asked. It was hard to picture Lem in the city. He was long-legged, gawky, worse than me about bumping into things and knocking things over. There would be a lot more things to bump into and knock over in the city.


  “All right. I got a job at a gas station. It don’t pay much, though. Connie had a job for a spell, but it’ll be a long time before she can go to work again. Anyway, I don’t want her working.


  “Hey,” Lem brightened up, “I ain’t told the Collins yet. Let’s go up there.”


  “This time of night?” Mason said. “You think Cole Collins is gonna break out the champagne or something?”


  “Shoot, Cole don’t have to know anything about it. We’ve been in that house when he didn’t know anything about it Let’s go.”


  “Mason…” I said, thinking about what had happened that morning. “Maybe…”


  “Can this be fearless Tex McCormick, the terror of the town?” Mason mocked me. Lem was looking at me funny, too. He’d always let me tag along, from the very first, because I’d never been scared to do anything he or Mason would do.


  “Okay,” I said. Cole Collins scared me a little. Not ’cause he was big or rich or vice-president of a company. He just plain didn’t act like I thought fathers were supposed to act.


  We started off across the field. The cold night air made me feel better than I had all day. I love to go roaming around at night.


  “You know,” Lem said as we walked along, “I reckon it was a real shock to ole Cole to find out there was people like you and me livin’ out here. I think he moved here to get his kids away from all those bad influences in the city.”


  “I don’t care why he moved here,” Mason said shortly. “And as far as bad influences go, last night it was one of his do-no-evil heirs that got Tex drunk for the first time in his life.”


  “Geez. Tex, what were you waitin’ on?” Lem asked me. “Your first gray hair?”


  “I’ll go on ahead and let the dog know we’re coming,” I said hastily. Mason hadn’t bawled me out about last night yet, and I didn’t feel like getting it in front of Lem.


  The Collins dog gave a short bark as I came running up, but then he recognized me and started wagging his tail. Fortunately he barked at everything that moved, squirrels, owls, a piece of paper, so the Collins didn’t pay too much attention to him anymore. But he would have set up a real racket for three people coming toward the house in the dark, so it was a good thing I went on ahead.


  Johnny’s room was on the first floor, just off the kitchen. In the summer it was easy for him to get out, or us to get in, but since it was getting colder and the windows were shut, we had to risk making some racket before he woke up and let us in.


  “What’s up?” he whispered. “Tex! Hey, what are you doing here, Lem?”


  We climbed in the window one at a time. We were laughing so hard it wasn’t easy keeping quiet.


  “What’s up?” Johnny kept whispering, and we couldn’t get our breath to tell him. Across the room Bob sat up in bed and said sleepily, “What the…?”


  We piled onto Johnny’s bed, while he sat on the floor and leaned back against Bob’s.


  “Guess what I got?” Lem said finally.


  “Measles,” Johnny said. “Ticks. A job—” He broke off suddenly, trying to hush us up. “Be quiet you guys. I’m grounded for two weeks already. I don’t want to try for a life sentence.”


  “I’m not afraid of Cole,” Mason said. If he really wasn’t, he was the only person in the room; at least the rest of us quieted down.


  “A baby,” Lem said. Johnny just looked at him blankly.


  “A baby what?”


  I shoved Lem off the bed, and he dragged me with him, and all of us were biting our sleeves to keep from howling.


  “I wish I could tell Blackie and Jamie,” Lem said.


  “Blackie’s moved out, he’s in San Francisco now, painting,” Johnny said. “And I’m not about to go get Jamie. Cole’s still up. I’m in enough trouble.”


  “I’ll go get her,” I said.


  Mason said, “More guts than brains, as usual.” But he didn’t really try to stop me.


  I had to go past the kitchen to the stairway, which was just off the living room. I crawled down the hall on my hands and knees. I’ve been hunting since I was seven years old, so I know how to get some place without being seen. I peeked around the corner of the main hall into the living room. Cole was sitting at his big rolltop desk, writing, his wife, Mona, curled up in an overstuffed chair, reading.


  I started crawling up the stairs. Man, I was putting something over on Cole Collins.


  The first bedroom off the stairs was the one Charlie and Blackie had shared before they left home. Across the hall was Jamie’s room. Cole and Mona’s room was way down at the end of the hall. Like Lem said, we’d been in that house before without Cole knowing it.


  I pushed Jamie’s door open slowly, trying not to make any noise. Jamie lay face down on the bed, hugging a pillow. She looked so soft, laying there, curled up like a kitten. She’d probably feel like a kitten to touch. I had a funny feeling in my stomach, looking at her. It was like when you get out of a swimming pool and lay on hot cement and your belly caves in. I reached over to wake her up.


  “Hey!” I whispered. I didn’t have time to touch her Quick as lightning, she whipped a water pistol out from under her pillow and squirted me right in the face with it.


  “Hey!” I said again, backing up into the door and slamming it shut.


  “I thought you were Johnny!” she whispered. I was wiping my face with my sleeve. “Well, I ain’t.”


  Then I froze. Somebody was coming up the stairs. And it was too heavy to be Mona. Jamie pointed frantically to the closet. I scooted in just as Cole opened the door. I stood there trying not to breathe or jingle a hanger. My heart was pounding so loud I thought sure he’d hear it.


  “Jamie, did I hear something?”


  “Oh,” she sounded so sleepy I could almost believe she’d just woke up. “I guess the wind blew the door shut.”


  “I’ve told you not to leave your window open in this weather.”


  “I can’t stand sleeping with closed windows.”


  “You won’t be able to sit if you don’t.”


  Cole walked right by me, over to the window to pull it down. If he glanced into the closet he’d see me. I hadn’t had time to slide the door shut. I didn’t even want to wonder what he’d do.


  “Leave it shut, you hear?”


  “I’m not deaf,” Jamie muttered.


  “What?”


  “Yessir,” she said louder. Cole paused, like he was going to say something else, then sighed and went down the hall.


  I waited a minute, then came out.


  “I thought you were Johnny, playing ghost or something,” she whispered.


  “Well, that’s as close to being a ghost as I want to get,” I said. “Boy howdy, you are always prepared, ain’t you?”


  “You’d better believe it. What’s going on?”


  “Oh, yeah, Lem’s here, down in Johnny’s room.”


  “Lem? Oh, I guess he’s had his blessed event, huh?”


  “How’d you know?”


  “Well, it wasn’t a big secret he was expecting one, was it? I get A’s in math, I can count to nine.”


  “Come on,” I said, “let’s go see him.” I was still a little shaky from that close call. If I had to get caught in that house, I figured I’d be much better off getting caught in Johnny’s room than Jamie’s.


  We got back down the stairs okay. Johnny and Bob and Mason were sitting on one bed, while Lem was showing them how he’d paced the floor in the waiting room, smoking cigarettes, just like you see expectant fathers in cartoons. Everybody was laughing and trying not to make any noise.


  “Get in a rain storm on the way?” Mason asked me.


  “Trigger happy Jamie strikes again,” Johnny said. “Be thankful it wasn’t loaded with ink.”


  And when Bob started to open his mouth, Jamie cut him off by saying, “It could have been my BB gun instead of my water pistol. So skip the lecture, Bobby.”


  “Maybe you better go back and try getting out of the other side of bed,” Bob said. I didn’t want him fussing at Jamie, so I said, “Cole almost caught me in Jamie’s room.”


  “Man, can you imagine?” Jamie said. “Instant death.”


  “Well, you are a little young to be keeping men in the closet,” Johnny said.


  “If I had my way, that’s where they’d all be.” She turned to Lem. “So what was it?”


  “A boy,” Lem said proudly.


  “Yeah?” said Jamie. “Well, don’t worry. If it’d been a girl you could have just tried again until you got what you wanted.”


  “Geez, don’t get her started on her women’s lib stuff,” Johnny groaned.


  “I ought to know something about discrimination—look who has a motorcycle and who doesn’t,” Jamie said.


  “I’m glad Connie doesn’t mess around with that stuff,” Lem remarked. “I think women ought to stay home and take care of their husbands and kids.”


  Jamie’s eyes widened, then narrowed down like a fighting cat’s. Johnny gave me a look that said, “Oh, brother, now he’s done it!”


  “If Connie can figure out which end to diaper, she’ll be doing better than most people expected, so I’m not surprised she doesn’t ‘mess around with that stuff.’ ”


  Lem, like Mason, was used to treating Jamie like a little kid. I was the one who noticed she wasn’t a little kid anymore.


  “Jamie, you don’t know nothin’ about being a wife and mother, so just hush.”


  Jamie started to say something, caught a warning glance from Bob, and stopped for a second. Then she said, “Well, good luck with the prince and heir, Lem. You’re going to need it. Personally, I don’t think you two could raise a cat.”


  Everybody sat there, the fun drained out of them. Nobody had wanted to think about the serious part of having a little kid. Lem looked tired all of a sudden, older, like he’d been reminded of things he’d been trying hard to forget


  “You sure know how to cheer people up,” Mason said to Jamie.


  “Lay off,” I said sharply. Mason gave me a funny look.


  Jamie jumped up. “I was only telling the truth and you know it!”


  She stomped out and slammed the door, on purpose.


  “Great,” said Johnny.


  We didn’t need any more encouragement for leaving, but Cole’s voice on the stairway, talking to Jamie, gave us a good motive for speeding it up. We climbed out the window in a much bigger hurry than we climbed in it.


  “Here comes Cole!” Johnny whispered. “Seeya.” He almost closed the window down on Lem’s leg. We flattened ourselves up against the side of the house. If Cole looked out the window he’d better not see anybody.


  We walked back across the field in silence. Mason and Lem were covering a lot of ground, the way long-legged people usually do, but I could have run circles around them. Night air affects me like that. I didn’t, because it seemed like it would be disrespectful to Lem, he looked so sad and tired.


  He stopped on the porch instead of coming in with us. “I better get back. I got to get up early and go to work.”


  “Tell Little Lem hey for us, huh?” I said.


  “Sure,” Lem grinned a little. “I forgot to hand out my cigars.”


  He took a handful of joints out of his shirt pocket. “Made up special, too. A guy I know at work gets it for me now. Real good stuff.”


  I took one. It was almost as big as a cigar. Mason shook his head. “I’m in training.”


  “Oh, yeah, basketball star. You’ll have to teach Lem Jr. the fast break.”


  “Sure,” Mason said. Everybody was trying to sound cheerful, but it wasn’t real like it was before.


  “I’ll see you guys real soon. Come by when you get to the city.”


  We watched Lem drive off. Mason went on in the house, but I stayed on the porch and thought about smoking the joint.


  “If you smoke that thing don’t come hollerin’ to me in the middle of the night, dreaming something crazy,” called Mason from inside.


  I thought about last night and put the joint in my pocket. Grass never did do much for me anyway. One of the few times I ever fell off a horse (not thrown off) I was high. A spunky horse on a cold morning was the best kind of high for me.


  “You know,” I said, coming into the house, “I never notice how beat up our stuff is till I been at the Collins’ for a visit.”


  The stuffing was coming out of a sofa cushion, and I hadn’t even seen it before.


  “I notice it all the time,” Mace said dryly. He sat in the arm chair, biting at his lower lip and rubbing his stomach. That was a habit he’d just come up with recently.


  “I wonder why Jamie was so hateful. I guess Lem can have a baby if he wants to.”


  “Apparently he can even if he doesn’t want to.” Mason paused, then he said, “She’s right. Jamie’s pretty smart for a spoiled brat.”


  “But you sounded like you was happy for him.”


  “Happy for him? Scrounging around, beating the bushes for money, married to an empty-headed bottle of peroxide. Jamie was right. They aren’t fit to raise a cat. Sure, I’m tickled pink for him.”


  “What is with you, Mace? You always sound mad lately,” I said. “Lem ain’t mad about it.”


  “He’s scared silly.”


  “He looked happy to me, till Jamie started in on him,” I said stubbornly.


  Mason stood up and started to stretch, stopping suddenly. “Tex, you are not stupid, and you’re not all that ignorant. But how anybody as simple-minded as you are has managed to survive for fourteen years is beyond me.”


  “Well, I had a wonderful smart sweet brother lookin’ out for me,” I said. I’m not sarcastic by nature, but I reckon you can learn anything if you’re around it long enough.
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  “What a comedown.” Jamie hung over the back of our seat and mocked us. “Having to ride the bus like other mere mortals.”


  “A whole week, too,” Johnny grumbled. “No cycle for a whole week.”


  “At least Cole didn’t haul it off to the junk yard like he threatened to at first. Bob’s lucky, Mason can give him a ride.”


  “Yeah,” I said, “if he wants to get there an hour early and stay two hours late. Mace is getting to be a fanatic about basketball.”


  Johnny sighed. Having a cycle at our school, where not too many people had them, really had done a lot for his ego. “You bring any snakes or frogs today, Tex?” he asked.


  “Nope. Everything is hibernating.”


  “There’s nothing to do. We already liberated the ant colony and it’s too cold for a water-gun war.”


  “Aren’t you in enough trouble?” Jamie asked. Johnny shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m just so sick of Cole bossing me around. I feel like really giving him something to worry about.”


  Jamie settled back in her seat. “You can always go out and get drunk again. That worked real well.”


  Johnny didn’t look too inclined to take that suggestion. I didn’t tell him my idea for finishing my art project. I could tell it would just make him glum for not being able to do it himself.


  I usually like art class. Most of the time I draw horses, which I happen to be real good at, or paint landscapes, which I can do well enough. Mostly I get C’s in art, though, because Mrs. Germanie counts off for behavior.


  The last three weeks had been driving me crazy. We were supposed to be making a free-form sculpture by gluing toothpicks together. Some of the kids really got off on that. I’m not much on free-form sculpture. As a matter of fact the whole project bored me out of my mind, until the last few days, when I thought of how I was going to finish it. I went nuts gluing toothpicks. Used lots of glue. Now I had a huge sticky mess about three feet high.


  “Today is the final day of this project,” Mrs. Germanie announced.


  “Thank the Lord,” I whispered, and the girl sitting at the next table giggled.


  “I’ll be passing by each desk during the hour to give you your final grade on it. So have it ready.”


  I was ready. When she got to the table just before mine, I set a match to my pile of toothpicks and jumped back as the flames shot up. “Grade it! Quick, grade it!” I hollered. I thought I’d crack up at the look on her face. Then she just stood there, watched it, wrote a grade down in her little book, and said, “Texas, make sure it’s out before you go see Mrs. Johnson.”


  Mrs. Johnson was the vice-principal, and guidance counselor, and she was also the person to see when you got into trouble.


  Mrs. Johnson wasn’t real surprised to see me. I’d been to her office before.


  I got the usual lecture and a swat with the board of education (that’s what Mrs. Johnson called it), and finally she said, “Let’s not see you in here again, Texas.”


  “Not this year, anyway,” I said. “Maybe not anymore this month.”


  “Try to stay away until next week, anyway.”


  I nodded and waved as I left. Mrs. Johnson was real nice. I know that sounds funny coming from me, since I was the next-to-the-most swatted kid in the school. Roger Genet was the most, but he was mean. I always knew when I was doing something I could get swatted for. It was never any big surprise. See, Mrs. Johnson might swat me once in a while, but she always asked me how we were getting along, if we’d heard from Pop, and once she told me about some trouble Mason had been in when he was my age that I had never heard anything about from anyone else. She’d always say hi to me in the halls, and when I came to school after that fight me and Mason had, she spent five minutes trying to find out what happened (I wouldn’t tell) and then another five telling me the best thing to do for a black eye. If you get the feeling somebody cares about what happens to you, then you don’t mind it if they swat you once in a while.


  It just wasn’t my day. Miss Carlson asked me to stay after English class.


  “Tex, you can’t do two book reports on Smokey the Cowhorse.”


  “But I read it two times.” I didn’t tell her I’d read it two times last year, too. Smokey the Cowhorse was my favorite book. It had some real good pictures in it, too.


  “Why don’t you read another book by the same author?”


  “You mean the same person might have wrote something else?” I don’t know why I never thought of that. I guess I figured writing one book ought to last somebody a lifetime. I don’t know how they sat still that long. A two-page book report wore me out.


  “Written.” Miss Carlson was always correcting our grammar. She was pretty young for a teacher. I don’t know, once they get past twenty it’s hard to tell how old they are, unless they’re really old.


  “Yes, Will James wrote several books. He did his own illustrations, too. I think you’d enjoy Lone Cowboy. Tex, have you ever thought about writing poetry?”


  Poetry! Holy cow! I glanced around to make sure nobody had heard her say that. What had I ever done to make Miss Carlson think I ought to write poetry?


  “No,” I said finally.


  “You might be good at it. Until you hand in another book report, I’ll have to put down an incomplete for your grade.”


  “Okay. I’ll do you another one,” I said hastily. I was anxious to get out of there, not because of her, or what she was talking about—even though the poetry thing shook me. I really meant to get that book out of the library. But I was on my way to gym, and I didn’t want to be late.


  I hated gym. In some classes the teacher is mean to everybody, I can take that. And in some classes the teacher likes a couple of kids and is nice to them and everybody else can go jump in the lake. That’s easy to live with, too. But sometimes a teacher has it in for just one or two people and I never liked that, even before I was one of the one or two people.


  Coach McCollough had it in for me, because I wouldn’t go out for basketball. He had it in his head that I could be the next McCormick Basketball Hero, another Mace the Ace. He took a lot of credit for Mason’s playing, even though Mace didn’t really get going good until high school. I would have rather gone out for track, but not going out for anything was the thing that would bug Coach most, so that’s what I did. I love to bug people like him.


  That day got off to a flying start, me coming in late. Then I had to do more push-ups than anybody else. Then during basketball practice I copied a Harlem Globetrotters routine and got everybody laughing. Then I had to go around the track two more laps than everybody else did. Then I got a lecture on getting a new gym shirt, since mine was torn up pretty bad. That wasn’t too surprising, since, like most of my clothes, it’d been worn by Mason before me.


  Then Coach got down to what he really wanted to say.


  “You know what your trouble is, Mac? You have no competitive spirit.”


  The way he said it, not having any competitive spirit was like not having the sense God gave a goat. Well, maybe he was right. I don’t know that much about it.


  “If you didn’t have the potential,” he went on, “I wouldn’t care what kind of lazy turkey you were. But you could be just as good a player as Mason if you’d cut the crap and work at it.”


  I staggered back in mock amazement, almost knocking Johnny over. “Not that good!” I exclaimed.


  Coach clenched his fists, like he was trying to keep from belting me. Everybody held their breath for a second, waiting for him to do it. I thought he’d do that, or tell me to touch my toes for a swat. He didn’t swat you like Mrs. Johnson did. Coach’s swats would lift you off the ground. For an endless minute we stood like that, then he said, “Showers.”


  Everybody took off. I did, too, but not as fast as most people.


  “Man, Tex, I thought you’d had it,” Johnny said later. I dried my hair off and flipped him with the towel. “Naw. He sounds worse than he is.”


  “Maybe you shouldn’t keep pushing him like that.”


  I looked up from pulling on my boots. Johnny’s freckled face looked serious. “Hey,” I said, “what’s with you?”


  Johnny had been edgy ever since he got grounded, and I had put up enough with edgy people. “You’re startin’ to sound like Cole.”


  “Yeah, well what’s wrong with that?”


  “For Pete’s sake, you’ve been griping about him for days now. Now it sounds like you’re starting to take what he says about the evil McCormicks serious.”


  “Just leave Cole out of this, okay? He’s my father, I can bitch about him if I want. Bitch about your own, if you ever see him again.”


  For a second I really thought I was going to jump up and punch his lights out. It must have showed on my face, because he went charging out of the locker room. I sat there, holding one boot. Having a fight with Johnny was like seeing the sky turn orange. I couldn’t believe it had happened.


  We didn’t speak to each other the rest of the week. When he got his cycle back he didn’t come by to pick me up for school. It was serious. I kept up a good front, at school—if he didn’t care if we were ever friends again, I didn’t—but at home I moped around a lot. I had plenty of people to talk to at school, but just because you know a lot of people doesn’t make them your friends. I felt like I did when I found out Negrito was gone. And I had the weirdest feeling that if Johnny hadn’t been fighting with Cole, he wouldn’t be fighting with me.


  

  I was having lunch at school with a couple of other guys when Jamie came up to the table. “I want to talk to you.”


  “Sure,” I said, ignoring the gibes and snickers from the other guys. If some cute girl walked up to them and said “Frog” they’d have jumped straight up and asked “How high?” on the way.


  We moved over to another table that was almost empty.


  “I want to know when you and Johnny are going to stop being so stupid.”


  It was a relief to me that Jamie always said what she thought without hedging around or playing games. But sometimes it took you a little by surprise.


  “I don’t know,” I shrugged, trying to look like I didn’t care, either.


  “Well, I certainly wouldn’t let some dumb little argument come between me and Linda Murphy.”


  “I thought Marcie was your best friend,” I said. Jamie’s eyes were so dark that it always came as a surprise to realize they were blue.


  “Oh, that was last month.”


  “See,” I said. “If I went around switching best friends all the time, maybe it’d be different. This time it matters. To me, anyway,” I added, tired of lying about it.


  “And you think it doesn’t matter to Johnny? Listen, he’s been acting so weird that Mona has started making him take vitamins. Cole let him get the cycle out early because he’s just been sitting around with gloom and doom on his face.”


  Well, if Johnny didn’t want to keep this fight going, and I didn’t, you’d think it would be easy to patch things up. But I couldn’t see anything easy about it.


  “He’s going to be out dirt-biking at the gravel pits after school today,” Jamie was saying. I wondered when she had started wearing a bra. “And if you two don’t quit being so … so…” she paused, looking for a strong enough word, “asinine, I’m not going to speak to either one of you.”


  I grinned at her. “Well, that’s a real inspiration.”


  Suddenly she blushed. Turned red clear up to her bangs. I felt my face get hot, and I knew I was turning red, too.


  “You know, Tex, you are really cute,” Jamie said. But she didn’t say it sarcastic, not one bit. Then she got up and hurried off. I sat there, my face flaming like a bonfire. My heart would stop, then go racing on till I thought I’d suffocate. I had a sudden urge to jump up on my chair and let out a war whoop, but I managed to control myself. For a little while. When Eddie-Joe Cummings came by and cracked a joke, I laughed, and dumped what was left of my chocolate milk on his head.


  

  I got out to the gravel pits with Roger Genet. Roger wasn’t real popular with a lot of people, seeing how he was given to stealing things and beating up on kids he knew he could whip. But me and him always got along okay. Anyway, I needed a ride out to the gravel pits, and he had a cycle.


  There were five or six cycles out there, roaring up and down the hills, seeing how high they could jump, or who could do the longest wheelie.


  Johnny was there but didn’t give any indication that he saw me. That bugged me for a second, but then, I knew it wasn’t going to be easy.


  After a while everybody got together and talked over an old subject, doing an Evel Knievel jump over the creek. Last year a high school senior had tried it, missed, and broke his back. Since then, a lot of people talked about jumping the creek, but nobody really tried it. A couple of people, including Roger Genet, said they had tried it and made it, but unfortunately nobody had been around to witness it I had always wanted to try it myself, but since I didn’t have a bike, I didn’t want to take a chance on wrecking Johnny’s.


  Johnny was saying something about giving it a go, except he was low on gas.


  “Hell,” said Roger, “that little bitty thing couldn’t make it across the creek if it was pumped full.”


  He had a big old Honda, the kind you couldn’t ride legal till you were sixteen. You’d think he wouldn’t want to keep reminding everybody he was sixteen and still in the ninth grade, but somehow I don’t think Roger ever saw it like that.


  “Sure it could,” Johnny said. He looked at his fuel gauge. “Maybe I have got enough to try it.”


  I swung off the back of Roger’s cycle. “I don’t know,” I said, looking at Johnny’s fuel gauge. “You look awful low on gas, to me.”


  I was trying to give Johnny a way to get out of a try, but he looked at me like I was razzing him.


  “It’s enough,” he said curtly, then started up the hill. I took two long strides and hopped on behind him. He didn’t say anything. On top of the hill we stopped. The trail led straight down, right to the edge of the creek, then made a sharp left. On the other side the bank was grassy—there weren’t any tire tracks there. The creek sides were steep and it was a twenty-foot drop to the creek bed, at least.


  “You can get off now,” Johnny said.


  “Hey, come on,” I said. “You don’t want to kill yourself.”


  We looked down to where everybody was grouped, watching. Roger hollered something, we couldn’t hear what.


  “Off,” Johnny said. I got off reluctantly. “Johnny…”


  He revved up the engine and took off. I watched him, so antsy I couldn’t stand still. Geez, Johnny, faster! I was twisting my fists around like I could change the gears for him. He should have had it wide open by now, full throttle, unless he wanted to be able to stop, unless he thought he’d change his mind … he’s going right off the cliff, dammit! I thought He’s going to be dead and I could have stopped him, I should have stopped him … I started running.


  Johnny realized he didn’t have enough speed, not enough to make the jump, but too much to stop. I felt like I was running in a nightmare; I was going as fast as I could but not covering any ground. Everything was happening in slow motion. Johnny slammed on the brakes and the cycle skidded, turning, but moving right toward the creek. Johnny laid the cycle on its side and they both slid to the edge.


  I didn’t stop running, even when I saw he wasn’t going over.


  Johnny was looking at his leg. Most of his jeans and part of his leg was in shreds from the gravel. His jacket had protected his arm, but his knuckles were skinned up, too.


  Everybody else buzzed up. Roger had the decency to pause, making sure Johnny wasn’t really hurt, before he said, “Run out of gas?”


  Johnny didn’t look up from picking the rocks out of his leg. I could tell he was wishing he had gone over the bank rather than have to face everybody.


  I went over and picked up Johnny’s cycle. “Shoot,” I said, catching my breath. “He just hit a bump. Anybody could hit a bump. But seeing how he can’t give it another chance, I will.”


  I started up the cycle. I wasn’t worried about wrecking it. If that cycle didn’t go across that creek bed, for everybody to see, Johnny’d never ride it again anyway. I drove back up the hill, turned, and paused. Everybody was standing to one side, even Johnny had limped out of the way. I saw them for a few seconds, then I didn’t see anything but the creek.


  When I used to ride in junior rodeos, before money was such a problem, I had the same thing happen to me. You think the crowd is so loud you can’t hear yourself think, then you climb in the chute and everything disappears except you and what you’re up against. I wouldn’t have cared if there were five guys down there, or five hundred, or nobody. I was going across that creek.


  I started down the hill, changing gears fast. I didn’t even hear the roar of the engine. I kept my eyes on where I wanted to land. A motorcycle needs speed to jump, where it’s mostly impulsion with a horse. A horse can tell where you’re looking, and head that way, and care if he makes the jump. A horse is a partner, but on a cycle you’re all by yourself. Still I leaned and steadied that hunk of machinery like I would a horse coming to a scary jump. When I left the bank and the air whistled around me, and the rocky creek bed floated out behind me, I thought, “Good boy!” and I wasn’t talking to myself.


  I came down where I’d planned to, but harder than I thought I would. The cycle bounced hard, and we parted company—the cycle going in one direction and me in another. I’ve had a lot of practice at being thrown from horses, so I know how to relax and roll. And I still got the wind knocked out of me. That sure is a sickening feeling, waiting for air and not really sure you’ll get it again.


  Somebody came scrambling up the creek bank. I got a mild shock when I looked in that direction. I hadn’t cleared the creek by as much as I thought. In fact I’d barely made it.


  “Tex?” Johnny crawled over the edge and sat down on his heels beside me. “You okay?”


  I nodded, still needing all my air for breathing. Then I tried sitting up. Everything spun around, then settled into place. I waved at everybody watching from the other side. They all cheered and waved back.


  “Well, I did it.” I felt like I’d won a war, single-handed. “Me and this little bitty thing.”


  Johnny was getting some color back in his face. He’d been white as a sheet a few minutes before.


  “I thought you didn’t have any competitive spirit,” he said finally.


  “I just wanted to see if I could do it,” I said.


  “It was really great. You looked like a stunt rider or something. I guess…” He looked away. “I shouldn’t have let Roger psych me out like that. But he thinks that Honda is so cool—”


  “Shoot,” I said, “I don’t see him jumping over here.”


  Sure enough the others were all driving off in different directions.


  “Johnny, there are people who go places and people who stay, and I think we stayers ought to stick together.”


  He grinned at me. Then he said, “Your jacket’s ripped.”


  I took it off to look at it It was an old sheep-herder jacket of Mason’s, but the only coat I had. Ripped was an understatement. It looked like somebody had rubbed a giant piece of sandpaper across the back. Then I looked at the cycle. It lay like a turtle on its back, the wheels still spinning.


  “I hope the cycle’s okay.” I started to get up, then caught my breath. My back was really sore. Johnny got up and gave me a hand up. I was tottering around like an old man, holding my hand on my lower back.


  “Are you okay, that’s the question. I can get a new cycle,” Johnny said.


  “I’m okay.”


  We got the cycle upright and Johnny tried to get it started, but it’d just splutter and then die. We took turns pushing it home. Johnny limped a lot, and my back ached terrible. We both felt fine.
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  When I got home that evening, Mason was standing against the kitchen doorway, trying to mark off how tall he was. That doorway was full of marks like that He turned around and measured the distance between the last two marks, scowling.


  “Ain’t you growing fast enough to suit you?” I asked. I tried to take my jacket off without him seeing it—I didn’t need a lecture about how I wasn’t going to get a new one. Luckily he was too busy writing on the wall to notice me.


  “Shoot,” I said, “you’re over six feet tall now. You don’t want to turn into a freak.”


  “I’d turn into the bearded lady if it’d get me into college,” he muttered. He turned to me. “You think I’ve stopped growing?”


  I looked at him for a minute. You can tell how tall a horse is going to be by the length of his legs when he’s young; I figured that’d work for humans, too. “Naw. You got a few inches to go.”


  Mason sighed with relief.


  “Okay, I told you something, now you tell me something. How do you think I look?”


  Mason choked on a laugh, then really looked at me for the first time that afternoon. “Well, you look pretty messed up right now. What happened?”


  “I jumped the creek on Johnny’s cycle and didn’t land right. I mean, do you think I’m good-looking?”


  “The creek? You jumped the creek? The same one Joe Taylor smashed himself up on?”


  “Yeah, but I made it okay.”


  “You hare-brained idiot, you’re not going to make it to sixteen if you keep doing dumb—”


  “Okayokay. But Mace, just imagine, man, how it’s going to freak everybody out at school, that I jumped the creek and made it. They are going to go nuts.”


  I was thinking about what Jamie would say. She already thought I was cute—dumb word, but girls used it…


  “I am the one who is going to go nuts. Goddammit, Texas, you could have ended up in the hospital for the rest of your life!”


  He broke off suddenly, like he was too mad to even talk. He stalked off into the kitchen. In a little bit I followed him.


  “Hey, look, I won’t do it again, okay?” I said.


  “No, but you’ll do something else just as stupid. Sometimes I don’t even know why I try.”


  A flinch ran across his face. I slunk off into the bathroom to wash up. I really didn’t mean to get Mason upset like that. Pop wouldn’t be upset when he heard. He’d probably think it was really cool.


  I wished I could ask Mason if he thought I was good-looking. It’s hard to tell about your own face, since you see it all the time. I do have really good hair. It’s probably my best point. It’s a light bright gold-brown, the same color as my eyes. It sun-bleaches even lighter in the summer.


  I stared at the mirror, trying to see what somebody else would see if they didn’t live in that face. A chipped tooth. That scar over my left eyebrow that Mason had given me. I have kind of a boney face, like Mason, but where he looks like a proud hawk, I look more like a surprised antelope. I’ve taken too much razzing about my dimples not to know I have ’em, but I can’t tell if they’re a good thing to have or not.


  “Nobody’s going to mistake you for Robert Redford, if that’s what you’re worried about.”


  Mason’s voice made me jump. He was sitting on the bed changing into his jogging tennis shoes. I felt myself get red.


  “I ain’t worried about it.”


  “You ought to get your hair cut.” Mason had cut his short last summer, and now a lot of kids in his class started cutting their hair shorter, too. If Mason wore a pickle behind his ear, there’s people who’d do that, too. I can tell he gets a kick out of that, even though he never says anything about it.


  “Jamie likes my hair just like it is.”


  Mason raised his eyebrows, but didn’t say anything. He looked like he was pretty much over being mad at me.


  “I’m going into the city Saturday,” he said. “You need anything?”


  “Hey, I want to go, too,” I said. “Come on.”


  “Okay, okay. But you’ll have to get up early, I got a nine o’clock appointment.”


  “Sure,” I said, thinking about how I could talk him into letting me drive some. Mason wasn’t too bad about letting me drive, not bad at all considering I didn’t even have a beginner’s permit, but right after jumping the creek wasn’t the right time to bring it up. I’d let him drive in and pester him to let me drive back. He’d probably be ready to let me; city traffic always made him nervous. It didn’t bother me none.


  “Maybe we can go to a movie,” I said, getting excited. I hadn’t been to the city for months, except for going to the Fair.


  “Maybe,” Mason said.


  “And McDonald’s.”


  “Sure,” Mason said. “Sure.”


  

  Saturday morning I got up even earlier than Mason. It was pitch black outside. He was awake, but he didn’t seem to be in any big hurry to get up, which was funny after the way he’d pushed me to bed the night before, carrying on about how he couldn’t be late. I wasn’t sleepy like I was on school days. I fixed some coffee and scrambled eggs and burned three pieces of toast before I finally gave up on it. I heard Mason splashing around in the tub, but I’d taken a bath the day before. I wasn’t about to take another one.


  “Hey, let’s go to Westmall,” I said, as Mason came into the kitchen. Westmall was a neat shopping center, all enclosed like a giant cave. I loved walking up and down looking in all the stores. Mason hated it. He always said the place made him feel like a hick because we couldn’t afford to buy one single thing there. That wasn’t true—there was a big discount store at one end of the mall where we’d bought jeans and shirts and stuff lots of times. Mason could get the weirdest ideas in his head.


  Sure enough he said, “I don’t want to.”


  When I opened my mouth to argue, he went on, “You can go by yourself while I’m at the hospital.”


  “What you goin’ to the hospital for? Visiting Charlie Collins?”


  I figured Charlie might be recommending him to some college or something. Charlie knew a lot of people.


  “I’m going in for some tests.”


  For a second I thought he meant tests like school tests. Then I realized he meant tests like a doctor gives you to see what’s wrong.


  I set my coffee down so hard it splashed out and burnt my hand. Mason got up and started washing the dishes. He hadn’t eaten a bite of anything. I just sat and stared at him, my insides quivering. Finally he looked over at me, “Good God! What’s the matter?”


  “Is it cancer or something?” I asked shakily. We didn’t watch much TV, but it seemed like every day at school all the girls would be talking about some show where somebody, some kid or football player or hippie person, was dying of cancer. “It was so sad,” they’d say. “I just cried.”


  Anyway, I knew sometimes people went into hospitals and never came out. What if Mason was dying!


  “Tex,” he laughed, “it’s not cancer. At least I’m pretty sure it’s not I just thought I’d better check it out.”


  I just looked at him. Maybe he was putting up a front. He never could stand anybody feeling sorry for him. “Yeah?” I said. “How sure?”


  “Well, Charlie didn’t think it was serious. He set up my appointments for me.”


  And when I didn’t look convinced he said, “I don’t lie to you, remember?”


  I licked the back of my hand where the coffee had made a big red blotch. Maybe it wasn’t serious. He looked healthy enough, a little on the lean side, but I was, too, and there sure wasn’t anything wrong with me. “If you ain’t sick why ain’t you eatin’ anything? It ain’t bad cooking, for me.”


  Mason shook his head. “I’m not supposed to eat anything until the tests are done. Come on, get your teeth brushed, it’s time to go.”


  

  It looked like everybody in the county decided they had to be in the city by nine o’clock. Pretty soon Mason was gripping the steering wheel so hard his knuckles turned white. Then he was either muttering to himself or hollering out the window. Being a jock he knew some good things to holler.


  “I don’t know why the hell people don’t obey the law!” he snapped, as a big silver Chevy roared past us. I didn’t point out the fact that we were doing ten miles over the speed limit ourselves. I just didn’t have the heart to laugh at Mace like I usually did. Maybe he really was sick. After all, people didn’t go to the hospital to get tested for measles. If Pop knew Mason was sick, he’d come home. He’d do anything for Mason. But if Mace had to stay in the hospital, how could I get hold of Pop to let him know? What was I going to do if something happened to Mason?


  I stared out at the oncoming cars.


  “Mace,” I said, struck by a thought, “did you ever think that all those people in those cars have a whole separate story to them, that it’s just as important to them as our stuff is to us, and we don’t know anything about it. Maybe sometime we’ll run across somebody and two years ago they were driving past us on the highway and we never knew it. Like sometimes we meet people and bump off of them and never see them again and we never know why paths cross.”


  “Yeah, sure I spend a lot of time worrying about that,” Mason said sarcastically.


  “I’m not worrying, I’m thinking.”


  “Well, don’t pass out from the shock. I’m thinking it’s damned dumb to have a two-lane highway in this day and age.” He leaned out the window and yelled some more.


  The traffic was a little better when we got to the expressway. It’s better on Saturdays. The hospital was almost clear downtown. Mason was in a real sweat by the time we got there. He pulled down a side street and parked.


  “Why don’t you go on to the shopping center and meet me back here in a couple of hours?” he asked.


  “Don’t you want me to go with you?”


  “No,” he said bluntly.


  “How come?” My voice was rising. “You don’t want me to know you got something serious, right? That’s it, ain’t it?”


  Mace reached over and patted my shoulder. “Calm down. It’s just that I’ll have to be doing a lot of waiting around and it’d get on my nerves to have you fidgeting around with me. You don’t sit still easy, you know.”


  He got out, and I slid over to the driver’s seat.


  “Mace…”


  “Come on, kid, I’ll be okay. Look, be careful, and don’t drag race.”


  “Okay.”


  “And don’t lose the car.”


  Once we had lost the car at Westmall because the parking lots were so big. We’d thought for an hour it’d been stolen, when it was just parked on the other side of the mall. I’d have to make sure of which door I went in.


  “Okay,” I said. “You want me to get you anything while I’m there?”


  “Oh, sure,” Mace said, “here’s my American Express card, get anything that catches your fancy.” Then he turned around and walked toward the hospital. I watched him for a minute, then started up the truck and drove off.


  I got to the mall without any trouble, except I sort of ran a stoplight, but I didn’t get caught. Most of the stores weren’t open yet, so I walked up and down looking in the windows. After an hour or so, it started filling up with people, but I still felt kind of lonesome. It was weird being lonesome in a place full of people. I never get lonesome out hunting or fishing by myself. I tried not to worry about Mason.


  I went into the bookstore to see if they had a copy of Smokey the Cowhorse in paperback, but they didn’t. I spent a while looking at the books anyway. I like to read okay, but I just never seemed to have time for it.


  Then I went into a jeans shop. I can’t believe people buy jeans already faded, when just a month out riding in them will do a plenty good job.


  “If you can help me I’ll let you know,” a voice said.


  “Okay,” I said absently, then realized that wasn’t how the sentence was supposed to go. I looked at the salesgirl.


  “Sorry,” she smiled, “I just get tired of saying the same thing all the time. Anyway, I wanted to see if you were paying attention.”


  I was now. She was really cute, with gold hair and big light-green eyes and the neatest gold freckles all over her face. She was maybe a year older than me.


  “Would you like to try on some jeans?”


  “Uh, no, I’m just looking,” I said. Somehow the thought of picking out jeans with a girl salesclerk was kind of embarrassing. Then I felt dumb. I must look really dumb. Maybe this was why Mason hated going into stores, they made you feel dumb. I turned around and nearly knocked over a rack of shirts. I set them up and hurried out. I heard her say to another salesgirl, “I knew that kid wasn’t going to buy anything.”


  “Yeah, but he was a foxy little devil, wasn’t he?” the other one said.


  I was so confused I couldn’t see straight and almost knocked down an older lady carrying a bunch of sacks. I hate getting embarrassed. The more you think about it the worse it gets.


  I stopped at the snack bar to get a Coke to cool off. That salesgirl was kind of cute, too. I couldn’t figure out why girls were getting so cute lately. Last year they hadn’t been so great.


  I sat down on the edge of the indoor fountain and tried to calm down a little. I couldn’t go charging around knocking things and people over. That would really look dumb.


  Every once in a while somebody would come along and toss a penny in the fountain. The bottom was covered with pennies. That always made Mason so mad he couldn’t see straight. Shoot, if it’d get me a wish, I’d try it myself. Anyway, it wasn’t my pennies they were throwing. Try and tell Mason that.


  Then I felt mean, thinking about Mace like that, and him at the hospital that very minute.


  I was tired of walking up and down, so I went outside. Across a stretch of parking lot was a big sporting goods store, a movie house, a record shop, and an ice cream parlor. If you didn’t know better, you’d think stores multiplied like rabbits.


  I walked over to the sporting goods store. I meant to look at the guns, but got sidetracked by the fishing stuff. It had been a long time since Mason and me had gone fishing. Maybe if I got us a new lure, he’d want to go again. I like hunting better, myself, but fishing was the only thing Mason really relaxed at.


  I looked the lures over, trying to remember what ones he already had, and trying to find one that didn’t cost too much. I couldn’t believe the way they had gone up in price. Finally I decided on one; it would take what was left of my money, but I hadn’t planned on buying anything anyway. Mason could pay for lunch.


  Then I went to look at the shotguns. There was no way I could get one, but I liked looking at them. I found a 20-gauge I really liked. I put the fishing lure in my shirt pocket and picked up the gun to see how it balanced. It seemed a little stock-heavy to me, but maybe that was just sour grapes since I couldn’t get it. Good sights on it, though. I sighed and put it down. Duck season was coming up … well, Christmas was coming up, too.


  I walked around a little more, looking at tennis stuff and skiing stuff and wondering if there were enough people to buy all the stuff in stores. I guess there are, though, or there wouldn’t be so many stores. I looked at the water skis. I went water skiing once, and man, I loved it.


  Someone tapped me on the shoulder. I turned around and faced a salesman.


  “Kid,” he said, “can you read that sign?”


  I looked where he was pointing. “Shoplifters will be prosecuted.”


  “Sure I can read it.”


  “Do you know what it means?”


  “Yeah. You catch somebody stealing you’ll do your best to send ’em, to jail.”


  “Good. Now come with me.”


  I did, not even thinking about asking why. When you’re in a strange place you don’t think about having control of anything.


  I followed him into a back office.


  “I got another one, Ed,” he said to a man behind a desk. Ed looked up at me wearily.


  “What was it?”


  The salesman reached over and pulled the fishing lure out of my pocket. For a second I didn’t know what was going on. Then I broke out in a cold, sick sweat. They thought I was stealing it!


  “I was going to pay for it,” I said, when I could get my breath. I went from shocked to mad to scared, so quick I couldn’t tell which I was feeling. “I was going to pay for it,” I repeated, trying to keep my voice level. I sounded guilty. I even felt guilty. I must look guilty, too, I thought frantically. All kinds of visions were going through my mind—what would Mason say, what would Pop think, Jamie … being put in jail. I couldn’t go back to jail!


  “They all say that,” Ed nodded.


  Say what? I wondered, then I remembered saying, “I was going to pay for it.”


  “I never stole anything in my life!” I said. Borrowing that car hadn’t really been stealing. Anyway, I was just twelve when that happened—


  “Now that one I never heard before,” Ed said.


  I was so scared and sick I was close to crying. They’d never believe me. Nobody’d ever believe me. Pop would disown me. Pop was funny and talkative and loved to laugh and tell stories, but he had never ever said a word about prison or what it was like, just drilled it into us to respect the law. That probably impressed us more than if he had given us a day by day description of it. Anyway, I knew what it was like, sort of. I remembered sitting in that jail cell, listening to somebody beat on the bars down the hall, screaming “I’m drunk and I’m proud of it!” over and over again and the smell was so bad and the walls got closer and closer and I knew if I had to stay in there I’d go nuts like a caged animal, and beat my head in against the wall, and I was trying to sit real still to keep from doing that when Pop came to get me. From the look on his face I thought I’d go straight from jail to an orphanage. And when we got outside he’d belted me; the only time he’d ever hit either of us.


  “I just put it in my pocket for a minute while I looked at a gun,” I said, as steady as possible. The way they were looking at me made me feel like I was the worst kind of trash. Mason, even if he believed me, he’d never live this down. He had such a pride thing about never getting into trouble when he had so many chances to. He had turned very sarcastic on Johnny once, when Johnny smuggled a carton of Eskimo Pies out of the Safeway store, made him so miserable he couldn’t even eat more than one or two.


  “Was he out of the store?” Ed asked the salesman. “Or about to leave the store?”


  It was weird, being talked about like you weren’t even human.


  “He was inside,” the salesman said reluctantly.


  “Turn him loose. This time.” He went back to his papers.


  The salesman opened his mouth to protest, then snapped at me, “You heard him, get out.”


  Everything had happened so fast I still didn’t feel like I could move. “I was going to pay for it.” I made one more effort to clear myself. “I got the money to pay for it.” I almost took my billfold out to prove it.


  “Kid,” Ed said, “people come in here, kids with bigger allowances than my salary, and it’s just like mountain climbing to them. They take things because they’re there. Sometimes we even find merchandise in the trash bins—once they get away with it they’re bored with it.”


  He glanced up at me, and for a second I felt like he believed me. “Still want the lure?”


  I looked at it, laying there on his desk. A fishing lure was going to make me slightly sick for a long time to come. I shook my head. He escorted me out, but he didn’t need to worry. I was never going into that store again.


  I stood outside for a few seconds, still a little dazed.


  It took me a few seconds to realize somebody was calling my name.


  “Tex—are you deaf or stoned or what?”


  I turned around. Jamie was standing outside the ice cream parlor with three or four other girls.


  “Hey,” I said, “hi.”


  She was wearing jeans and a shirt I knew belonged to Johnny and that he’d told her not to touch. It was a little too big for her. I couldn’t tell if she was wearing a bra or not.


  “What are you doing here?” she asked. The other girls were giggling and whispering together.


  “Uh, nothing. Just killing time while Mason’s at the hospital.” Just looking at her was making me a little dizzy. The jeans salesgirl wasn’t anything compared to Jamie. I wondered how I could have ever thought any other girl was cute. I must be in love, I thought, and my insides got shaky and my hands started sweating and there was a buzzing in my ears that made it hard to hear.


  “…doing at the hospital?”


  I realized Jamie had asked a question. Hospital. Mason. Oh, yeah, Mace was at the hospital. Huh. Maybe he wouldn’t want everybody to know he was sick or something. Mason was really a fanatic about keeping things private.


  “He went to see your brother Charlie. So Charlie could show him the hospital. Mason’s thinking about being a doctor.”


  Then it occurred to me that she might talk to Charlie and find out different. Somehow when I was around Jamie I didn’t exactly know what I was doing.


  “Going to make money and nurses, huh?” Jamie said. I couldn’t think of anything to say to that.


  “Well,” she said, “that’s what Charlie says about being a doctor. Cole’d kill him if he heard. Of course, Charlie’s only kidding. Partly.”


  Jamie’s eyes were bluer than a twilight sky and her hair had a sheen like a summer horse, and I wanted to squeeze her till she crunched—I wanted to rescue her from something…


  “…spent the night with Laura,” she was pointing to one of the girls, I couldn’t tell which one, they all looked alike.


  “We’re going to the movies, and Cole’s going to pick me up later.”


  I looked up at the marquee. “I hear that’s a good movie.”


  I felt like everything I was saying was coming out really dumb, but I couldn’t seem to stop it.


  “I’ve seen it before. I like the guy who plays the smuggler. He is a doll.”


  Anger flashed over me like a freak lightning storm. “Oh, yeah? I hear he’s a real wimp.”


  When the covey of girls giggled, I realized how that sounded. It sounded jealous. I might as well have yelled “I love you” over a loudspeaker. That was how it sounded. I felt the red spreading up my neck till my ears got hot. I expected Jamie to be glaring at me, but she just said, “Whatever you say.” Then I noticed she was a little pink, too.


  All I could think of was getting out of there before I said anything dumb again. “I got to go,” I said. I did, too, it wasn’t just any excuse, Mason would be waiting.


  “Well, I’ll see you around,” she said.


  “Yeah,” I said and hurried off. My heart was thumping in my ears so hard I thought I would be deaf, but I heard, clear as anything, one of those girls say, “Oh, Jamie, he’s cute,” and Jamie say, “Yeah, he’s real sweet, too.”


  She liked me! I had a chance. I stepped out in front of a green Firebird and nearly got run over. It gave an obscene blast of its horn and an angry squeal of its tires, but I didn’t care.


  I had a chance.


  

  Mason was waiting for me at the hospital. He didn’t even offer to take the wheel. I was still so wrapped up in Jamie that I’d driven three or four blocks before I remembered he had his problems, too.


  “Did you find out anything?” I asked finally. He sat slumped in the corner, glowering like a cornered wildcat. I half expected him to shoot off sparks.


  “Yeah, I found out something. I got a goddamn ulcer, that’s what I found out. I got a goddamn ulcer. Anything else you want to know?”


  That wrenched my mind off Jamie. “An ulcer? Is that bad? I mean, serious?”


  “Well, it could get serious. It could get pretty goddamn serious.” His voice was shaking. I kept quiet, and drove as careful as I could, and by the time we got to McDonald’s he’d straightened up, took a couple of deep breaths, and unclenched his fists.


  I ordered two Big Macs, two orders of fries, and a chocolate shake. Mason had a strawberry shake. That was all.


  “Have some french fries,” I said, holding them out. He shook his head. “I’m not supposed to eat stuff that’ll bother me. Last time I had french fries they bothered me.” He was quiet a second. “There goes the ol’ chili.”


  I stared at him. No more chili? He’d starve! “Hey man,” I said, “I’m sorry.”


  “You and me both. I got to get some pills, too … I’m not supposed to let things get to me.” His voice broke. It was awful to see Mason upset He always stayed cool. “Now just how the hell do I do that?”


  I figured I was one of those things that got to him. Me and—“You can still play basketball?” I asked anxiously.


  “Yeah, yeah.” He nodded. “So far. It could be worse.”


  “Have a hamburger. You can have a hamburger, can’t you?”


  “Yeah, but I’m not hungry. I had to drink some barium and it really killed my appetite.”


  Mine was gone, too, but I finished my second Big Mac and cleaned up the fries anyway. I don’t get to McDonald’s very often.


  “It could be worse,” he repeated a couple of times, and by the time we were ready to go he sort of seemed to believe it.


  “I hope these damn pain pills work.”


  “You been having pains?” I said, surprised. I never noticed it.


  “I didn’t publish it in the paper, but yeah, I had ’em. Bad, too. I was puking blood after practice last week.”


  I looked at his lean, hawk face. There was something about him hurting like that and being too proud to say anything that really made me sad.


  “You want to go see Lem?” he asked, like he was changing the subject.


  “Sure,” I said. “I’ll drive.”


  “Okay,” he said, once we were driving down Peoria. “What happened to you today?”


  “Nothing much. I looked around the stores.”


  I decided that hearing I’d been accused of shoplifting wouldn’t do his stomach any good. So I skipped that. I didn’t need to tell him about knocking over a rack of shirts, he’d laugh. So I skipped that. I had some other stuff to talk to him about, so I skipped the part where I saw Jamie.


  “Nothing, huh? Well, that’s a record, for you.”


  I felt like I’d told the biggest lie. I’d gone through ten times as many emotions in that one day than I usually did in a week at home.


  I said, “Mace, when you’re making out with a girl and everything, how can you tell if it’s okay to go further?”


  Mason looked at me. “I didn’t know you’d even got to the kissing stage yet.”


  “Well, I haven’t. But just in case—”


  “You know, that’s all. If you make a mistake, she’ll let you know.” He paused. “I hope you’re not going out for the school stud.”


  “I was just wondering, that’s all. Is it really neat, going all the way?”


  “Kid, don’t get started on that now. Once you get going with girls you can’t quit. Anyway,” he added quietly, “I can’t tell you what it’s like. I never done it.”


  I almost drove into the wrong lane.


  “Don’t tell anybody,” he warned in a voice that promised instant death.


  “But you and Bobby, you said—”


  “Hell, Bob hasn’t made it any further than I have. But for different reasons. Everybody talks. And if you don’t know enough not to believe everything you hear, especially in a locker room, I’m telling you now. I never could stand the thought of getting tied down,” he went on. “I never wanted anybody to have any kind of a hold on me. Look what happened to Lem. Nobody is ever going to stop me from getting out of here.”


  Well, I knew that. But, boy, that was desperate! It was almost scary.


  “It hasn’t been easy. And don’t think I haven’t had plenty of chances.”


  “Sure,” I said. Lord, I knew he had chances. Being the school hero gave a guy chances.


  “When I get to college, and at least have that much … if I can get over the feeling I won’t be trapped…”


  His voice trailed off. We were quiet for a long time. I was so surprised about all this I couldn’t even think of what to say. A whole lot of girls liked Mason. He wasn’t what anybody would call real handsome, but there was something about him that girls really dug. And he’d been dating since his sophomore year. But probably he’d never been in love. I figured that’d make a big difference.


  “If you’re thinking about Jamie Collins you might as well forget it,” he said suddenly, and hateful, like he was mad he’d told me so much.


  “What makes you think it’s Jamie?”


  “You said her name in your sleep the other night and it was obvious you weren’t having a nightmare.”


  I went red, then mad. “Well, why not Jamie? It’s ’cause the Collins got money and we don’t, right? You think money means everything.”


  “Nope, kid,” he said gently. “It’s because you’re Tex and she’s Jamie. Money has nothing to do with it.”


  What the hell did he know? Where did he get off telling me this stuff? Him and his damn honesty. “Why do you think you got to be so damn truthful? Why can’t you just tell me a nice lie once in a while?”


  “Texas, all my life I wanted somebody who knew more than I did to tell me the truth. I really wanted that. I never got it. I had to learn it all the hard way. I’m just giving you a present I always wanted.”


  “Thanks a lot,” I said.


  6


  We stopped by a discount drug store and picked up Mason’s prescription. I looked at magazines while Mason called Lem to get detailed directions to his place. It was easy for us to get lost in the city. I couldn’t make up my mind to look at Playboy or Western Horseman, so I looked at both. While I was reading about studs and halters and hindquarters in one magazine, pictures from the other kept flashing through my mind. I about choked, laughing. I know the guy behind the counter thought I was on something.


  Lem lived in an apartment in a part of town that was blocks of apartments. I don’t see how people keep from getting lost in it. The apartments were called Southern Ivy and he lived in Southern Ivy II. That was the section for people with kids. We walked through rows and rows of apartments.


  “This is it,” Mason said. I’d take his word for it, but how he could tell this doorway from any of the others, I didn’t know. I tried looking in the window, while Mason pushed the door buzzer, but the curtains were pulled shut. There was some scurrying around inside, like mice in a barn, then Lem’s voice said, “It’s all right, it’s them,” and the door was unbolted.


  “Well, hi!” Connie said. She was wearing hip-hugger jeans and a short pink sweater. I thought girls were supposed to get fat after having a baby, but Connie looked the same as she used to, maybe even a little curvier.


  “Come on in,” Lem said, slapping each of us on the back.


  It was a really neat apartment. I mean, nice. It wasn’t exactly neat, because clothes and diapers and stuff were laying all over everything. But I was used to messy housekeeping at home.


  “Have a seat.” Lem shoved a bunch of clothes off the couch.


  “Want to see the baby?” Connie asked. She ran upstairs to get him before we could get “yeah” out of our mouths.


  “How about a beer?” Lem asked. Mason said, “No,” and added, “he doesn’t either.” He was just trying to be a big shot, as usual. He knew I don’t even care for beer anyway.


  “Coke?”


  “Sure.” I followed Lem into the kitchen. They had a dishwasher and refrigerator and everything. Lem gave up looking for a clean glass and handed me a cold can of Diet-Rite.


  “How you been, kid?”


  “Fine,” I answered. Something was different about Lem. I couldn’t quite tell what it was. He looked out of place. Taller and heavier than Mason, rangy as a steer, he looked just plain clumsy in this little kitchen. I thought about the time we were training his Appaloosa colt, a year back. He hadn’t been clumsy then.


  When we went back to the living room, Connie was trying to make Mason hold the baby.


  “Well, here, Tex, you hold him. He won’t bite you.” She handed him to me. I took him. It wasn’t all that different from holding a puppy or a kitten.


  “Shoot, he’s not much heavier than a basketball, and I never seen you drop one of them,” Lem laughed at Mason.


  The baby was blonde like Connie, but had dark eyes like Lem. And it was funny to look at him, because Lem had real heavy, bushy eyebrows, like furry caterpillars, and that baby’s eyebrows were way too dark for a baby. It looked like somebody had pasted them on him.


  I wondered when I had a baby if it’d look like me or Jamie.


  “Wow, I bet you have fun training him,” I said.


  “A kid is not a colt,” Lem said.


  “In most cases,” Mason said, looking at me. I gave the baby back to Connie. I didn’t mind holding him, but it occurred to me that he probably wasn’t housebroken yet.


  The phone rang. Lem went to answer it, while Connie sat on the floor and talked silly to the baby, calling him “mother’s precious darlin’ ” and junk like that. I hoped the baby wouldn’t grow up thinking he had an idiot mother.


  “Yeah, I got it.”


  We could hear Lem, even though we weren’t trying to. “The Holiday Inn? Sure. What time?”


  “You guys see my new car?” Lem asked, after he hung up.


  “You got a new car?” I asked.


  Mason said, “Gas jockeys must be getting better wages these days.”


  Lem gave him a funny look.


  “Honey, you take them for a ride,” Connie said cheerfully. “I’ll stay here in case the phone rings.”


  The car was a dark blue Pontiac, with white insides.


  “Wow!” I said. “It’s got air conditioning! Pushbutton windows? Come on, let’s see how fast it’ll go.”


  We drove out to the expressway so Lem could get it going fast. I had fun running the windows up and down. Mason was quiet.


  “I had an eight-track tape deck in here,” Lem said. “But it got ripped off the first day. It’s a bad neighborhood for things getting ripped off. But not bad for getting mugged or anything like that. Those apartments are brand new. Only a couple of chicks lived there before we did.”


  Mason was still quiet, even when Lem took it up to ninety-five. He would have never sat still for me doing that. Then he said, “What you dealin’ in, Lem? Grass, speed, horse?”


  I was so shocked I couldn’t believe I was hearing him right. But Lem seemed to know what he was talking about, because after a minute he sighed and said, “Mostly grass, and a little speed.”


  Mason swore. Lem got a defensive look on his face. “Don’t get high and mighty with me, Mason McCormick. It’s a lot of easy money. I’m just a go-between, it ain’t like I’m selling it out on the streets or somethin’. I mean, I know who I’m dealin’ with.”


  “Sure.” Nobody could sound as contemptuous as Mason. It made me cringe. “I reckon you don’t use it, either.”


  “No, I don’t. Well, maybe a couple hits of speed before a concert or a movie or somethin’ like that, just to make it better, get your money’s worth, but I ain’t hooked on it.”


  “How about Connie?”


  “She’s real careful, you know, so one of us can stay straight for the baby. She uses a little speed to keep her weight down, but shoot, Mace, the doctor would give her that. Anyway, I’ve seen you as high as anybody else—what about that party at Joe Ray’s place?”


  I didn’t dare open my mouth, even though Mason’s always tried to give me the impression he’s as pure as the driven snow when it comes to drugs. I could see he was in a mood to slug somebody.


  “I never set up shopkeeping in it. What about the baby? When he’s older? He’s gonna think they’re vitamins.”


  “Shoot, no. When he gets old enough to know what’s goin’ on, we’ll quit.”


  “You are really stupid,” Mason said.


  Lem’s jaw line went hard. “Yeah? Well, it’s a little easier for you. You don’t have a wife and kid lookin’ for you to take care of them. I want a nice place to live and food for the baby and Connie’s so pretty, it’s hard for her to do without clothes and stuff. Who am I hurtin’, anyway? It’d be going on whether I was in on it or not. Somebody else would just be making the couple of hundred bucks a day. And that, buddy-boy, is what I’m making. I guess you could turn that down, couldn’t you?”


  “Yeah, I could,” Mason said, but I could tell he was just sick at the thought of all that money.


  “Well, maybe you could. You don’t have people depending on you.”


  “What do you think he is?” Mace jerked a thumb toward me. “A baboon?”


  “It ain’t the same. Next year you’ll be gone and Tex’ll have to learn to take care of himself. A kid is for life.”


  We took an exit, went under the expressway, got back on going in the other direction.


  “Shoot, Mace,” Lem said finally, “there’s no need to get into a big hassle about it. Everybody is doin’ stuff like this, I’m just into a little more than most people. I could tell you about some guys in Garyville … it ain’t any big deal.”


  “You’ll think it’s a big deal when you end up in McAllister,” Mason said shortly, and Lem didn’t try to talk to him again.


  When we got back to the apartment, we stood around by the car, awkwardly, not knowing what to say.


  “You guys want to go get a pizza or something?” Lem asked finally.


  “No,” Mason said, “we better be gettin’ back…”


  I couldn’t think of anything we had to be getting back for, and I could tell Mason couldn’t either.


  “Well, keep in touch,” Lem said, and stuck out his hand. Mason shook it, but didn’t say anything. I had a feeling he didn’t want to keep in touch. In fact this might be the last time he saw Lem.


  “See you kid,” Lem nodded at me.


  “Yeah,” I said. I had a knot in my throat. Lem wasn’t the kind of person you could cry over—but still he had always been around, always been part of my life, and it’s hard to let go of a part of your life.


  “You can drive,” Mason said. He figured that would take my mind off Lem, and it did. A little bit.


  

  “I always knew Lem wasn’t the brightest guy I’d ever known, but I never figured him for an absolute moron.”


  Mason wouldn’t change the subject, no matter what I’d say or do, even fifty miles an hour in a thirty-five zone.


  “See what I mean?” he said suddenly. “That’s what messin’ around with a girl’ll get you. He’s never going to get anywhere except prison, the way he’s going now. He is just good and stuck, even if he did get out of Garyville. Man, I am never going to get stuck anywhere!”


  I didn’t think he was right, because if you were where you wanted to be—even married and a daddy and in Garyville—you weren’t stuck, but I never was as good at arguing as Mason. But he did have kind of a point. I mean, the year Lem and Connie were going together it was the romance of the century, even kind of Romeo and Juliet, since their folks did everything they could to break them up. There was always some big dramatic scene going on, with Lem threatening murder and Connie running away. Everybody thought it was the neatest love thing going on in town. But nobody thought about them anymore, because that was last year. And Mason was right about one thing, Lem didn’t seem too happy.


  “God, is he dumb!” Mason said for the hundredth time. I saw a guy thumbing a ride up ahead, and figured it would be a good way to finally switch the subject. I swerved over to the side of the road. He was a young guy, not a whole lot older than Mason, small built, wearing sunglasses and clothes that didn’t seem to fit him too well. There was something funny about his hair. It was a muddy brown color. But the color didn’t stop at his neck, where his hair did, it splotched on down into his collar. He must have dyed his hair, I thought. Weird.


  Mason slid over to the middle to make room for him.


  “Where you guys headed?” he asked, slamming the door.


  “Garyville,” I said.


  “Well, that’s the right direction.”


  “How about you?” Mason asked.


  “State line.”


  He was from around here, it’s usually pretty easy to tell an out-of-stater. He kind of reminded me of somebody, but I couldn’t think who.


  “I wish you guys were going further than that,” he said. Now there was another weird thing, the way he said that. Like a statement, or an order, not like a request. Suddenly I felt Mason freeze. He didn’t move a muscle, or say anything, or change the expression on his face. He just quit breathing.


  “I think it’d be nice if you kept on going to the state line,” the hitchhiker repeated, and when I glanced over at him, I saw he had a gun pointed at Mason’s ribs. He kept on staring ahead of us, down the highway, a funny kind of little grin on his face, and I saw that I’d been wrong about him being not too much older than Mason. You don’t have to live a long time to be old.


  

  “Just take it easy,” he went on. I took it easy. There didn’t seem to be anything else to do. I wasn’t scared. I didn’t want him to shoot either one of us, but so far he hadn’t, and I tried keeping my mind on the road.


  “Isn’t this a little extreme?” Mason said in his coolest voice. “I mean, sooner or later somebody would have been goin’ to the state line.”


  The hitchhiker laughed. It was amazing how normal he sounded, like Mason had just told him a funny joke. “Yeah, well, I couldn’t wait till later. I got people looking for me. I could have been long gone, by now, but I thought I had business. Yeah,” he repeated, “I had business to take care of.”


  After a minute of quiet he said, “It’s loaded, in case you’re wondering.”


  “There was no doubt in my mind,” I said firmly. I was trying to think of something to do—run the truck into the ditch, speeding so a cop’d stop us—but nothing seemed safe enough.


  “I’ll be up for murder one, as it is now,” the guy said. I didn’t want him telling us too much. I figured the less we knew, the better, but he was in a talkative mood, and I wasn’t in a position to say “shut up.”


  “So I haven’t got a thing to lose. Keep that in mind. Not that I like killing people. Both times it was a case of have to. I’d like to keep it that way. I’m beginning to see how some get to liking it, though. I can see that.”


  I could see Mason’s face in the rearview mirror. I was glad he wasn’t driving. His freckles were standing out like 3-D.


  “You guys ever been in prison?”


  “Nope,” I said.


  “Well, I’m going to give you a piece of advice. Kill somebody as soon as you get there. Course if you’re a big guy, or old enough, just beat the crap outta somebody. But if you’re young … kill somebody right off the bat. Then let ’em know you’d do it again. People’ll leave you alone then. That is the way to make high society, in the joint.”


  I was thinking about Pop being in prison. No wonder he never talked about it. Locked up with people like this—how did he ever stand it?


  “I guess this isn’t doing much for your ulcer, huh?” I said to Mason. He managed something that passed for a grin, and shook his head.


  “Shut up and drive, cowboy,” the hitchhiker said. He didn’t want us to make a move he didn’t okay.


  We drove on through Garyville; the highway runs right through the outside of town. We drove past a dozen people who knew us; kids hanging out in front of the car wash, sitting on their cars or in them; a bunch of people honked or waved at us.


  “Somebody gonna think it’s weird, a stranger in the car?” the guy asked.


  “No,” Mason said, and cleared his throat, “we pick up hitchhikers all the time.”


  “I think we’re going to give it up, though,” I said, and the guy laughed his head off.


  “I should have been gone a day ago.” He started up his monologue again. If one person does all the talking, that’s a monologue. That’s one thing Miss Carlson taught me. If two people are talking it’s a dialogue … I wondered what you’d call one person talking and two persons sweating. I wondered…


  “But I thought I had business. Waited for it for years, the big revenge trip, and when it came right down to it, it was nothing.” He was talking to himself, not us, like we didn’t count. Like we were dead already. “…him lying there looking up at me, and he says, ‘Get it over with,’ and it was like all the air out of a balloon. All these years of planning, waiting to dig the look on his face, and then I just didn’t feel like finishing it. Not that I gave a damn about the son of a bitch—I was just too plain bored. And to think I could have been planning something constructive all this time, like the quickest way out of the country…”


  A highway patrol car had been behind us for the last mile. I didn’t know how to get Mason to glance in the rearview mirror without tipping off the hitchhiker. I increased the speed just a little, and the guy said, “A mile an hour more and he’s dead.”


  Mason grunted as the gun was jammed into his ribs. I slowed down.


  “And I know about Smokey, too, so just stay cool.”


  I swallowed a sigh and waited for the patrol car to pass us. I’ve never been driving the speed limit yet that a highway patrol car didn’t scoot on by. But it just stayed behind us, a few car lengths behind us, probably just waiting for the chance to pass. We were on a two-lane highway, going around bends and up hills. There wasn’t a whole lot of chances to pass.


  I was getting fed up. I hate being nervous, it ain’t a natural condition for me. If it’d been just me in the truck with the creep, I wouldn’t have been so tense. But Mason was giving off tension like sound waves, and I could just imagine what was happening to his stomach. It really bothered me to know that he was scared.


  This might be my last day alive. It hadn’t been exactly the most fun-filled so far.


  I said, “I think he put his lights on.”


  The hitchhiker turned to look. I put my foot on the brake and tried shoving it through the floor. I spun the steering wheel like it belonged to a boat instead of a car. The truck whirled around and slid like a panicked horse. It skidded across the road and teetered on the edge of the ditch for what seemed like an hour; every single thing that had ever happened to me flashed across that windshield like a movie. It almost turned over, then rocked to a slanted standstill, half in the ditch. The hitchhiker slung open the door and leaped out before we stopped moving. Mason had reached out to brace himself on the dashboard, but changed his mind suddenly and got his head cracked good. I reached out with one arm to keep him from sliding out the door into the ditch. The hitchhiker grabbed his other arm to drag Mason out with him. Our eyes met for a second. I didn’t look at the gun, but I knew it was pointed my way. Damned if he was going to get Mason out of that truck to use as a shield. Not if I could help it.


  He didn’t shoot, I think he didn’t want to waste the time or the bullets. He must have known he’d need all he had left of both. Already I heard the police shout a warning, heard the first crack of a pistol like a huge firecracker. I hauled at Mason’s arm, determined to keep him inside—the hitchhiker let go and gave me a funny little cat grin before he disappeared back of the truck. All that happened in about three split seconds. Then Mason jerked me down across the seat with him.


  “You want to get shot?” he whispered hoarsely. I hadn’t even thought about the police accidentally shooting us. The window of the open door shattered and disappeared. The firecrackers were bursting in uneven strings now, they didn’t sound anything like hunting shots. We hugged the seat covers, and I thought this was probably what it was like to be in a war, wondering if I had a gun, would I climb out and join in.


  

  We lay there piled up, just moving enough to breathe, even after it was quiet.


  “You kids all right?” A policeman peered in the window.


  We sat up slowly, and after a second we climbed out the door. There were about three highway patrol cars there, and two more cars that must have been unmarked cop cars, because they were full of police. The police radios were scratching and spitting like a den of angry cats, sirens were going, the police were yelling back and forth at each other. But after the shooting, it almost seemed quiet.


  Mason walked to the back of the truck and hung onto the sides of the truckbed, resting his head on his wrists, gasping.


  “He was holding a gun on us,” I said to the policeman, keeping an eye on Mason. He was in bad shape. And now that it was all over, I was a little shaky myself. “He was goin’ to make us drive him to the state line.”


  The cop nodded. “There’s been an APB out on him. Somebody spotted you guys picking him up and called us. He escaped McAllister early yesterday, killed a trustee while he was at it. Then he got to the city and shot a guy there. That one’s going to make it, though. That was a real risky stunt you pulled, kid. That punk would have killed you without batting an eyelash.”


  He wasn’t telling me anything I didn’t already know, but hearing it made it scarier. “I would just as soon have witnesses,” I said.


  “Well, you’re real brave, real stupid, or real lucky,” said the cop.


  “Yeah, I been hearing that all my life,” I told him.


  “Oh, geez,” Mason groaned. He had straightened up and looked around, just as a couple of highway patrol guys moved away and you could see the hitchhiker laying there on the brown grass, not four feet away. There was a red stain on his Levi shirt and a bigger stain spreading on the grass under him.


  I started toward him.


  “Tex.” Mason reached out to stop me. I shook him off and went on.


  His sunglasses had fallen off but nobody had shut his eyes yet. He was staring up at the sky he couldn’t see anymore with a bitter expression in his strange-colored eyes. I felt funny looking at him, almost like crying. He wouldn’t be dead if it wasn’t for me. Then I pictured Mason laying there, just like that. I didn’t feel like crying anymore. I walked back to the truck.


  Mason was talking to a policeman, but he broke off long enough to say, “Did you have to go take a gawk?”


  “Yeah,” I said, “I did.”


  I think we were there at least an hour more, telling the same thing over and over again, answering the same questions, talking to a dozen different people, including a couple of newscasters that showed up out of nowhere. Any other time I’d have been really excited about being on television, but it didn’t seem important now. Mason stayed cool. But he had to work at it.


  Somebody kept trying to get us to go to the hospital. I couldn’t figure out why. Mason had a bad-looking bruise on his forehead—when I asked why he’d let go of the dashboard at the last minute, he said, “I’m not about to break my arm, going into the season.” That was what I’d call basketball fanaticism.


  I had a sore chest from getting thrown into the steering wheel; I’d probably be really sore tomorrow, but neither one of us was hospital cases. They seemed to think we should go because we’d had a bad scare. I never knew you could end up in a hospital from being scared.


  The ambulance came for the body, and gradually the police started clearing away. The traffic that had been blocked up was moving again, slowing down as it went past like we were some kind of circus.


  Mason had quit shaking except for a little shiver once in a while. I was beginning to think he’d be okay after all, when he asked one of the policemen if he knew what the hitchhiker had been in prison for.


  “Assault, last time. He’d been in before. Hey, Ralph, you know what Jennings went into the can for the first time?”


  “Yeah,” the other cop came over. “A friend of mine busted him the first time. Drugs.”


  Mason went as white as a sheet, walked to the front of the truck, and threw up. The policeman told me it was delayed shock. I agreed with him, since the alternative would be telling him about Lem.


  

  It was way after dark when we finally got headed home.


  “I’m glad of one thing,” I said. “They didn’t ask to see my driver’s license.”


  Mason half-laughed, and half-sighed. “Texas,” he said, “why did you have to go look, after they’d killed him? It wasn’t exactly a side show at the Fair.”


  I was shocked that he could think such a thing. What kind of a creep did he think I was, anyway?


  “I had to,” I said finally. “Mason, I killed that guy, as sure as if I’d pulled the trigger. I knew it when I ditched the truck. I couldn’t just walk off like nothing had happened. I had to face what I did.”


  “You’re not sorry?”


  “Well, I ain’t sorry I’m alive, or sorry you’re alive, and I figure that was my choice. Mace, something really bad must have happened to that guy. I mean, he was really a terrible person.”


  Mason just nodded. It was a little bit later that he surprised me by saying, “You don’t think you could ever turn out like that?”


  I thought a little bit before I answered—it sure was a time for thinking about things.


  “Well, I don’t think so. But then nothing really bad has ever happened to me.”


  “That’s true,” Mason said carefully. It was then I knew who it was that guy had reminded me of.


  It was me.
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  I called Johnny as soon as we got home, to see if he could come over and watch the news with us. I wouldn’t tell him why. He said he couldn’t get out of the house, but he’d watch the news. I think he got the idea that I was going to be on it.


  “I don’t see what the big deal is,” Mason said, as I turned on the TV and sat as close to it as possible. He was really working hard at staying cool. “It’s not like you’re starring in your own series or something.”


  He was just as excited as I was, but he was knocking himself out not to show it. I’m glad I’m not like that.


  He sat down with me about one minute before ten. “I hope they didn’t get too much of the crummy truck in the film.” Suddenly he paused. “You think they’re going to show that interview you did with that lady reporter? If they do, man, I’m going to kill you…”


  I was hoping he’d forgotten about that. The lady reporter had asked me the same questions as the other ones, like, “Were you scared? How do you feel now? Did you think he would have killed you?” Stuff like that, then out of the clear blue sky she said, “Where on earth did you get those dimples?”


  And I said seriously, “God gave me my face. But He let me pick my nose.”


  I thought Mason would have a fit! And if they put it on television…


  The first of the news was just the usual foreign countries fighting. Then the newscaster said, “Here on the local scene an attempted kidnapping left an escaped convict dead and two area teenagers shaken…”


  I couldn’t hear the rest of it. We were on television! There was me and Mason and the truck half in the ditch and the police standing around and a quick shot of the body being loaded into the ambulance. Then the reporters asking us questions—I looked younger than I thought I did. Mason came off looking pretty cool, he sounded a lot calmer than he had been. My voice sounded funny. I didn’t realize I had a drawl like that. There was a close-up of both of us, then it was over.


  “Hey,” I said, “that wasn’t very long.”


  “It was long enough,” Mason said.


  “Yeah, but the reporters were out there a long time just to get a couple of minutes of film. You’d think they’d want it to be a little longer.”


  “Kidnappings are a dime a dozen,” Mace said. I could tell he was relieved. We didn’t look as awful as he thought we would.


  “They didn’t say anything about you bein’ a basketball player,” I said, “too bad.”


  As soon as the words were out of my mouth, the sportscaster came on and said, “One of the two teenagers involved in the kidnapping was Mason McCormick, the Garyville basketball star. Fans will be relieved to know Mason was uninjured and will be ready for the upcoming season.”


  “Huh,” I said, looking at Mason. “I guess you liked that all right.”


  He did his best to look cool. “I guess so.”


  I threw a sofa pillow at him, but missed because he got up to answer the phone.


  We were famous. Everybody we knew and a lot of people we didn’t kept calling to ask us about being kidnapped. It took about five minutes of this to drive Mason up the wall. After that I answered the phone. After two hours I was so hoarse I couldn’t talk anymore. So we took the phone off the hook for a while.


  I felt real funny. I’d had a long day and it was after midnight and I could tell I was tired, but I was so wound up I could actually feel the nerves humming along in my body like charged electric wires. Mason, who would usually kill for his eight hours of sleep, sat around and drummed his fingers, or got up and paced around, like a chained dog.


  “Tex,” he “said finally. He looked kind of sheepish. “You still got that joint Lem gave you awhile back?”


  “Yeah,” I whispered. I went and got it out from under the mattress. I handed it to him. Mason looked at it a second, then went to light it on the kitchen burner. He came back in and sat next to me.


  “Lem would love to see this,” I croaked. I wondered if I was ever going to be able to talk again. Mace leaned back and closed his eyes. “Yeah, I just bet he would.”


  I inhaled, held it, and passed the joint back to Mason. Grass isn’t my favorite high, but I’ll say this for the stuff, it really puts me to sleep.


  Mason choked a little on his next hit and wiped his eyes. “I’m going to have to smoke myself silly before I quit feeling that gun in my ribs.”


  “Well, that’ll only take a couple of puffs,” I said. We started laughing. It wasn’t that funny, but you know how you get when you’re doing dope. I think that’s the first time me and Mace ever just sat down together and got stoned. It was a weird ending to a weird day.


  I almost went to sleep on the couch. I watched Mace walk across the room and drop the phone back on the receiver. It looked like he was moving in slow motion.


  “I’m going to bed,” he said. I nodded, unable to get up. The phone started ringing again.


  “Oh hell,” Mason’s voice was squeaky from the grass. “I could do without this famous stuff.”


  He answered the phone and even across the room I recognized the voice that said, “What have you been doing? It’s two in the morning.”


  Mason looked at the phone in his hand for a second, like he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Then he said, “What have you been doing? It’s the first of November!”


  It was Pop! I stumbled across the room and tried to get the phone away from Mason, who kept brushing me off like a pestering fly. I was trying to shake the fuzz out of my ears. That damn grass had left my head so spacy it took a minute to hear what Mason was saying, trying to sound normal, “Well, gee wheez, if I’d known all it’d take to get you to come home was getting kidnapped and almost murdered and four-state news coverage I’d have arranged it a long time ago. I mean, wow, something as easy as that—”


  His voice broke off. He was white and his hand was shaking till the phone was hammering against his ear. I grabbed the phone away.


  “It’s me now, Pop.”


  Mason dropped onto the sofa and sat there staring straight ahead, one hand clutching the other in a white-knuckled grip. I watched him while I kept on talking.


  “Yeah, yeah, he’s okay, he’s just sh-shook up, you know we had a rough day. You saw us on the news? In Dallas? Wow. Yeah, we’re okay, don’t pay any attention to that, Pop, you know how Mace gets when he’s nervous … listen, we found out today that he’s got an ulcer and—”


  Mason made an angry gesture for me to shut up, but I kept on going. “Yeah, an ulcer, he’s got to quit eating some stuff and calm down some—yeah, I think it’d help if you were here. Tomorrow? Great. Yeah, he’s still here. Mace?” I held out the phone, but Mason shook his head.


  “Well, Pop, he’s kind of sick or something right now. I think his stomach is bothering him … sure, I’ll tell him. See you tomorrow. Bye.” I danced around the room, whooping. Then I stopped.


  “What’s wrong with you? Aren’t you glad he’s coming home?”


  “Who cares?” Mason said. “It’s not any big deal.”


  His voice was shaking and if it’d been anybody else besides Mason, I’d have sworn he was about to start crying.


  “We just happened to cross his mind because he saw us on the news. Just a little reminder—”


  His voice broke off. I sat down next to him. He was really upset


  “Hey,” I said, “it’s going to be okay now. Everything is going to be great.”


  He just shook his head. “It’s not going to be the big deal you think it is. You’ll see. You’ll see.”


  I put my arm across his shoulder and patted him, and he was stoned enough to let me. Poor Mace had been through a lot that day, what with his ulcer and Lem and that hitchhiker and being on the news. So I didn’t argue with him about Pop. He was wrong, though. I was pretty sure he was wrong.


  


  

  “I hear a car coming.” I went to the front door to look for about the two hundredth time that day.


  “Even if he left at six in the morning, which isn’t likely, he couldn’t be here this quick,” Mason told me. He was making a big show out of being unconcerned. He was driving me nuts.


  “You don’t believe he’s going to show up, do you?” I said, still watching the door.


  “Maybe he will, maybe he won’t. Who cares?”


  “Man, you were on his case because he didn’t come home, and now you don’t care if he does. Make up your mind, willya?”


  Mason didn’t say anything.


  “Mason,” I said, “I thought you said it wasn’t likely that he left at six this morning…”


  Mason looked at me. I was laughing at him. He fought with himself for about two seconds before he jumped up and tried to beat me out the door.


  Pop barely had time to get out of the station wagon before we were all over him. By the time we all got through hugging and dancing around and laughing, we were back in the house. Pop stood still for a second and looked us over.


  “Boy, have you two grown!” he seemed slightly shocked. Mason was taller than he was by a couple of inches. Then he said, “Either that or I’ve shrunk.”


  We all laughed. But all of a sudden it hit me that Pop was a completely separate person from us. I don’t know exactly how to explain it. He was just the same as he always was, but he was unconnected. Almost like he was a visitor.


  We had barely got him unpacked and the major news rehashed when Mason asked, “How long you going to stay this time?”


  It was like he was mad at himself for being glad Pop was home. I figured he’d start something like that, but wasn’t expecting it so soon. I felt like slugging him.


  “Mace, I don’t blame you for bein’ irritated with me. I was shocked myself when I realized how long I was gone. A month seems like a week used to. Time sure is getting screwy, the older I get … anyway, I quit rodeoing. For good.”


  “No kiddin’?” I said. Mason said, “I’ll believe it when I see it.”


  “Honest, kid, I quit last spring. Then a guy I knew talked me into going to New Mexico to mine for uranium—that was where I was this summer. I’m too old for rodeo—have been for years, but you know, I loved it. It’s changed a lot, what with the team leagues and the rodeo schools. I never expected to make a fortune at it, but now even having a good time costs money.”


  “Having kids costs money,” Mason said. Pop was quiet, studying his hands where they rested on the kitchen table. They were brown and calloused and sprinkled with liver-colored freckles, sturdy and square-fingered, completely different from Mason’s. I’d heard one of Pop’s friends joking with him once, asking him how an old quarterhorse like him had sired a couple of lanky racers, and Pop said, “Their momma was a thoroughbred.”


  “Mace,” he said now, “you’re mad at me, and I don’t blame you, but I’d like to hear it all now and get it over with, so we can go on. You got a bad tendency to bottle things up and dwell on them and brood about them, and I’d rather have a big explosion and then the clear air.”


  “Okay. All right. I’ve been known to explode. Like a couple of months ago when I hadn’t heard from you since spring and the money was gone and the gas got shut off and I had to sell the horses since it was all I could do to feed us.”


  Pop looked blank. “You sold your horse?”


  “Yeah, I did, and Negrito, too. And when Tex got mad about it I beat him up. Look at that scar. He’s going to have it the rest of his life.”


  I hadn’t realized Mason felt so guilty about that The scar didn’t bother me none. But whenever I let myself think about Negrito, it was all I could do to keep from getting into that fight all over again.


  “I’m sorry, Mace, I never thought about the money—when I left I thought I’d left a good-sized hunk in the bank, and both you kids had jobs and, anyway, I didn’t plan on bein’ gone this long.”


  Mason was trying to keep a grip on himself, but I wouldn’t have been surprised to see him break out in a foam like a frenzied horse. Neither one of them paid any attention to me. I always felt left out when they fought.


  “I know you never thought about the money. The good-sized hunk shrunk real quick when Tex fractured his arm last May and we didn’t have any insurance. We both had jobs, yeah. Summer jobs. It hasn’t been summer for a while now. And whether you planned it or not, you’ve been gone this long. And I’d like to know how the hell long you’re going to stay.”


  “You’re sure not giving him any reason to stay,” I said.


  “You—you just shut up,” Mason said. He didn’t feel so bad about that scar that he wasn’t ready to give me another one.


  “Well,” Pop said quietly, “it won’t do any good now to say I’m sorry. I sure didn’t think about things being that bad for you. All I can do is try to prove myself this time, and all you can do is give me the chance.” That’s okay, I thought. We can do that.


  Mason looked away, drumming his fingers on the table. There was a long silence. “I guess it is all I can do,” he said finally.


  Pop watched him wistfully. Mason’s good opinion meant a lot to him. His face brightened. “I tell you what, let’s start off by getting those horses back.”


  “Whaa hoo!” I shouted, jumping up and turning over the chair. Mason shook his head. “I don’t want mine back, I’m not going to be around here a lot longer and I don’t have time to take care of him, anyway. But you could get Negrito back for Tex.”


  “Sure,” Pop said. “I got a little money saved up. I tell you what, Texas, I need a couple of weeks to get a job, and you got a birthday coming up then, so can you wait till the end of the month?”


  I stopped dancing around, stared at Pop for a second, then choked on a laugh. I couldn’t stop laughing.


  “What’s so funny?” Pop asked. I shook my head, trying to get my breath.


  “October,” Mason said. His voice was like a knife of ice.


  “What?” Pop said. Mason was absolutely white. It almost looked like he was suddenly scared. It sobered me up to see him.


  “His birthday was the twenty-second of October. Last month.”


  “Oh. I was thinking it was November.”


  Mason didn’t say a word. He just got up and left. Pretty soon we heard the pickup squealing out of the driveway.


  Pop shook his head. “That young-un can get his back up over the silliest things. I’m sorry about that, Tex.”


  “Shoot,” I said, “it doesn’t bother me. It proves you didn’t forget about it completely, which was what Mason tried to tell me. Anyway, I thought it was funny.”


  “I don’t think Mace thought it was funny,” Pop sighed. I had to agree with him there.


  

  The light blinded me. I hung onto something next to me to keep from falling into the white space. I heard the voice again and this time I could make out the words:


  “What’s goin’ on?”


  It was Pop. And I heard Mason’s voice saying roughly, “Nothing is going on. He’s having a nightmare, that’s all.”


  My eyes adjusted to the light. It was just the bedroom, not some big expanse of empty white space. I was sitting on the edge of the bed, like I was ready to get up and go somewhere. I was in a cold, sick sweat. I slowly realized I was clutching Mason’s arm in a grip that’d leave bruises, and I tried to let go.


  “I’m okay,” I whispered.


  “Gosh, Tex, do you still have nightmares? I thought you’d outgrown that.”


  I shook my head, still unable to talk too much.


  “We were kidnapped at gunpoint not too long ago,” Mason said. “I reckon that could give anybody nightmares. I’ve dreamed about it myself.”


  “Sorry I woke y’all up,” I said, trying to convince myself I really was awake, that the terror was over. “I’m okay now.”


  I dug my fingers out of Mason’s arm and tried my best to look okay. I couldn’t quit shivering. Pop looked dubious. “You sure?”


  “Yeah. I didn’t mean to be hollerin’.”


  “Well, maybe we can all get back to sleep now. You guys have to be at school pretty early.” Pop switched off the light and went back to his sleeping bag on the couch.


  I swung myself back under the quilts. Mason crawled back around to his side.


  “Mace?” I said. “You really have nightmares about that hitchhiker?”


  “Yeah,” he said. “I figure they’ll go away pretty soon.”


  I was quiet. “I don’t think that’s what I was dreamin’ about,” I said finally.


  “I didn’t figure it was,” he said.


  

  I never did dream about the hitchhiker, and what’s more, I didn’t think about him much. All that seemed unimportant now that Pop was back, and Negrito was coming home. I did kind of get a kick out of the fuss people made over me at school, though. Nobody else in the whole school had ever been kidnapped, and only one other kid had been on the news, and that had been in grade school, in a spelling bee.


  Miss Carlson was absent that day and we had a substitute teacher. We did all the usual things we do to substitutes, coughing at exactly one minute till, forming lines at the pencil sharpener, till she slapped a pop quiz on us. I got the feeling she’d been a substitute teacher before.


  Before class was over she sent me to the office for talking. It wasn’t my fault, really. Everybody wanted to know about the hitchhiker. Fortunately Mrs. Johnson saw my side of it, just told me not to let fame go to my head. While I was in the office I heard somebody say Miss Carlson had gone to a funeral, and then somebody else said it was the hitchhiker’s funeral.


  That bothered me. It took the fun out of being famous. I never thought about him having a funeral, or somebody going to it if he did. I hadn’t thought about anybody missing him.


  When Miss Carlson showed up the next day, I decided to find out for sure.


  “Uh, Miss Carlson,” I said, standing at her desk after everybody else had gone on to their next class, “somebody told me you went to that guy’s funeral, the one the highway patrol shot.”


  “Yes,” she said. “I did.”


  She didn’t look like she was mad at me about it. She had real long eyelashes. I bet she was good-looking when she was young.


  “Was he a relative or something?” That was what I was afraid of.


  “No. Not even a friend, really.” She paused, like she was hunting for the right words. Finally she said, “I read a book once that ended with the words ‘the incommunicable past.’ You can only share the past with someone who’s shared it with you. So I can’t explain to you what Mark was to me, exactly. I knew him a long time ago.”


  I stood there, feeling like I do when I bump into things, not knowing what to do. “I’m sorry.”


  Miss Carlson shook her head. “Tex, please don’t let it worry you. I’m sad about what happened, but not surprised.” She glanced down into her grade book. “Now what ever happened to that other book report?”


  

  I couldn’t wait till the end of the month. Negrito would be coming home! Pop didn’t get his old job back, at the cement plant, but he got another one, at the feed mill, pretty quick. Pop never had much trouble getting jobs. People tend to like him.


  The day he was due home with his first two-week paycheck, I went bouncing through school like a ricocheting bullet. Somehow I didn’t get sent to the office, though. Johnny broke the speed limit getting me home—riding double on his machine was breaking the law anyway, so it didn’t take much to get him to break two.


  Then it was an hour to wait till Pop got home. I thought I was going to go nuts. I went up to the horse pen and straightened up a couple of sagging fence posts and tacked up a strand of loose barbed wire. I’d spent the week before putting the rails back up on the pickup, so we’d have something to cart him home in. Negrito loaded surprisingly easy for a high-strung horse. All you had to do was show him a bucket of grain in the truck.


  Pop wasn’t home an hour later. Another hour later he still wasn’t home. I got to thinking he had a car wreck. Mason came in, hot and sweaty from jogging.


  “No, I don’t think he had a wreck,” Mason said, dropping into a kitchen chair and gulping buttermilk straight from the carton. “It just slipped his mind.”


  “Naw, something happened.”


  “Nothing happened except somebody probably asked him to stop off and have a beer.”


  About that time the phone rang. I let Mason get it. He got most of the phone calls at our house. A lot of them from girls.


  “Oh, yeah? Well, what about going to get Tex’s horse back? Forget about that?”


  I went sick inside. Pop had forgot. Damn Mason, I got so tired of him being right all the time.


  “Yeah, I know where he is. Sure, I’ll do it. Will the check bounce? How much? Pop, I’ll have to offer more than they paid me for him. Okay. Yeah, sure. Good luck.”


  Mason came back in the kitchen. “Me and you’ll have to go after him. Pop’s in a pool tournament over in Broken Arrow. No telling how long he’ll be there. Says he’s sorry, he just clean forgot.”


  “Well, at least he’s giving me the money to get him back,” I said defensively.


  “I thought I was supposed to be the stubborn one in this family,” Mason said.


  My disappointment was beginning to fade. I was getting excited again. “Well come on, let’s go!”


  “No way. I got to take a bath first.”


  “Mason!”


  “It’ll just take ten minutes.”


  I started swearing at him, but he went on to the bathroom anyway. I had to resist an urge to go hold his head under water.


  We got on the road finally. We had to drive clear to Muskogee.


  “Boy, you really made sure I couldn’t find him again, didn’t you?” I said.


  “That would have been all I needed, you getting arrested for horse stealing.”


  “You’re the one that should have been arrested,” I said.


  Mason didn’t say anything. We drove through Muskogee and turned down a blacktop road. It was getting dark, but you could see we were driving through a little housing development. The houses were each set on a couple of acres of land.


  “You know your way around here pretty well,” I remarked.


  “I came out to look the place over first. I told you I made sure those horses got good homes, didn’t I?”


  Him and his truth hang-up, I thought sourly. Then I brightened up as we turned into a driveway. I heard hoof beats as soon as we got out. “I’ll be around back!” I shouted. Mason went to the front door. He could take care of the business end of it. I wanted to see Negrito.


  There were floodlights turned on over a small wood corral in back. Negrito was tearing around some barrels, set up for barrel racing. Even though he could turn on a dime and hand you back a nickel change, I had never done barrel racing with him and was amazed to see how good he’d caught onto it in so short a time. After bending around the last barrel so sharp his rider’s foot nearly touched the ground, Negrito flattened out in a dead gallop finish. When she pulled him up, he was blowing through his nose and snorting, the way he did when he was happy. I decided I could take up barrel racing if he liked it so much.


  His rider saw me. She nudged Negrito into a canter and had him do a sliding stop at the fence where I stood.


  “Who are you?” she asked. I didn’t even look at her. Negrito was so surprised to see me that his ears were practically touching and he kept nickering from way down in his chest. I had all I could do to keep from grabbing him around the neck and crying.


  “He used to be my horse,” I said. I reached out and stroked his neck. Man, he was clean. He must have been brushed morning noon and night to be that clean. It’s a mess trying to get dust out of a winter coat.


  “You’re not the boy we bought him from,” the girl said. Her voice sounded stiff. For the first time I looked at her, seeing her. She was about twelve or thirteen, blonde, freckled, braced, her eyes a light sky color from behind her glasses.


  “That was my brother. I didn’t know he was selling him. It was sort of an accident.”


  The girl slid off and stood by Negrito’s head, holding the reins tight, like she thought I might grab them away from her.


  “We paid for him,” she said. “It was fair and square.”


  “Sure,” I said. Negrito was nibbling on my sleeve, the way he would just before biting a hunk out of you. I was getting so sick I couldn’t see good. They weren’t going to sell him. I wasn’t going to get him back. Like she knew what I was thinking, the girl said, “He’s my horse now.”


  I looked around at the nice little paddock, with an open-faced barn. They didn’t need the money. They could feed him through the winter. She wouldn’t come home from school and find that paddock empty.


  “I had a pony, but he died,” she was saying. “I didn’t think I’d ever want another horse. Nicky was a birthday present.”


  Didn’t even get his name right, I thought bitterly. I asked Negrito how he liked it here.


  “Oh, great, man, great.” His head bobbed up and down. “Good food, good fun, lots of attention.”


  I didn’t remind him I’d given him lots of attention, too. Horses are like real little kids. Now is what’s important.


  “He bites,” I said to the girl, not looking at her, still patting Negrito’s neck.


  “I know.”


  He’d put on weight, but he’d been worked enough to turn it into hard muscle. His thick winter coat was like velvet.


  “He spooks at things, too,” I said.


  “I know.”


  “He ain’t really scared though, he’s mostly just playing. I never hit him for it, you shouldn’t hit a horse unless you really have to.”


  I turned to her. Her face was stiff and she kept wrapping the reins around her wrists. “I know.”


  I heard Mason honking for me. I knew he hadn’t been able to make a deal. I leaned my head against Negrito’s neck for a second. Horses really smell good.


  “He missed you,” the girl said suddenly. I looked at her and she seemed to be sorry she let me have that much, “at first.”


  I gave Negrito a final pat and turned away.


  “I know,” I said.


  

  “He just wouldn’t sell. I offered him more than they gave for him, but he didn’t even listen. Said his kid was happy with the horse and he wasn’t going to upset her. Seems like her pony died last year and he thought she never would get over it. I did what I could.”


  “Yeah,” I said, hardly able to talk for the ache in my throat “You did what you could all right.”


  Mason got a defensive look on his face. “Well, it’s a good home.”


  “He had a good home.”


  Mason didn’t say anything, stepping on the speed a little when we passed a hitchhiker.


  “Mace,” I said evenly, trying to keep my voice from shaking, “I am going to hate you the rest of my life for this. I mean it.”


  Mason looked straight down the highway. “Who cares?” he said. But I’d seen a muscle in his jaw jump, and I knew I’d hurt him. It felt good.


  It was the first time I realized hurting somebody could feel really good.


  8


  Somehow, losing Negrito that second time was harder than the first time. It was just knowing he really was gone for good, somebody else was feeding him and brushing him and he was watching for somebody else in the mornings and after school that made me feel like I had a constant toothache or something. Even when I was thinking about something else, I could feel it in the back of my mind. The only thing that could really take my mind off Negrito was Jamie.


  We were kind of going together. I couldn’t figure out exactly how it had happened, except that we started meeting between classes and had lunch together and I quit riding home on Johnny’s cycle so me and Jamie could go to the drugstore and get a Coke before we rode the bus home. Everybody in the school knew we were going together. I used to wonder how guys ever got the nerve to ask a girl for a date, but since Jamie had been my friend before she was my girl friend, it was really easy to say at lunch one day, “You think Cole’d let you go out with me?”


  She shook her head. Her hair curved around her face like dark feathers.


  For a second there I hated Cole Collins. Then I didn’t hate him, because he was Jamie’s father and I’d have to learn to get along with him.


  “It’s not just you,” she said. “Cole thinks I’m too young to date anybody. No car dates until I’m sixteen. And Mona agrees with him. All she ever does is agree with him. If I ever get married, I’m never going to agree with my husband.”


  I raised my eyebrows. “Not ever?”


  She looked at me with the eyes of a wicked colt. “Oh, maybe sometimes … Anyway, I bet Cole wouldn’t mind me going to watch Bob play basketball. If you were watching Mason, we could sit together.”


  “Cole doesn’t go to the games?” I asked. Pop never missed one.


  “Cole went through all that stuff with Charlie, only it was football. And when Blackie refused to go out for anything, sports got to be a family hassle. Cole and Blackie really had some go-rounds … you know what? Cole would like to have Mason for a kid, I bet. And Mason would like a father like Cole.”


  “Huh,” I said, because I figured it was politer than saying, “Mace hates Cole’s guts.”


  “No, really, Tex, listen. That time you and Johnny and Bob came home drunk, Cole kind of hinted real strong for us to stop hanging around with you guys, but I could tell he’d been impressed with Mason. He’s not too impressed with any of us. Charlie’s too much of a playboy and now Bob’s got it into his head that he wants to be a priest; Johnny’s such a scatterbrain I think Cole’ll be relieved if he just makes it to twenty-one. And me. The little lady. Cole has the hardest time understanding that I’m a person, just like the rest of his kids, that being a girl doesn’t mean I’m going to be sweet and dainty and grow up to be a devoted little mother just like Mona. Geez, it gives me cold chills just to think of it…”


  She scrunched her face up like she was hearing squeaky chalk across the blackboard.


  “How about Blackie?” I asked. This was really interesting. I never thought about what parents would want out of a kid. I thought you just took what you got.


  “Don’t ever tell anybody I told you this.” She dropped her voice. “Swear?”


  “I swear.”


  “You know when Blackie moved out—he didn’t just move, he ran away from home. It was after a big fight with Cole about not going to college. Not playing football was bad enough, but Blackie didn’t even want to go to college. He didn’t even want to go to art school. Said he had to know what he could teach himself first. Man, it drove Cole nuts to argue with him, because Blackie never argued back. You know how quiet he was. Sometimes I couldn’t tell he was in the same room with me. He just stood there and let Cole get madder and madder. Then that night he took off. He wrote Mona from San Francisco to let her know he was okay. Tex, Cole and Mona had some awful fights about it. I’d never heard them fight before. They didn’t know we were listening. Me and Johnny sat on the stairs and listened to them and we both were crying like little kids…”


  I reached over and took her hand. I couldn’t stand the thought of her crying. She took a sudden deep breath. “Anyway, Cole hasn’t made a big deal out of sports since. Basketball was Bob’s idea. Blackie had the perfect build for football … it must be weird for him, to look like a football player and be totally different on the inside.”


  I had my mind on other things. “Mason sometimes goes to parties after the games,” I said suddenly. “With a bunch of other people. So I could get the pickup and drive us around.”


  Suddenly I remembered Johnny. If I had the truck, he’d want to go driving around, too. It would be hard to tell him the truth. He’d never understand how I felt about Jamie. He was interested in girls, sure, but it was like being interested in Playboy pictures and stuff like that. He hadn’t got to the point where he was interested in real girls. And even though he loved Jamie in the same way he loved their dog, he didn’t quite realize that she was a girl, the kind of girl somebody would lay awake thinking about for hours.


  “Johnny—” I began. Jamie quirked the corners of her mouth down. “I’ll tell Johnny he’s not wanted.”


  “But…”


  “Well, he’s not, is he? All right. He’ll take it a lot better from me than you.”


  Boy, she was mean. I really liked that. I really did.


  

  They were out to kill Mason. It was plain from the second he stepped on court and the opposing team started booing. People were trying to make him foul, or just plain knock him down and put him out of the game. They didn’t know Mason. That kind of thing just made him cooler and cooler. He really played better when people were booing him than when our side cheered him. I took Mason pretty much for granted at home, but watching him on a basketball court kind of put you in awe. Man, he was good!


  I don’t think I could have stood having all those people not liking me. But then, Mason never cared much whether people liked him or not.


  “Everybody does though,” I said to Jamie, after telling her that.


  “You mean he’s popular. Everybody thinks he’s cool. Not everybody likes him.”


  I didn’t want to know if that included her. It would really bother me if she didn’t like Mason.


  It took everybody screaming at once to get my mind back on the game. Everybody was on their feet screeching as Mason caught a rebound and made a wild shot that turned out to be a basket and on his way down from the leap an opposing player slammed into him. He came up off the floor so fast it looked like a bounce and for a second I thought that the other guy was going to get stuffed through the basket, head first. Whistles were blowing all over. It looked like everybody was going to rush into the middle of the court and start killing each other. People were just going crazy.


  Mason stood there, holding his right elbow. As far away as I was I shivered. I remembered one other time I’d seen him fighting to control himself like that. He was right on the edge of blowing up like a stick of dynamite.


  The coach came out and looked at Mason and then Mason turned and stalked off the court. The screaming was unbelievable. He sat down on the bench while the doctor looked at his elbow, bent his arm up and down some, then said something to Mason that made him shake his head angrily. You could see the doctor getting mad. Finally Mason got up and followed him out.


  “Hey,” I said, “he must be hurt.”


  I doubt that Jamie heard me. The guy who had knocked Mason down was being taken out of the game, boos and cheers following him. I looked over to where Pop was sitting with Ernie Driscoll’s father. He was pushing through the crowd, going to the locker room.


  “Come on,” I grabbed Jamie’s wrist. “I want to see how he is.”


  “You go. I’ve got a brother in this game, too, you know.”


  I didn’t like leaving her there in that screaming mob, but on second thought, she could hold her own pretty well. I shoved my way off the bleachers and ran to the locker room.


  “It’s not serious,” the doctor was saying.


  “Then I can go back in,” Mason said. His arm was in a sling. Pop watched him worriedly. Suddenly I remembered when I busted five ribs in a junior rodeo. Pop had been nice, concerned, but not real worried. Of course, my memory could be wrong. It’s pretty good, though, mostly. But he always had worried about Mason more.


  “Not this game. A lot of good you’d be with your right arm messed up,” Pop said roughly.


  Mason shrugged. “My left is just as good.”


  Mason is ambidextrous. That means he can use either his right or left hand. For some reason, when I was little, I thought that meant he was part water lizard. Don’t ask me why.


  “You’re out of this game all right,” the doctor said. “You’re lucky you’re not out of the season.”


  Just the thought of it made Mason flinch, and to hide it he said, “Hey, Tex. Want to trade clothes with me and go shoot a few baskets?”


  “Sure,” I said.


  “Got another basketball player in the family?” the doctor asked.


  “If we do, I didn’t know about it,” Pop said.


  “Well, maybe you ought to take the time to find out,” Mason snapped. He never was much fun to be around if he was mad or hurting, so I just said, “If you’re okay then I’m getting back to the game.”


  “Good idea. Go root for Bob Collins. He’s gonna need all the help he can get, now.”


  Being a big shot didn’t go to Mason’s head. Much.


  He was right, though. Poor Bob was everywhere, trying to make up for Mason not being anywhere. His main function had been to get the ball to Mason, and you could see Bob forget and pause and wonder where the heck Mason was. He even tried shooting baskets, which shows you how desperate he was. He wasn’t too bad at it, though, for a short person.


  Me and Jamie yelled ourselves hoarse for him, along with a few hundred other people, but it wasn’t any use. We lost by six points.


  “You’d think Mason was their lucky rabbit’s foot or something!” Jamie griped as we drifted with the crowd out to the parking lot. Most of the people from our school were pretty mad. “They just gave up without him. I’d like to know just what it is that Mason’s got. Look at Bob, smarter and nicer and twice as good-looking, and everybody likes him—but ask anybody who the most popular guy in the school is and they’ll say ‘Mace McCormick.’ And Mason’s too snotty to speak to half of them.”


  “Maybe being popular and being liked ain’t the same thing.” I said, deciding not to point out to her that the same things could be said about her. The bunch she ran with was the “popular” girl group, but they weren’t all well-liked, even Jamie.


  The Riverview people were acting pretty silly, jeering and cheering and stuff, but I didn’t pay much attention till Ralph Hernesy poked me and said, “I guess that shows you, huh, Mac?”


  Even though we went to different schools I’d known him a long time, from horse shows and rodeos. And school games.


  “Oh, bug off,” Jamie said. Or something like that.


  Now I wasn’t in the best mood I’ve ever been in. I probably wasn’t as bad off as some of us were, judging from looks on faces, but losing the game, and knowing we only lost because they’d put a hit man on Mason, hadn’t exactly made me cheerful.


  Ralph looked at Jamie. “I never thought you was any judge of horses, Tex, and you sure ain’t any judge of a…”


  I belted him so quick I didn’t realize what I was doing till after it was done and Ralph was sitting on the ground spitting out a tooth.


  Somebody shoved me in the back. “What’s the matter? Sore loser?”


  I whirled around, but the shover took off and disappeared in the crowd. I turned back to Ralph. He was crawling around frantically, looking for his tooth. “That was my false tooth, dammit!”


  “Ain’t you a little young for false teeth?” I asked, dumbfounded.


  “I knocked the real one out last year at a rodeo. My Mom will kill me! It cost a fortune.”


  I squatted down beside him, licking the blood off my skinned knuckles. “Huh. Can you put it back in if you find it?”


  “I think so.”


  I looked around for it for a second, till Jamie poked me with her foot and said, “I think we’re going to get to see a riot.”


  All round us people were shoving each other, or already into fights. I jumped up and grabbed Jamie’s wrist, dragging her through the crowd.


  “Wait! I want to see what’s going to happen!”


  I blocked a punch somebody threw at me and speeded up.


  “Sweet stuff,” I told her, “if you want to watch a riot, watch it on TV. If you’re there, you’re in it.”


  I opened the door to the pickup and shoved her in. You could hear the police sirens coming. I didn’t particularly want to renew my acquaintance with the town cops, so I laid a little rubber getting out of the parking lot.


  Jamie twisted around on her knees to look out the cab window.


  “I wanted to know what was going to happen!”


  I slapped her on the bottom, and she turned back around and slid down onto the seat.


  “You’ll hear all about it tomorrow.”


  “Secondhand.”


  “Yeah. The black eyes’ll be secondhand, too.” I paused. “What time you supposed to meet Johnny and Bob?”


  “In an hour. At the car wash. We’ve got time to get a Coke or something.”


  I followed the highway to the gravel pit road and turned off. After a mile or so I pulled the truck over and switched off the lights.


  “They sell Cokes around here?” Jamie asked mildly. In the cold starlight her eyes glittered like a cat’s.


  “You had a Coke at the game and I ain’t thirsty.” I said. I put my arm around her. I had been thinking about this for a long time. I kissed her, soft, so not to spook her, but it wasn’t any rinky-dinky Mickey Mouse kiss. After the first one, I wasn’t fooling. I loved her so much it seemed like she was a part of me, or should be, or there was a way for her to be…


  “Stop it!”


  My heart was thumping in my ears so hard I barely heard her. She was wiggling in my arms like a landed bass; she got her hands on my chest and shoved. I let go, trembling from trying not to crush her. I couldn’t tell how much time had passed—minutes or hours.


  “What’s wrong?” I asked, when I could get my breath.


  She tugged her sweat shirt down. “I am not ready for this. I mean it.”


  I stared at her, completely mixed up. Looking at her without touching her was almost a real, physical pain. She must know how I feel, I thought, she wouldn’t be that mean to me … I reached for her again.


  “I mean it, Texas,” she warned.


  Man, that hurt me. I just didn’t get it. I slid back to my side of the truck, gripping the steering wheel so hard my knuckles turned white.


  “Well,” I said, as soon as I thought I could talk okay. “What did you let me get started for?”


  “I didn’t know you’d be in such an all-fired hurry. Anyway, I was curious.”


  Curious. I was burning up and she was curious. Something was really wrong here.


  “I hate it when Cole is right,” Jamie said suddenly.


  “What’s Cole got to do with this?” I asked tiredly, resting my head against the steering wheel.


  “He said I was too young to start dating. I mean, dating even. We haven’t even gone to the movies yet.”


  “Okay. We can go to a movie.” The last thing I wanted to do was go to a movie. I’d just be waiting for it to get over with so we could come here and make out. “Jamie, I love you.”


  “Look Tex, I love you too.” She certainly sounded matter-of-fact about it. “Right now I think you’re the only boy I’ll ever feel this way about, but, then, I’m probably wrong about that. But even if you are—look, my life is complicated enough right now. Sometimes I think I hate everybody, and sometimes I think I love everybody, and sometimes I’m mean and hateful to people, like Johnny or Bob, just to see if I can hurt them, but I love them and I’m sorry, after. I get mad at Cole for not understanding anything and mad at Mona for understanding everything. A lot of times I can’t stand the way I act. I mean, I know people think I’m a bitch. And then I think if people don’t like the way I act they can go jump in the lake. Then I worry that nobody likes me. See? See? I’m having enough trouble figuring things out right now without throwing in sex.”


  When she said “sex” I felt my face go red. I know it sounds dumb, but I hadn’t thought of what we were doing as sex.


  “I guess you don’t love me as much as I love you,” I said.


  “You turn pitiful on me and I won’t love you a bit.”


  I laughed a little, even though I felt like spanking her.


  “Jamie, when we get older, sixteen maybe, let’s get married.”


  I knew I’d never feel this way about any other girl. I wanted to know Jamie was going to be there the rest of my life.


  “I can see me marrying you,” Jamie said slowly.


  “Yeah?”


  “Yeah. When I’m eighteen or nineteen and scared of the way things are changing, the way people are going off in different directions, and the simple life looks romantic, a good way to keep everything the same … yeah, I can see me marrying you. It’d last about a year.”


  If she’d thrown a bucket of cold water over me it wouldn’t have done a better job of cooling me off. I was even shivering a little bit as I started the pickup. All the feeling had been wrung out of me.


  “I forget,” I said, making a U-turn on the dark road. “You’re one of them that’s going.”


  

  Johnny and Bob were waiting at the car wash, sitting in Denny Brogan’s car.


  “See you at lunch Monday?” Jamie asked, before she opened her door. I’d been quiet all the way back and she was getting uneasy about it. I shrugged. “I don’t care.”


  I did, though. I really did.


  “Well, neither do I!” She jumped out of the truck and slammed the door so hard it cracked the window right down the middle. I just looked at it. I’d seen Mason do the same thing twice before. Bob took off in a big hurry—I guess he was late for a date. I just sat there, watching people drive up and down, talking to whoever pulled over and got in the truck with me. Everybody hung out at the car wash on Saturday night, sitting on their cars, driving by, looking for booze or dope or just company. I was just out for some company.


  You could pick up girls there, too, but if I couldn’t have Jamie, I didn’t want anybody.
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  “You think this is going to be worth it?” Johnny whispered. “What if they find out who did it?”


  “Nobody’s going to find out who did it,” I whispered back. We were gluing individual caps on the keys of the typewriters in office machines class. As soon as the key hit the paper, the cap would explode. Since this was the day of the nine-week test, there would be a lot of keys hitting at the same time. There was always something depressing about a test day, anyway. I figured this little job might liven things up some. The month that had passed since my fight with Jamie had been really draggy.


  Johnny and I got to school real early and used a special key Roger Genet loaned me. It would open about anything if you knew how to use it. I didn’t ask Roger what he used it for.


  “Sure it’s worth it” I went on. “Even if they do find out who did it, what’s going to happen? We’d get sent to the office, get a lecture and a couple of swats. That’s nothing.”


  Johnny gave me a dry look. “Cole Collins isn’t your father.”


  “Oh,” I said. “Yeah. Well, anyway, nobody’ll know it was us.”


  When we got through, we locked the door carefully and went out to the smoke hole, which was the road corner of the baseball field. Nobody else was there, it was still too early. Johnny had started smoking lately. I got the feeling it was to put something over on Cole. I’ve been meaning to take it up myself, but haven’t got around to it yet.


  “I guess Mason’s all excited about his scholarship,” Johnny said.


  “You’d think so, having his pick of a few like that,” I answered. “But he’s still so strung out sometimes I think he’s lost his marbles. I figured once basketball was over and he was sure he was going to college he’d calm down some. But he’s on my back all the time, worse than before.”


  Sometimes I thought Mason hollered at me all the time to make up for Pop not hollering at all. It was like he was constantly poking and prodding at Pop to make him do something—what, exactly, I didn’t know, and Pop sure didn’t, either. Sometimes he’d look at Mason like a chicken that had hatched a goose egg. If Mason was worried that Pop wasn’t paying enough attention to me, he could have saved himself the trouble. Mason would be gone for college pretty soon and then Pop would have to notice me a little more. I mean, I’d be the only kid, then.


  “At least he’s got a job now,” Johnny was saying. He dropped his cigarette and ground it under his heel. It did look cool. I’ll have to get around to smoking one of these days.


  “Yeah, at least he’s gone more. I used to think I was going to really miss ol’ Mace when he left, but now I think I’ll cheer all the way to the airport.”


  “Uh, you haven’t seen Jamie lately, have you?” Johnny said. He sounded like he had rehearsed it.


  Well, it had been one month and four days since the basketball game and I’d thought about her at least every hour since then, but I just said, “Not lately.”


  I’d see her in the halls and my heart would spook and take off at a pounding gallop. Then she’d just say, “Oh hi,” and I’d nod back, cool as possible. After that I’d want to either run up and hug her, or belt her. Or go off somewhere and cry. I didn’t do any of them.


  I wasn’t about to say all that to Johnny.


  “Any particular reason?” he asked.


  For a second I wondered if Jamie had put him up to this. Maybe she missed me as much as I did her. Then I thought, “No way. She didn’t care.”


  “No special reason,” I lied calmly. Johnny looked at me skeptically. “Geez, Tex, you still do like her, don’t you?”


  He sounded like he couldn’t imagine why anybody’d like Jamie.


  Me and Johnny could always talk about anything. That was what best friends were for. It was weird, not being able to say anything about this to him. I couldn’t do it, though. Finally I just said, “Let’s get back. We don’t want to miss the fireworks.”


  

  “I’ve called your parents,” Mrs. Johnson said.


  Capping the typewriters had gone even better than we’d hoped. The dead silence of a school on nine-week test day; everybody a little tense, whether they cared about grades or not—test day’ll do that to you; me and Johnny looking at each other, cracking up before anything happened; Miss Carlson frowning, “What are you two…”


  And from the typing room next door, noise like a machine gun. Followed by shrieks.


  Mrs. Bennet had to go home with a case of nerves. Miss Carlson couldn’t get the class calmed down soon enough to have time for the whole test, so she had to divide it into two parts. We heard later that the news made it all over the school in one hour, and over to the high school the next. All in all, it went better than we ever hoped, except that we were the suspects and laughing too hard to deny it.


  “Your fathers, I should say.”


  I stared down at the paperweight on Mrs. Johnson’s desk, one of those balls you turn upside down to make it look like a snow scene. I tried to look sorry.


  “You called my father? At work?” Johnny’s face went white.


  “The last time you got into trouble, your father asked me to call him if something happened again. Immediately. He’ll be here soon. Tex, your father will be here after school. You can wait in the office until he gets here.”


  “All day?” I looked at the dock. It was 10:30. “What about the rest of the tests I’m having today?”


  “You’ll have to worry about that later. I’m not going to give you a chance to disrupt the rest of the day. Just have a seat in the foyer. You’ll be there awhile.”


  The thought of sitting around all day was making me sick. But I didn’t feel anywhere near as bad as Johnny. He looked like a ghost. I really felt sorry for him.


  He suddenly jumped a little, and quickly jammed his hand down his shirt pocket. “Here,” he whispered, handing me his cigarettes. “Holy cow,” I breathed, taking them. That would be all he needed, Cole catching him with cigarettes on top of everything else.


  “Quiet you two,” snapped an office worker. I stuffed the package in my pocket hastily, hearing heavy footsteps in the hall. Johnny looked like he was about to throw up. I glanced up into the doorway, cringing a little myself. It wasn’t Cole, it was Mason.


  “Hey,” I said, “what are you doing here?”


  “I could ask you the same thing,” Mason said.


  My stomach plunged. I hadn’t been too afraid of facing Pop, but the look on Mason’s face was giving me chills.


  “Oh, God Mace, get outta here,” Johnny begged, “Cole’s going to be—”


  Cole walked in the door. I froze where I was slouched in my chair. Johnny looked like he wished he were dead. Only Mason seemed unaffected. He just nodded at Cole like he probably would if he met him in the dime store.


  Cole looked at Johnny, then at me. “I might have known,” he said.


  I managed to pull my legs in under me and straighten up some. Something about the tone of his voice made me feel like I was lower than an earthworm.


  “Might have known what?” Mason asked, not hotheaded like you’d expect, just reasonable.


  Mrs. Johnson came to the door of her office. “Since I do have a conference room, may I suggest we hold our conference there, instead of here in the hallway? Hello Mason, I don’t remember calling you to this meeting.”


  “I’m here anyway,” Mason said. “I knew Pop couldn’t get off work and you’d want to talk to somebody about Tex.”


  “So here you are. Well, come in, everybody.”


  Everybody waited for Johnny and me to unfold ourselves and troop in first, like criminals going to the execution.


  “Might have known what?” Mason asked again, once the office door was shut behind him. Like there hadn’t been any interruption.


  He could look Cole in the eye. He’d grown that much. Cole stared back at him steadily with those dark blue eyes he’d branded every one of his kids with.


  “I might have known that your brother was behind this. He usually is, whenever Johnny gets into trouble.”


  “Or Johnny gets Tex into trouble. I think it’s fifty-fifty,” Mason said. He sounded calm, completely in control of himself. Not flaked out like he had been lately.


  Cole turned to me. “Tell the truth—”


  Man, with Cole Collins towering over you, you told the truth!


  “Was this your idea or Johnny’s?”


  I started to open my mouth, but Mason said, “I know this was Tex’s idea, and I know where he got the idea. The point is, it isn’t always his fault. Last spring when he and Johnny were messing with the shopping carts at the Safeway store, and Johnny ran Tex into the side of the store and fractured his arm, did I come storming over to your place, trying to get you to lock Johnny up? No. I just figured next time would be Tex’s turn to do something stupid.”


  Cole didn’t look convinced. He went back to Johnny. “Didn’t I tell you that this friendship wasn’t going to do you any good? I want you to promise me that you’re going to end it, right here.”


  Suddenly I was so glad Cole didn’t know I was in love with Jamie. For the first time I understood what Romeo and Juliet was about, even though I never have been able to read the play.


  “No,” Johnny said.


  Cole said “What?”


  Johnny had more guts than I’ll ever give myself credit for—he answered, “No, sir.”


  “Tex,” Mason said suddenly, “tell the truth—” he was half-mocking Cole and didn’t care if he did know it—“Are those your cigarettes in your shirt pocket?”


  I gave him the dirtiest look I could come up with. Johnny was close to shaking.


  “Yeah,” I said, “they are.”


  Cole looked at me, and then at Johnny. Then he said to Mason, “Get to the point.”


  “The point is, neither one of these two turkeys is perfect. Both of them have a bad tendency toward trouble. But you can’t blame Tex every time. He’s not a bad kid, and he’s not a bad influence, any more than Johnny is.”


  Suddenly I realized Mace was controlling himself because he cared about what Cole thought of him.


  He didn’t care if Pop or I saw him lose his temper, but here he was, breaking his back to get Cole’s respect. And you could tell by the way Cole looked at him, that he’d gotten it.


  Jamie was right, I thought, how weird.


  “You may be right,” Cole said at last. Shook up as he was, Johnny couldn’t help giving me a look of amazement. Somebody other than Cole be right?!


  “Well, now that we’ve agreed that the blame is to be shared equally, maybe you’d like to hear what the punishment is?” Mrs. Johnson said.


  “I’d like to hear what your punishment is,” Cole said. “What I have in mind may be different.”


  “Three days suspension. The nine-week tests will be made up every day after school, a test a day. They will receive a grade lower than the grade they score. And I’m sending a recommendation over to the high school that Johnny and Tex be placed in separate classes next year.”


  “That sounds fair,” Cole said. Then he said, “John, what did I tell you would happen the next time you got into trouble at school?”


  “You’re going to sell the cycle.”


  Man, I was so mad I couldn’t see straight. They were really being big shots. And when Cole glanced at Mason, I said hotly, “He’s already sold my horse, I don’t think he can do much else to me.”


  “I’ll probably think of something,” Mason said mildly.


  “I’m sure you will, you lousy son of a bitch,” Johnny said.


  Silence. Me and Johnny looked at each other. He’d said it for both of us. And to both of them. We shared a split second of triumph, before Cole took Johnny by the shoulders and marched him out of the office.


  “I’ll be back this afternoon,” Mason said to Mrs. Johnson. “When Pop gets here.”


  “Mason, I understand your concern, but do you think that’s necessary?”


  “Oh, yeah,” he said, “oh, yeah.”


  Then it was just me and Mrs. Johnson, looking at each other over her desk. She sighed. “Tex, you better take a seat in the foyer again. You’re going to have a long day.”


  “I reckon so,” I paused. “Listen, Mrs. Johnson, I really am sorry. I didn’t think it was going to cause all this trouble.”


  Usually she would give me a wry grin and say, “Try not to let it happen again.” But today she set her jaw and said, “Texas, listen to me. You had better start thinking.”


  I kind of cringed out of her office like a whipped pup. I hate to get people I like mad at me. But I can’t seem to stop doing things that make people mad. It is really strange.


  Nothing exciting happened in the office that morning, except when I accidentally tripped somebody. My legs are growing so fast it’s hard for me to keep track of where the end of ’em are.


  I got to leave for twenty minutes to get some lunch, but sitting around had killed my appetite, so I went out to the smoke hole instead of the cafeteria. I was getting congratulated on the best stunt of the year, when I noticed a blue car parked along the road next to the baseball field. I ducked out of the group and ran over.


  “Hey, Lem!” I opened the car door and hopped in. “What are you doing out here?”


  Lem looked like I’d just woke him up from a nap. “Hey, Tex, how’s it goin’? Oh, I’m waiting around for Dwayne Kirkpatrick. I’m tryin’ to talk him into letting me have some of that third generation home-grown he’s got. Man, I could get a hundred bucks a lid for that stuff. I gotta little bit left, want to try it? One hit’ll last you the rest of the day.”


  “For a hundred bucks a lid it ought to last you the rest of the month. Shoot Lem, nobody’s got a hundred bucks to spend on grass.”


  “You’d be surprised, man. And this is dynamite stuff, killer weed.”


  “Well, if you’re waiting for Dwayne you’ll be here all day. He skipped school to go fishing.”


  Lem shook his head. “That turkey—he’s got no sense when it comes to money. He’ll make the grade in aggie school, though, ’cause he sure knows how to breed his weeds.”


  “How’s the baby?” I asked. Lem’d been doing grass himself—his eyes were reddish and the car smelled so strong I thought I was going to get a contact high. You know, even though I don’t smoke grass much, I really like the way it smells. I always connect it with friendly people.


  “Oh, he’s fine. You know, that kid really is smarter than the average baby. Connie looked it up in a book. He’s real advanced for his age. Big, too.”


  I hadn’t seen Lem in months, not since that time we went to the city to see about Mason’s ulcer, but he didn’t seem very excited about seeing me. When somebody’s smoking it’s hard to get them excited about anything except ice cream.


  “Still like it in the city?”


  “Yeah, there’s always something going on. I miss havin’ horses, though. I ain’t had a chance to ride in a year. When you going to get another horse, kid?”


  “I don’t want another horse,” I said, my stomach tightening. “Losing Negrito was like losing my best friend.”


  “Well, I know how that feels,” Lem said.


  “Why don’t you come by this afternoon?” I said. “Mason’d be glad to see you.” I didn’t realize I was lying till I saw the look Lem gave me. I went quiet. Then Lem said, “You know, I used to think all Mason wanted was money. But that ain’t it, or he’d be in this business with me, ’cause I’m rolling in it right now. But what he really wants out of life is to be respectable. If that ain’t a hell of a goal.”


  “Different people go different places,” I said, getting out. I had to be heading back to the office. “Say hey to Connie and the baby for me.”


  Lem seemed to be thinking hard for a minute, then he said, “I’m making a delivery out here this afternoon. You want a good deal on white crosses?”


  I shook my head and waved him off. Maybe I was just depressed about going back and sitting around the office, but I had a strong feeling that Lem didn’t belong in the city. There are people who go places and people who stay and Lem should have stayed.


  Mrs. Johnson called me into her office when I got back.


  “Tex,” she began, then stopped. She sniffed suspiciously.


  “Have you been smoking grass?”


  Damn. I should have let my clothes air out a little before coming back in. “No, ma’am,” I said. “I wouldn’t want this day to drag out any longer than it has to.”


  “I suppose that’s true. Anyway, what I wanted to talk to you about was a job this summer. Mr. Kencaide of Kencaide Quarter Horses contacted the school, wanting to hire some kids for summer work. Would you be interested?”


  “Sure!” I said eagerly.


  “Mr. Kencaide wanted me to emphasize that he doesn’t want a bronc buster, or people out to play cowboys and Indians. But for some reason I think you’d behave responsibly in a job like that. I don’t know why I think that, except I did have one or two people you mowed lawns for last summer call me and say they were pleased with your work Here’s Mr. Kencaide’s card, give him a call and say I recommended you. Please don’t give me any reason to be sorry I did.”


  “No, I’ll do a good job. I take horses serious.”


  “That may be what saves you. Tex, would being expelled bother you?”


  I almost dropped the card. “Expelled?” I managed finally. “Yeah, it would.”


  “I was seriously considering it today. In fact I’ve seriously considered it several times during the last three years. I haven’t, because I like you. But I like an orderly school even more, and if it comes down to a choice, you just might lose out. Understand?”


  I nodded. Expelled—I didn’t even know anybody who’d been expelled, except Paula Luiz, for jumping on her home-ec teacher with a rolling pin.


  “It’s not very long until school’s out—but remember, it’s never too late to be expelled.”


  Mrs. Johnson’s eyebrows twisted together in the middle when she was saying something serious not very seriously.


  “Now just take your seat again. Your father ought to be here about four.”


  About four. It was noon. I’d heard the phrase killing time, but now I knew what it meant. I felt like I had murdered a whole day. I could never hack an office job. You know how it feels when your foot goes to sleep? Well, by four I felt like my whole body had gone to sleep, including my brain.


  Mason came stalking in, right at four. He didn’t say much, but it was pretty clear that he’d used up his quota of self-control for the day.


  “Come on in, Mason,” Mrs. Johnson said. “You, too, Tex.”


  Almost everybody had gone home, except the sixth-hour gym guys. You could hear them out on the baseball field. Mrs. Johnson wanted to get us out of the way of the janitor, who was mopping the office.


  “I don’t know if the old man is going to show up or not,” Mason said abruptly.


  “He said he would when I talked to him,” Mrs. Johnson said. “If I remember right, he came up here to talk to me about you a few times. Your big problem was fighting.”


  It took all Mason’s politeness not to scowl at her. He certainly didn’t want to remind me that he’d been in trouble before, too.


  “Yeah,” I said. “I’ve never been big on fighting.”


  “But you’ve been in here for everything else since the seventh grade,” Mason said. He didn’t get into fights much anymore. Nobody wanted to mess with him.


  “Well, anyway, this is the first time Pop’s had to come in and talk about it,” I said defensively.


  Mason gave me a sarcastic grin. “It’s not the first time he’s been asked. It’ll just be the first time he’s showed up for it.”


  Just about then Mrs. Seymore, from seventh-grade speech, stuck her head in the door and said, “Helen, come here and look. You won’t believe what I’ve found in a locker…”


  That stuff had been going on all day. I never realized how much running around the building was involved in an office job.


  “I think I can trust you two to stay here.”


  “Sure,” I said. Mason didn’t say anything. I wouldn’t have cared if he left. Instead he paced around the room, getting madder and madder.


  “I don’t know why you have to go poking your nose in,” I remarked. I was thinking it was a wonder he had any insides left. He’d had to go to the doctor again, just a few weeks ago.


  “I am poking my nose in because I don’t want to see you get expelled,” he said savagely.


  I started. “You knew I might get expelled?”


  “God yes—they were laying bets on it over at the high school.”


  “Huh,” I said, amazed. I sure hadn’t known what a big deal I was causing.


  “You had just better wake up a little, man—” Mason began, when Pop walked in.


  “Surprise, surprise,” Mason said. Pop took one look at him and decided to ignore him. When Mace was like that, sometimes it worked. Sometimes it didn’t.


  “I hear you got into some trouble,” Pop said. He’d come straight from work, he was covered with oat dust and burlap fuzz.


  “Yeah,” I answered. “I glued caps on the typewriter keys this morning. School started off with a bang.”


  “Well, I wonder where you got that idea.” He was trying hard to keep from grinning. I had known all along that Pop wasn’t going to think this was real serious—especially since he was the one who had told us about doing the same thing in high school. It probably never occurred to him that I’d try it, but it was a little late to make it the crime of the century.


  I couldn’t see what else he could do, besides take it calmly, but Mason was absolutely enraged.


  “Okay,” he stalked around the room like a frenzied panther. “Okay, so you can’t take Tex serious. So you can’t give a damn about what happens to him. All right, I’m trying to live with that. Then think about me! For God’s sake, how do you think I feel, seeing you being ‘nice’ to him, like you’d be ‘nice’ to a goddamn stray puppy! While I’m the one who has to look out for him and what’s going to happen when I’m not here?”


  Pop and I were both staring at him. I was ready to call in the straight jacket people.


  “Geez, make it easier on me if nothing else! He is my brother even if he isn’t your son!”


  It was so quiet. Just the far-off sounds of the baseball game, and a wood-dove somewhere. It seemed like a long time went by before Pop said, “Who told you that?” and I didn’t recognize his voice.


  Mason looked like a person who had seen Death. His face was gray, even his lips.


  “I asked you: Who told you that?” Pop said again. His voice was deadly. The voice of an ex-con.


  Mason opened his mouth and shut it, looking strangely like a fish on land. Finally he managed, “Nobody had to tell me. I know when you went into prison and when you got out and I know his birthday. Nobody had to tell me.”


  Oh, Mason had gotten some weird idea. He was Pop’s kid and I wasn’t. Man, he was ready for the funny farm. I looked confidently at Pop, waiting for the explanation, the real dates, waiting for him to laugh and say, “You’re wrong there, Mace.”


  He didn’t say anything. He didn’t move. He didn’t look at me.


  The room seemed to be getting black. Time stopped, then started back up again. I tried to wake up. What was happening?


  I turned to Mason.


  “Tex,” he said, fighting hard to sound normal, a normal voice coming from an ash-gray face. “I didn’t mean … Texas, listen to me, kid—”


  I didn’t listen to him. I turned and ran instead. I didn’t ricochet blindly down the hall, bouncing off the lockers like a stray bullet. I ran steadily, timing my breathing, not wild or crazy or particularly fast.


  Almost like I knew where I was going. Almost like I had somewhere to go.
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  “Hey, Tex! Hey, kid, hey!”


  I finally looked over at the car pulling up along side me. I opened the door and jumped in, even before I realized it was Lem. I just wanted out of here, fast.


  “Goin’ somewhere?” he asked.


  “Wherever you are,” I said. My mind would go blank, and time would stop, then start up again with a sickening throb.


  “You don’t look too good, cowboy,” Lem said.


  “Am I awake?” I asked. It seemed like I was, but I really couldn’t tell.


  “Yeah. Listen, Tex, I’m headed back for the city. I got another stop to make.”


  “So make it,” I said automatically. I was flashing hot and dizzy one second, sick and cold the next. The grass smell in the car was making me sick. I pushed the button that rolled the window down.


  “I mean, I can’t give you a ride back here.”


  “That’s okay. Speed it up, willya?”


  He was driving like a poke. A lot of stoned people do that. I’d rather ride with a drunk any day. If Lem didn’t speed it up, I was going to reach over and bash his face in … I couldn’t think straight. When I tried to think my mind turned into a crazy red mess.


  “You know, I don’t really hate ol’ Mason.”


  Lem said it, not me. After a few minutes I realized he was continuing the conversation we’d been having that morning.


  That morning was years and years ago. I could barely remember it.


  “You hate a lot of people?” I asked him. The word was taking on a whole new definition for me. Like the word “water” would change for somebody drowning.


  “Oh, yeah. Sure. My old man, for one. And Connie’s parents for a while, they ain’t so bad now. I did hate Mace some back when he made the team his sophomore year and got to thinkin’ he was such a hot-shot jock and him and Bob Collins got so thick. I thought he figured I wasn’t good enough to be his best buddy anymore. But now, shoot, ol’ Mace would have left me behind whether Bob was there or not … people change, I reckon. You know hate is a real funny thing. Like George Regis, I’ve hated him since grade school. And the only reason I can think of is because he had a lunch pail like I wanted. Weird, huh?”


  All these years and I had never hated anybody. I was dumb! It suddenly dawned on me that I must be the dumbest person in the world. I was going to make up for it, though. I was going to smarten up real quick.


  Lem didn’t notice the conversation being a little strange. Stoned people are always having strange conversations.


  “Tex, if you’re that cold, put the window back up.”


  “I ain’t cold.” I tried to stop shaking. “I ain’t cold.”


  Mason had said, “He is my brother even if he isn’t your son.” And Pop said, “Who told you that?” and that meant—oh, God, what did it mean? I couldn’t think about it. I kept wiping my face off with my shirt sleeve, but the sweat kept pouring down.


  “Look,” Lem began slowly, “would you mind comin’ in with me at this next place? I got some deliveries switched around and have to do some explainin’ and it’d help if I wasn’t by myself, you know?”


  “All right.”


  “I wish you were a little meaner lookin’. You’re big enough to scare somebody, though, if you just didn’t look … who was that Connie’s always saying you look like? Goofy, or—”


  “Bambi,” I answered absently. My fingers dug into my knees so hard the nails bit through the jeans and into the skin. I concentrated on that.


  Lem didn’t have anything else to say until after we’d driven through the city awhile. “Look, Tex, you just go along with anything I say, okay? If it looks like there’s going to be some hassle, we’ll leave. I don’t want any trouble.”


  “You must have burned these guys bad,” I remarked, trying to appear interested. I had to be normal. If I wasn’t Lem might guess … Lem might already know … who else knew…? Everybody? Jamie?


  For a second I almost blacked out again. I wanted to wake up, real bad.


  Lem was shaking his head. “It was just an honest mistake. I can fix it.”


  “Don’t worry about me,” I said, looking out the window without seeing anything. “They try to hassle me and they’ll be sorry. I’d like to make somebody sorry.”


  “Hey,” Lem said, “I like your attitude.”


  By the time we pulled in the parking lot of a big apartment complex, I was really lost. I can’t find my way around the city too good, anyway, even when my mind is working.


  I wondered where I could go from here. Maybe Lem could use a partner. He could use some help. He wasn’t exactly the smartest person in the world. I could make some money. And be doped up all the time. That sounded great. That sounded wonderful.


  We went up the stairs to the second floor. There must have been a thousand apartments there. It reminded me of the time me and Mason went to see Lem. Mason never lied to me. Sometimes it drove me nuts, but one thing I could always count on was that Mason never lied to me. He never told me the truth, either.


  Lem stopped in front of an apartment that had all the curtains pulled shut. He knocked twice, then twice more. The dramatics of it vaguely irritated me. There were more important things going on…


  We heard footsteps stop at the one-way peephole, then the door was unlocked. “We’d been wondering where you were lately. Who’s your friend?”


  “A connection out in Garyville. He’s cool.”


  We went in and he chained the door shut behind us. The apartment was dark and an old Rolling Stones album was playing on the stereo. I remembered what Lem had said and tried to look mean. I couldn’t concentrate on it, though. My brain was out of focus.


  It seemed like right away Lem and this guy were into a heavy discussion about samples and deliveries and junk. Other than noticing that the guy seemed hacked off about something, I couldn’t pay attention. It just seemed like a bunch of crap. This was not important.


  I wasn’t Pop’s kid. That was what they were saying. My mother—why had I always thought of her as somebody really nice, somebody who would have loved me? I thought I remembered … but maybe I got what I remembered and what I imagined mixed up together. I had always thought she and Pop had been happy together. He never wanted to marry anybody else. And me—if I wasn’t his kid, then who’s? Did he even know?


  It was going to be never. He was never going to care about me. It wasn’t going to be next time he got back from a trip, or when Mason left or when I went on the circuit with him. There was nothing I could do to make him care.


  I realized I was making a strange little sound, like a dying animal. I couldn’t stop it; but Lem and his friend didn’t hear.


  I couldn’t see how he could do that to me. Play like he cared, but not really. I couldn’t help being born, I was more like him than Mason was, how could he do that? It wasn’t my fault, I didn’t deserve…


  The guy Lem had been talking to started throwing a fit. He was jumping up and down, screaming, acting like he’d blown his mind. Even this took a couple of minutes to get my attention.


  “I mean it man! You can’t come in here giving out samples and come back with a bunch of crap! What do you think we are man, stupid? Where do you get off with this, buddy!”


  Lem was stammering around, not scared, just too stoned to think clear. It annoyed the hell out of me. Mason was right. Lem was stupid. Mason was right about a lot of things. But then, he was the real kid, the one who counted…


  “Now wait a minute, Kelly, just wait a minute,” Lem mumbled.


  I wasn’t in the mood for this. I gave up my idea of joining up with Lem. Not if you had to put up with weirdos.


  A Chinesey-looking guy came out of the bedroom. “Keep it down, Kelly, keep it down.” He was almost too spaced out to talk.


  “I’m leaving,” I said to Lem. “These people are nuts.”


  I turned and started to unchain the lock.


  “Where do you think you’re going?” Kelly quit jumping up and down long enough to ask me.


  “I’m leavin’. I don’t have to take this stuff.” I reached for the doorknob, but Kelly set up such a racket I turned back to watch.


  “He’s going to narc! He’s going to narc!” He raced around the room, yanking open drawers and cabinets, feeling around under the sofa, frantic.


  I was amazed. I’d never seen anybody act like that in my life. He was screaming “Narc!” till it was a wonder one didn’t show up.


  “No, it’s cool,” his friend kept saying. “It’s cool.”


  “Don’t seem too cool to me,” I said. Lem nodded. “You’re right. We better get outta here.”


  Kelly found what he was looking for. It was a .22 pistol and he had it leveled at me.


  “You ain’t going nowhere, man!” he screamed.


  I stood there for a second, not believing it. This was the last straw. I’d put up with a lot today and this punk pulling a gun on me was the last straw. Who the hell did he think he was? A white-hot rage flashed over me and I slammed across the room at him like a bull out of a pen.


  He fired once, but he didn’t get a chance to fire again because I yanked that gun out of his hand and backhanded him with it. Blood gushed out of his nose as he tripped backward across the coffee table. He struggled to get back up, half caught between the sofa and the table, until he looked at me. Then he froze.


  I had both hands on the gun, aiming dead on. A .22’s kick ain’t that bad, it doesn’t need a two-handed aim, but I was shivering all over and I didn’t want to miss.


  His face was gray, looking at the end of the gun. I was going to kill him. I wanted that turkey dead. The trigger was warm under my finger. This was going to feel good.


  “Oh, gawd, Tex, don’t,” Lem groaned. Out of the corner of my eye I saw him shut his eyes and pray. My heart was pounding.


  The Chinesey guy was chattering, “Look man, everything is cool. Just leave. Everything is cool.”


  I didn’t pay any attention. If he started anything I’d kill him, too. I’d like to kill him. I’d like to kill them all…


  Kelly was too frozen to wipe the blood off his face. It seemed like I had just seen a face like that, waiting for something terrible, the color of ashes…


  “Texas,” Lem begged me, “don’t do it, kid, come on, let’s leave.”


  Not before I settled this. My finger quivered.


  Then I wondered if anybody’d show up at his funeral. If he had a girl friend, a mother, a brother. And as soon as I thought that I knew I wasn’t going to kill him. So there wasn’t any sense in sticking around.


  “We’re leaving,” I said. “You try and stop us and I’ll blow you away, man.”


  “Okay, okay, it’s cool. Everything’s cool.” Kelly’s friend went to help him up.


  Lem and me backed out the door and ran down the steps. When we got to the car I realized I still had the damn gun and I threw it down the gutter.


  “That is a real class set of people you hang around with, Lem. Real nice guys.” My voice was shaking. Lem yanked the car into starting and squealed off.


  “Man, I didn’t know anything like that was going to happen! Honest, Tex, he was on something. Holy cow! Really, kid, I been doing this stuff for over a year now and I never saw nobody pull a gun before! God Almighty! What if he hadn’t missed!”


  “He didn’t.”


  “What?”


  “I said he didn’t miss. He shot me and it hurts like hell.” For a while it’d been numb. Now it wasn’t numb. I never thought about bullets being hot before.


  Lem looked over at me and jumped when he saw the red stain seeping through my fingers. Blood was all over. It showed up bright on the car’s white interior. It hadn’t been real noticeable on my navy blue sweat shirt.


  “Oh, shit,” Lem slammed on the brakes and stared at me. The car behind us honked loudly and we started up again with a sickening jerk. “Oh, shit. This is great, this is just great.”


  “What’s with you?” I asked angrily. What did Lem have to be mad about? He goes for a year without any trouble and my first time helping him in the wonderful world of drug dealing, some looney shoots me.


  Besides I was starting to feel funny and it scared me.


  “Now I got to take you to the hospital and they’ll want to ask questions and call the cops and that’s all I need right now, a bunch of cops—this is just great.”


  We had pulled up at an intersection, but I think I would have jumped out of the car then if it’d been doing ninety down the freeway.


  “Go ahead, Lem! Dump me! Everybody else has and I don’t know why you should be any different!” I was shouting at the top of my lungs. “Now get the hell out of here!” I slammed the door.


  I looked around. Where did I go from here? There was a shopping center across a parking lot. I spotted a phone on a wall. I wanted to call somebody. I felt really funny. There had to be somebody to call.


  I got to the phone, staggering just a little bit. Nobody paid much attention, except for a lady tightening her grip on her purse. Somebody going into the grocery store stopped, stared, and went on. I think they were used to staggering kids around there.


  I had trouble getting my quarter out of my pocket. There was blood over it, all over my hand. I looked down and blood was splattering on the cement in a slow drip. I was scared. I wanted Mason. I couldn’t think clear, too many things had happened too fast. Mason would know what to do. I got the quarter in the slot and realized I couldn’t remember my phone number. I never called it that much. I decided to call Johnny instead. He’d know it.


  “Hello?”


  It was Jamie. Her voice sounded so good to me. I wished I could kiss it.


  “Hey, Jamie, this is Tex.”


  She paused. “Yeah?”


  “Yeah, listen, do you know my phone number? I can’t remember it.”


  “You sound funny. Are you drunk?”


  “No. I been shot. Listen, I want to call Mason. I got to talk to Mason. So tell me the number. It starts off three-six-six…”


  In a very small voice Jamie said, “Did you say you’ve been shot?”


  “Yeah, some doper friend of Lem’s.”


  I heard her swallow. “Are you going to die?”


  I thought for a minute. “Well, I don’t know. I didn’t think so at first, twenty-two bullets are pretty little, but I don’t know, I’m feeling real strange—”


  I heard her screaming. She was hollering at somebody. Then Cole’s voice said, “Is this some kind of joke?”


  I stared at the phone in my hand. I started to say, “I ain’t laughing,” but instead I said, “No, sir.” Then, “Listen, let me talk to Jamie again, okay? I…” I paused, trying to figure out what I wanted to say.


  “Tex, where are you?”


  “In town,” I said, a little puzzled by why he would want to know.


  “Where in town?” He sounded like he was at the end of his patience. Well, so was I! I might be dropping dead any second for all I knew and I didn’t want to waste my time talking to Cole Collins.


  “I’m in a shopping center,” I looked around. “Down where the interstate crosses the Ribbon, you know, across from that big motel that looks like a castle.” My mouth was so dry it was hard to talk. I was really thirsty. “Can I—”


  “Tex, hang up the phone.”


  I hung it up without thinking. Then I stood and stared at it. I tried fishing around in my pockets for another quarter. I couldn’t seem to get my hand in my pocket. Damn him! I felt like crying. My last quarter and I wasn’t going to get to talk to Jamie or Mason or anybody…


  Somebody tapped me on the shoulder. It was Lem.


  “Hey,” I said dizzily, “you got a quarter?”


  I almost pitched forward. Lem caught me and propped me up against the wall next to the phone partition. “Come on kid, hang in there, we’ll go to the hospital, okay? In one minute, okay?”


  I blinked at the fuzzy parking lot and wondered what God was going to look like.


  “Lem, would you call Mason for me? I want to tell him something.” My voice wasn’t much more than a whisper.


  “Sure. Stay right there.”


  “I want a Coke,” I said, yawning. I heard the coins dropping into the phone. Good. I really wanted to talk to Mason.


  A couple of older ladies walked by and stared at me. I stared back. My knees started to buckle and I slid down the wall and keeled over on the cement. They went squawking off into the grocery store.


  “Connie, listen, no, listen, get rid of everything. I said everything. I had some trouble at Kelly’s—I know what’s been paid for, get rid of it! Honey, all of it. Then go over to your sister’s. Don’t get hysterical, it’s probably nothin’ bad, but get rid of everything? okay? I’ll call you later.”


  Oh, God. He hadn’t called Mason. Gets me shot and goes off and leaves me and now he’s calling his wife while I’m probably dying.


  “How you doin’, Tex?” Lem stuck his head around. “Oh, shit.”


  He was kneeling beside me, prying my hands off my side.


  A bunch of people came stampeding out of the grocery store. I hated for them to be gawking at me like that.


  “Did you call an ambulance?” somebody was saying. Lem wadded up the end of my sweat shirt and pressed it over the bullet hole.


  “No. Somebody go ahead and call. Texas, will you quit bleeding?”


  “That hurts,” I said weakly. “Hey, Lem, I want a Coke.”


  “Okay, just a minute. We’ll get you a Coke in a minute.”


  I could already hear an ambulance siren. That was quick. All I could see around me was a sea of feet and legs.


  “Where’s Mason?” Whenever I was scared, Mason was there.


  “He’ll be here pretty soon. I’m going to call him, I swear.”


  Somebody else was shouting, “Get back, everybody back up,” and someone else was putting a coat on me. I was still cold. I felt like I was laying in a cold damp cave.


  “My feet are cold.”


  “Yeah, well you got holes in your boots.”


  I stared at Lem, puzzled. He wasn’t making any sense.


  “You better leave,” I said, making an effort to think straight. “You’re gonna get in trouble.”


  “Naw, it’s cool.” He dropped his voice. “Just tell them it was about a money loan, okay?”


  “What was?”


  “The fight.”


  “Okay.”


  My foot was going to sleep, I was laying on it funny.


  “Did you call Mason yet?”


  “I will, I promise.”


  He was getting blurrier and blurrier and I couldn’t see him too good anymore.


  “Tell Mason…” I couldn’t remember what I wanted to tell Mason.


  “I’ll tell him. Just hang on, willya, Tex? Don’t die on me, kid. Hang on.”


  He sounded like he was crying, but he was so far away I couldn’t tell. I wished I could see Jamie. I’d give anything to see Jamie.


  What was going on? This morning had been pretty normal. I wanted to ask Lem what happened, but I don’t know if he heard me. I don’t know if I said the words.


  11


  “Mace,” I said weakly, “would you get that rock off of me?”


  I tried pushing it off myself, but I couldn’t seem to move my arm.


  “It’s not a rock, it’s a bandage. And don’t move around, your tubes’ll come loose.”


  I tried to focus my eyes. It seemed like I was surrounded by dangling bottles and ropes of tubes. I could barely see Mason. He looked strange.


  “Are you mad at me?” I asked. I couldn’t remember what had happened.


  “No. Not at you. You didn’t shoot yourself, did you?”


  Oh, yeah. Somebody shot me … slowly Mason’s face came into focus. He looked strange, there was something wrong … oh, yeah, it was a Band-Aid.


  “Did somebody shoot you, too?” I whispered. It seemed like he laughed or something before he said, “No. I beat the crap outta Lem Peters—but he didn’t exactly stand still and let me. Go back to sleep, Texas. They won’t let me stay with you if you keep talking. You’re supposed to rest.”


  Why would he beat the crap out of Lem? “Did he get your samples switched?” I mumbled. How did anybody expect me to sleep with this big rock on my side? It hurt like hell.


  “When can I see Jamie?” I asked.


  “Later.”


  I wanted to ask when later was, but the bed seemed to tilt and slide me right off into darkness…


  I was miserable when I woke up next. I was tired and I hurt and I remembered what had happened. I wished I had gone ahead and died. The nurse told me I couldn’t have any company except immediate family—I wasn’t real sure at that point exactly who that was, but it probably wasn’t Jamie.


  Then they let a cop in to question me.


  I did what Lem said to—told the story exactly like it happened except that Lem and Kelly were arguing over a money loan instead of a dope deal. The cop didn’t seem real excited about it. I asked him if this was going to be in the paper and he said probably not, since I didn’t die. Apparently kids are getting shot all the time.


  That was okay with me. I was a little sick of being in the news.


  

  “I’m going to tell you about your mother.”


  Pop didn’t ask me if I wanted to hear it. I didn’t. I thought we were doing all right, ignoring the subject. Pretending like nothing had happened. Neither Pop or Mason had mentioned why I was here or why I’d run out of the office two days ago. One of them had been here every time I could have a visitor; but the conversation never got past how I was feeling—I always said “okay” and didn’t mention being tired and sore and depressed and confused. If I didn’t mention it, maybe it’d go away.


  “I’ve already told Mason how it was, and I figure the truth’ll be better than what you might be thinking.”


  I don’t know, I’ve managed to live without the truth all this time, I could get along without it now, I thought. But I didn’t say anything.


  “It was while I was in prison,” he began finally.


  Huh. I figured that much out myself. I glanced down at Pop. He was studying the calluses on his fingers, like maybe they’d come up with the solution for all this. He was getting bald on top. All that fun, that way he had of being happy with anything, had been knocked right out of him, like air after a stomach punch. I almost felt sorry for him.


  “You got to understand that Clare was completely against that bootleggin’ business I was mixed up in. She never was the kind of person who’d tell somebody what to do or not to do; she just said Don’t expect me to be sitting twiddling my thumbs while you’re sent up. If you’re dumb enough to do that stuff it’ll be you that pays for it, not me.’


  “Well, shoot, I knew she was only part-kidding, but I wasn’t figuring on getting caught. Mason had come along and we could use the money, and I was making good money—” Pop stopped, took a deep breath, and said, “—the money, hell, I’ve always been able to do without money. The truth is it was easy and fun and had a nice outlaw kick to it. My poor daddy, the preacher, he never understood why I got such a kick out of breaking the rules. I always did, though. Till I found out what happened to you if you got caught.”


  I stared at the bunch of flowers on the window sill. My homeroom class had sent them. I had felt funny, you know, getting flowers, but I did like looking at them. If I looked at them hard enough, maybe I wouldn’t hear anything.


  “Anyway, I did get caught and took my rap plus a couple others my so-called friends decided to dump on me. And there was Clare, nineteen years old with a baby and me off to the state pen. When she got scared it came out mad; she always tried to hide it—being mad. I knew it, but I don’t think she ever did.”


  “Sounds like Mason,” I said. I felt real remote. None of this had anything to do with me. None of the people in this story had anything to do with me.


  “Yeah, Mason is a lot like she was, proud as Lucifer, a bulldog for grudges—she never spoke to her parents again after they tried to break us up. Bullheaded … you’re the one that looks like her, though,” Pop said, simply, “’cept her eyes were gray. She was real good with animals, especially horses. She always said they talked to her and she’d get mad when I laughed.”


  My wound gave a sudden throb and I had to bite back a gasp.


  Then I said, “So she screwed around on you while you were in prison.”


  I felt Pop look at me. “I don’t want to hear talk like that, Texas. I’ve already belted Mason once about that and I’d hate to hit a hurt kid, but you watch your mouth when you talk about your momma.”


  His tone was as mild as ever, but I was startled into staring at him and saw that he meant it. He’d belted Mace? He’d never hit Mason. He’d only hit me once—suddenly I remembered something else. Walking out of the police station with him and him saying savagely, “If I ever thought you was going to end up like—” that was when he hit me. And all this time I thought he meant—“If you was going to end up like me.”


  “I know who your daddy was.” It was almost like he’d read my mind. “He was a rodeo rider; I haven’t seen him on the circuit so somebody’s husband or daddy probably shot him a long time ago. Yeller-eyed tomcat, he was hanging around her, even before.” The cold hate in his voice turned blood to ice. How could he hate somebody like that, all these years, and not hate me, too? “There she was, nineteen and alone and working as a waitress, while I sat up there in the pen with the worst trash that ever walked the earth due to my own stupidity. Oh, I wanted her back, even when she told me she was pregnant. She hadn’t really cared anything about him, I knew that. It was just a get-even thing with me that she was sorry for, later.”


  Pop looked at me quickly. I didn’t realize I had made any noise. “She never regretted having you, Tex, don’t think that She loved you same as she did Mason.”


  You could tell that half-puzzled him, even now. He continued: “So we moved up here where nobody knew us, started all over. We should have been happy. It never was the same, though. She always sort of expected me to let her down, and I never did really trust her again. That night she walked out in the snow … we were supposed to go to a Christmas dance, and the last minute I wouldn’t go. Said I didn’t feel like it, but I just didn’t want other guys looking at her, dancing with her, I couldn’t stand it, even though I knew I could trust her. It was like they’d know, somehow … she said she was going if she had to walk. She knew what I was thinking. She did walk, bullheaded … I followed later and we danced awhile and went over to some friends and then went home, I thought it was just a regular winter cold, the next day, and so did she…” He stopped. He was through.


  “All this time, the way you always paid more attention to Mason than me, was this the reason?” I sounded real casual, barely curious, not like I was holding my breath. Which I was.


  I wanted him to say. “No, he’s just always been more trouble than you,” or “No, it just seems like that with the oldest kid,” or—


  He said, “I reckon.”


  In a few minutes he said, “You look wore out, Tex. You better get some sleep.”


  I didn’t say anything, and he left.


  I did go to sleep, but first I pulled the pillow over my face and cried for a long time.


  

  “Does it hurt much?” Johnny asked me. He was the first person to see me after they took off the family-only rule.


  “Not much anymore.” I was glad to see him, but I wondered where Jamie was. “When I first woke up it did. Now I’m just sore. I’m glad they took some of those needles out of me.”


  “The doctors say you’re going to be okay. That’s not what they were telling us when we got to the emergency room the other night.”


  “Yeah, I guess I’m lucky it didn’t hit anything real important. I didn’t know it was a soft-nose .22. Those bullets open up on impact and leave a pretty good-size hole. You guys were at the emergency room?” Was Jamie there, too? I wondered, but didn’t ask.


  “Yeah, we left for the hospital as soon as Cole called the ambulance and told them where you were.”


  “Oh, that was why he wanted me off the phone.”


  “Yeah, it’s a good thing he called because you could have bled to death before Lem could get his act together and do something.”


  That’s right, Lem had been there. “I don’t remember much about being in the emergency room,” I said. I could remember getting wheeled out of the ambulance and there were already tubes in my arms and bottles trailing after me like weird balloons. Somebody stuck a huge needle in my stomach, and I remembered thinking it was a strange time to be giving me a rabies shot, but a doctor told me later they were checking for blood in my stomach. There wasn’t any, and apparently that was good. Everything else was fuzzy, just bright lights and people running around sticking me with needles and taking my blood pressure. Going into an elevator on a table…


  Johnny had picked up one of my Western Horseman magazines and thumbed through it—suddenly he threw it across the room.


  “You were asking for Jamie!” he said. “Dammit Tex, I’m the one that’s been your best friend for five years! After all we’ve been through together, and Jamie’s just a girl! We all thought you were going to die and you ask for Jamie!”


  He grabbed a bunch of Kleenex off the nightstand and blew his nose.


  I looked at him, miserable. And I had thought nothing could make me feel any worse.


  “Johnny—”


  He shook his head. “Yeah, I know, I’ll understand it some day. That’s what Bob says. I know this much though, some girl isn’t going to make me forget my best friend.”


  I didn’t know what to tell him. I reckon only people who have both been snake-bit can tell each other how it feels.


  “Well, she’s here,” Johnny said grudgingly. I wondered guiltily if he knew how bad I wanted to ask. “I thought you’d probably want to see her alone. So I’ll be going.”


  “Hey, man,” I said, “don’t go—”


  He got up and finished wiping his nose. “No, I got to. We only get ten minutes apiece and Jamie’ll kill me if I get one minute of her time.”


  “You’ll be back tomorrow?”


  “Yeah. Sure. Only, be careful, Tex.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Listen, I promised God I’d never bug Cole again if you didn’t die, and I don’t know if I can make it.”


  

  Jamie came in. She set a box of candy on the nightstand, knocking off the Kleenex.


  “Johnny helped pay for it, but I paid the most so I got to give it to you.”


  “Thanks,” I said. I was getting turned on just looking at her.


  I wondered if she could tell, but no, the blanket kept me covered up pretty good.


  “I guess you’ll be okay now.”


  “I guess so. You glad?”


  “Yeah,” she said, kind of defiant, “I am.”


  “You got pretty hysterical when I was talking to you on the phone,” I reminded her.


  She scowled for a second. “Well, at least I was calm when we got to the hospital. That’s more than I can say for Mason or Johnny.”


  “Oh, yeah?” I said. Mason hadn’t struck me as real shook up. “Ol’ Mason get worried?”


  Jamie stared at me. Her eyes were the dark blue of a flower I’d seen somewhere, a little dark blue flower with a face like a pug dog.


  “Didn’t anybody tell you? First Mason jumped Lem Peters right there in the waiting room and the police and orderlies had to break them up. Then, all that time you were being operated on, while you were listed as critical, he just sat and wouldn’t speak to anybody. When the doctors came out and said you were going to make it, he started crying and he cried for so long the doctor gave him a shot.”


  “Mason went to pieces in front of everybody?” I was shocked. Mason had seemed okay when he came to visit, a little tired and quiet, but okay.


  “It really was terrible. And Johnny sat there crying and Lem Peters was blubbering and I think everybody was bawling but me.”


  “You didn’t, huh?”


  “Well, at least I waited till I got home where nobody could see me.”


  How about that.


  “Jamie, you want to see the bandage where they took the bullet out?”


  When she leaned over, I slipped my arm around her and pulled her down for a kiss. She kissed me back. I felt pretty good for a sick person. After a little bit she wiggled loose.


  “Ouch,” I said.


  “Sorry. But you were about to get me curious again.”


  Curious. Oh, great I sighed. “Jamie, you think we’ll ever get this thing worked out so we’ll both be happy?”


  “I doubt it. I don’t think things ever get worked out. I do love you though. But I don’t think love solves anything.”


  “It helps,” I said. “It helps a whole lot.”


  The door opened. I was expecting to be a little embarrassed if it was Mason. It was Cole.


  Jamie and I looked at each other, turning red at the same time. What if he’d come in a minute earlier!


  “It’s time to go, Jamie.”


  “Okay. Good-bye, Tex. See you at school.”


  “Bye,” I said. I watched her hurry through the door. She was going to be the only girl for me. I could tell.


  “I’m glad to hear you’re going to be able to go home soon,” Cole said.


  He seemed even bigger, towering over the hospital bed. Boy, if he knew what I’d been thinking about Jamie! “Yeah,” I said awkwardly, “I reckon you probably saved my life. Calling the ambulance.”


  I thought he might say, “Forget it,” but he didn’t. He said, “I hope I never regret it.”


  And he glanced at the door where Jamie had just been.


  “No, sir,” I said. When he left I understood how Johnny had felt, making a bargain with God, one you don’t know you can keep.
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  “Any mail?” Mason asked me. He got home early from work on Tuesdays. He was working in a restaurant in the city.


  “Just a postcard from Johnny and Jamie. They liked Disneyland and were going to see Blackie in San Francisco. I reckon him and Cole are going to bury the hatchet.”


  That sounded like a good way to spend spring break to me. A lot better than dragging around the house because you weren’t supposed to exert yourself. At least I didn’t have to stay in bed anymore.


  

  I didn’t mention the letter I got from Lem.


  
    Dear Tex,


    We decided to leave town and I wanted to tell you I’m sorry about everything. I know Mace said he’d kill me if I ever tried to get in touch with you again. But I am sorry. Don’t tell nobody where we are.


    Lem

  


  It was postmarked Arizona.


  I looked down the barrel of my rifle to make sure the sights were clean. Then I started polishing the stock.


  “You going hunting tomorrow?” Mason skimmed over the postcard.


  “I’m goin’ for a walk and I’ll take the gun with me. I ain’t going to shoot anything, though. I ain’t going to shoot anything ever again.”


  I knew how it felt.


  Mason poured himself a glass of buttermilk. That was about all he could drink lately, besides water. His stomach had been acting up.


  “Did you see Mr. Kencaide today?” He paused, but didn’t give me the usual lecture about cleaning guns at the kitchen table. He hadn’t given me the usual lecture about anything, ever since I came home from the hospital, a month ago.


  “Yeah, Pop drove me over this morning. Mr. Kencaide said he could wait another week for me to start work.”


  “That’s good.”


  Actually, for a minute I thought I wasn’t going to get the job. Mr. Kencaide had said, “Well, I really need someone right now—”


  My heart sank. The doctors had been real positive about me not lifting or shoveling for another week. There’s lots of lifting and shoveling on a horse farm.


  Then he said, “Didn’t I see your little brother at the Fair a couple of years ago?”


  “No, sir, I don’t have a little brother. But you came up and talked to me after a class once.”


  “Hmm. You’ve grown. I did like the way you handled your horse. I guess I can wait another week.”


  So it looked like I had a job.


  

  Mason was shifting from one foot to another, like he wanted to say something but didn’t know how to start. I went on with my gun-cleaning. I wasn’t expecting him to say anything that meant anything. Ever since I came home from the hospital, we’d all been pretending nothing had happened, that the subject was dropped. Actually I don’t think Pop was pretending, he was forgetting. He doesn’t have a very long attention span.


  But me and Mason just went on being polite to each other, which cut down on the conversation considerably. I find it real hard to live politely.


  I was tired of pretending, but I didn’t know how to start talking to him. Mason always has been real hard to talk to about personal stuff, and to tell somebody you still loved them was pretty personal. I didn’t know if he even wanted to hear it.


  “Listen,” Mason said suddenly, staring hard out the kitchen window, “I’ve decided not to go on to college.”


  I stopped, my polish rag in mid-air. I didn’t say anything.


  “I mean, I like working at the steak house, I’ve already got one raise. I can take a course in restaurant management at the junior college in the city.”


  For one split second I fought to hang onto that polite, impersonal ghost I’d made myself into, then I jumped to my feet and yelled, “Are you crazy?”


  That startled Mason so much he jumped. But he always had had more self-control than I had, so in a minute he continued, “I’ve thought it all over…”


  I’ve been around guns too long to be stupid enough to throw one across the room, but I felt like it. “I’ll tell you what you’ve thought over,” I said, laying the gun down carefully, because I wanted so bad to slam it into the floor. “You’ve thought that once you get gone Pop will leave again and I’ll be on my own and I can’t handle it. Well, I can. But even if I couldn’t, Mason, dammit, you’ve tried to be my father long enough. You don’t go to college because of me, and in two years you’d hate my guts.”


  Mason tried to go on with his calm, rational pretense, then gave up, the desperation showing plainly on his face. “I don’t know what to do. I can’t go. I can’t stay. Sometimes I feel like I really am going to go nuts.”


  I knew how that felt. I knew exactly how it felt. Late at night, laying awake, rehashing everything until my mind was whirling around like a squirrel in a cage, I thought I was going to die or go crazy. But then, in the morning, I’d still be alive, and sometimes the pain seemed a fraction less.


  “I don’t know what to do. Sometimes I think nothing is ever going to get worked out.”


  “Maybe sometimes things don’t work out. I know I’ll never figure out the ‘why’ of a lot of stuff that’s happened. Mace, you never read Smokey the Cowhorse, did you?”


  Mason was leaning back against the kitchen sink. Now he glanced over at me and grinned briefly. “No.”


  “Well, ol’ Smokey, he had some bad things happen to him, had the heart knocked clean out of him. But he hung on and he came out of it okay. I’ve been bashed up pretty good, Mason, but I’m going to make it.”


  “You know,” Mason said slowly, “I always thought—if you found out, if you knew Pop wasn’t ever going to change, that he didn’t care, I thought you’d—remember that hitchhiker? You said you thought something bad had happened to him. He hated everything and everybody. I thought that’s what finding out would do to you. I couldn’t stand that, Tex. Pop used to drive me crazy, he treated us so different, I was sure you’d start wondering why, the same as I did. I didn’t see how you could help hating everybody, if you found out. Especially me.”


  I remembered that day, in the office. Mason’s face. The look on Mason’s face before I turned and ran out. I remembered what Jamie had said, that love doesn’t solve anything. Maybe. But it helps. “I don’t hate you, Mace,” I said.


  He nodded, and all at once I realized he was crying, not making any noise, but crying.


  “I know,” he said, clearing his throat huskily. “At the hospital, before you went into surgery, you kept saying you had something to tell me, and when the doctors let me see you for a minute, you kept saying ‘I don’t hate you, Mason. I don’t hate you.’ ”


  He fell silent. Love ought to be a real simple thing. Animals don’t complicate it, but with humans it gets so mixed up it’s hard to know what you feel, much less how to say it. After a minute the best I could do was: “Tell you what—when you go to college, when you go out to the airport, I get to drive, okay?”


  There are people who go places and people who stay…


  “Okay,” Mason said. He turned around and washed a couple of dishes. Then he said, “You need somebody to go hunting with tomorrow?”


  He looked at me. And absentmindedly added, “Geez, Tex, you’re getting that gook all over the table.”


  I started laughing. In a minute a slow grin started across Mason’s face.


  “Maybe we can go fishing instead,” I said. Mason said okay, so we’re going in the morning.
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  Chapter 1


  His boot felt empty without his knife in it. It didn’t matter that he had never had to use it (sure, he’d pulled it a couple of times to show off, but the times he could have really used it, he’d forgotten about it and used his fists, as usual); he was used to feeling it there, next to his leg. What a security blanket. But even if the juvenile authorities hadn’t taken it, it wouldn’t have made it through the airport scanner. I could have packed it, though, he thought.


  Travis stopped at the end of the line of people waiting to go through the airport security check. The sight of the security guards made his heart speed up. It was already pounding out a rhythm a rock group could have used. He tucked the cardboard carton he was carrying under one arm and wiped the sweat off his face.


  “No jokes,” he said. Joe and Kirk looked at him blankly. They had been treating him funny since he got out of juvenile hall. Travis thought: They think I’m crazy like everybody else does.


  Travis pointed to the sign. “No jokes about bombs and hijacking and stuff.”


  Motorboat meowed, protesting being held sideways, and Travis straightened up the cardboard box. Motorboat had been drugged at the vet’s before they left for the airport. Jeez, he gets drugs and I don’t. I’m the one who needs them.


  He handed the box containing his cat to the attendant and walked through the detecting doorway, half expecting to set off an alarm. No alarm went off, and he picked up his box on the other side. Kirk, who had been to the airport before, didn’t think it was any big deal to get scanned, but Joe was almost as nervous as Travis, and had to bite his tongue to keep from cracking a joke.


  Joe would have been a great comedian in juvenile hall, Travis thought, since his reaction to tension was to get funnier and funnier, the way I get quiet and mean.


  He couldn’t remember ever seeing Kirk tense. Kirk could shrug his shoulders and walk out from under anything. He wondered for a second how two guys so different could be his best friends.


  Mom was last. They had walked too fast for her to keep up with them. That was partly accidental. Travis could not slow down for any reason. It was also partly on purpose, because he couldn’t stand any more of her soft frettings.


  About how he should act when he got to his uncle’s. About how he should stay out of trouble. (I could stay out of trouble all right, if it just didn’t come looking for me. This last business sure wasn’t my damn fault.) If it wasn’t a mistake taking Motorboat with him. Like Travis should leave him here for Stan to kick around.


  If he had packed the right clothes.


  That last almost drove him to punch his fist through the wall. (He had done that once before—no bones were broken.) The right goddamn clothes! Sometimes he thought she was going to drive him crazy. He couldn’t believe the stuff she had packed. New stuff (slacks, for God’s sake!), stuff he’d shoot himself before he’d wear. Cowboy shirts! Could you believe that? He didn’t care if Uncle Ken lived on a horse ranch. T-shirts were good enough to wear on a horse ranch. The horses wouldn’t care.


  Travis had dumped out all the new clothes and hidden them under his bed, and filled the two suitcases with his jeans and T-shirts and books and tapes and tape player. He wanted to take the tape player on board with him, but there was a rule about only one piece of carry-on stuff. He had learned a lot about the rules, trying to get the damn cat on.


  It was practically a three-mile hike to get to the right gate, and they outdistanced Mom again. There weren’t too many people there yet, they were way too early. Mom had seen to that. Not that he minded. He couldn’t take staying in the house, now. He sure couldn’t take any more time in juvenile hall. What was left but leaving?


  The plane was there, at the end of a long passenger ramp. He could see it out the window that took up a whole wall. It looked huge. The passenger ramp looked like a giant eel, clamped onto its head. God, that was a big plane! He’d never realized how big planes were. How the hell did they ever get off the ground?


  Kirk settled into a seat in the lounge. Kirk liked to be comfortable. It was one of his biggest goals in life. Travis set the cat carrier in Kirk’s lap.


  “I’m goin’ for some cigarettes.”


  “This thing going to pee on me?”


  “It’ll improve your smell if he does. Come on, Joe.”


  Travis and Joe strode down the hallway. Travis had spotted the cigarette machine from a long way off. He had left his at home and who knows, maybe nobody on the plane would let him bum one. Bumming cigarettes was one of his worst habits. Travis knew that. He pretty much knew what his worst habits were. Bumming cigarettes. Getting into fights. A lot of times he drank too much. On the other hand, he didn’t bully anyone, and didn’t have a smart mouth like Kirk, and he only bummed cigarettes, not money like Joe. He wasn’t a bad person, no matter what Stan was saying. There were a lot worse people than he was.


  They stopped at the john. Travis knew there were johns on the plane, but he wasn’t taking any chances. Maybe he’d be sitting next to the window and have to crawl over a bunch of people to get out.


  Next to the window. His breath stopped. Maybe not.


  Travis combed his hair, staring into the mirror with fixed concentration. He was good-looking. Probably one of the best-looking guys in the school. He had dark brown hair, not so long that he looked like one of the dopers, not so short that he looked like one of the straights, the student-council preppies. Five foot eight. Not bad for sixteen, and by the size of his hands and feet he hadn’t stopped growing yet. Good eyes. Great eyes, actually. Gray-green and as cold as the Irish sea. He had read a book about F. Scott Fitzgerald once, and it said he had eyes as cold as the Irish sea. Travis liked that. He secretly liked his eyelashes, too, a black fringe, as long as a girl’s. He had a good build, long-boned and lean and flat-stomached, and that was the reason he liked tight T-shirts. Kirk was taller, and had broader shoulders, but Travis thought his own build was as good as any in the school. A lot of girls thought so. A lot.


  “Maybe I’ll get a tan,” he said out loud. If he had a fault to find with his face, it was its paleness. But then, from what he read, Fitzgerald had never tanned either.


  “Huh?” Joe said. He never spent as much time looking in mirrors as Travis did, being one olive-brown color all over, hair, eyes, and skin, and inclined to pudginess.


  “I’ll probably get a tan, being outside all the time. You got any downers on you, man?”


  “Hell, no. You think I’m going to try to go through that security shit with downers on me?”


  “They’re just looking for metal junk, like knives and guns. You could have brought some, they’d never catch it.”


  “Yeah? Then why didn’t you bring some?”


  “They weren’t exactly dishing it out like candy in jail.”


  Travis knew the difference between jail and juvenile hall (it hadn’t been so long ago that he was thanking God for the difference), but he liked to think that nobody else did.


  Travis leaned forward … that couldn’t be the beginning of a zit—he never got zits, except a couple on his back once in a while…


  “Trav—”


  “Yeah?”


  “Were you aiming to kill him?”


  Hell, no, Travis thought. You think I want to end up in prison, getting gang-banged by a bunch of degenerates every day? You think I haven’t got better ways to spend my life than dickering my ass for cigarettes?


  “If I had wanted to kill him,” Travis said, giving his hair one last run-through, “he’d be dead, wouldn’t he?”


  He was lying. He had meant to kill Stan, it was only a lucky accident that he hadn’t. Now, the red rage gone and just the usual smoldering embers of hate licking at his insides, it seemed incredible that he’d trade his life (which wasn’t any great shakes so far, but still, he liked it) for the chance of slamming Stan’s brains out; that after the years of putting up with Stan, of taking belts and insults and beatings (even Travis knew the difference between a couple of swats and a beating), he would risk everything (which wasn’t a lot, but something: music and hanging out and girls and above all that thing inside that said Travis is Special), blow it all for a chance to put Stan away forever. And Stan hadn’t so much as laid a finger on him.


  

  Stan was his stepfather. That didn’t bother him. A lot of kids had stepfathers—in fact, he only knew three guys who had the same father they’d started out with. Stan had slapped Mom around a couple of times—that had bothered Travis when he was younger, but he liked to think it didn’t bother him so much now. She could leave. Anytime. A lot of women worked. She wanted to put up with that garbage, she could. And not only did she put up with it, she kept making excuses for him. Like: “It was my fault, I shouldn’t have been nagging. He is a good provider.”


  Provide, hell. Food on the table wasn’t exactly living in luxury. Travis didn’t think he wanted much, material stuff, anyway. Maybe a car someday, and all the paperback books he wanted, and tapes, tons of tapes until he could play tapes all night for a year and never hear the same thing twice unless he wanted; that wasn’t a whole awful lot to want, really, but he sure as hell wasn’t expecting anyone to provide it. He wouldn’t let anyone provide it, a matter of fact. People give you something, then you owe them. Every time Stan bought Mom something, like an electric skillet or a new coat, just some simple little thing like you’d expect a guy to get for his wife, he’d beat her over the head with it. Not literally. But verbally. Like “I got you this and this and you owe me.”


  Getting beaten up verbally was just as bad as physically, only it was easier to hide the scars. Travis would never owe anybody anything. If he wanted something, he’d get it on his own.


  Besides, it bugged the hell out of Stan that Travis never asked for anything. But asking for something put Stan in control, so Travis either got it on his own or he went without. He washed cars. He mowed lawns. He was the best poker player in the school. He worked at the vet’s on Saturdays, or he had until he got fired for coming in late. Travis was hung over a lot on Saturdays.


  But he got his own music and his own books and he could always take anything Stan dished out and walk off.


  It was really weird to think he’d almost liked Stan once. When he was ten and Stan first started coming around—he’d been dumb enough at first to almost like him.


  Just because he’d tossed a football around with him a couple of times, and promised to take him hunting. He cringed, now, to think how little he’d minded Mom marrying that creep, how he’d even halfway thought it was a good idea.


  Stan was Mom’s husband but he sure wasn’t his dad; and he sure as hell wasn’t his boss, and the older he got, the more Stan tried to … own him, Travis thought. That was the only word for it. Own him and try to make him sit up and beg. Well, Travis wasn’t jumping through hoops for anyone. He went his own way.


  Until last week.


  

  Travis couldn’t remember when he’d first known he was going to be a writer. He’d known as soon as he’d learned how to read, and he couldn’t remember not being able to read. He had started in grade school, writing down the monster stories he’d make up for his friends. Spending the night with each other, hanging out in somebody’s basement, sleeping on cots in somebody’s backyard, Travis would tell monster stories, taking things he’d heard or read and mixing them up with what might be until he had it as real as reality—they’d all get scared (even Travis) and pick fights with each other or leave a flashlight on or get so loud that the grown-ups came after them, anything to get protection while denying they needed it.


  Travis always had stories going in his head. From those monster stories to that long, involved tale he’d been telling his cellmate last week, he couldn’t stop the stories any more than he could stop breathing.


  He’d taught himself to type in the sixth grade. By then he’d realized that if he couldn’t read his own handwriting, nobody else could either; he’d swiped Mom’s Valium and sold it to a ninth-grader and bought a used typewriter. He liked the way his stuff looked, typed. Realer. More professional. By the time he took typing at school, in the tenth grade, he was typing ninety words a minute. That was the easiest A he’d ever made. In fact, the only A he’d made since grade school. He hadn’t been such a wild kid in grade school.


  It sort of puzzled him a little, being able to type. Most of the time he was damn clumsy with his hands. He wasn’t any good tinkering with cars, the way a lot of his friends were, he was a real embarrassment on the basketball court. In shop class he had damn near cut off his thumb. You could take it for granted that he was going to drop or spill just about anything he had in his hands. But at a typewriter he just had to think and there were the words.


  Stan disliked him for a lot of reasons. He was living proof Mom had had another husband. Travis was young and good-looking, he could take getting slugged across the face without changing expression; Stan’s steady stream of gripes and cuts and digs only left marks where Stan couldn’t see them.


  Just a couple of months ago he had stomped into Travis’s room, hauled him up from the typewriter, yanked him into the front room, and shoved him in front of the TV, shouting, “You’re part of this family and you’ll act like it.”


  Travis stared at the TV for two hours, writing a short story in his head, and typed it up later. Stan was not going to ruin it for him. He wasn’t going to drive him to run away—Travis had seen what happened to the jerks who ran away, thinking something, someone, was going to fix things up for them—most of the time they came straggling home looking like idiots and when they didn’t they mostly ended up in worse places than they were running from.


  Stan wasn’t going to drive him to suicide either. Sure, Travis sometimes thought about it. Everybody thought about it. It had been close sometimes. Once he had sat in an alley with a loaded .22 pistol and looked at it for a long time. But he hadn’t put the barrel to his head. So it hadn’t been real close. But he had thought about it. What had stopped him was his motto. His saying. What he told himself over and over again, like a prayer, a chant: He’s not going to ruin it for me. He’s not going to ruin it for me. He’s not worth ruining it for me.


  But last week, he damn near had.


  It was an ordinary day. Travis went to school, tried to get a date with a new girl in class (she turned him down, nice girls usually did, because of his reputation; it had happened too often to bug him much). He had made a B on an English test (there was a note on it saying it would have been a A if he would learn to pay attention to spelling). He got into a shoving match with a senior out in the hall that just missed turning into a fight, and he cut history after lunch to keep on cruising with Kirk in his Firebird, listening to a new tape. It was a real ordinary day…


  Then Kirk dropped him off at the house and he walked in to find Stan stuffing the fireplace with something. Stan just glanced at him. “I’ve heard your mother tell you a thousand times to clean your room. Now I’m cleaning it for you.”


  Then Travis realized the papers were his stories, his songs, stuff he had spent years writing.


  Later, he tried to recall what had crossed his mind, but he couldn’t remember a thing but the red blinding explosion that didn’t seem to take place in his head at all, but was triggered somewhere between his gut and his heart.


  And then Stan was lying on his side, keeled over like a beached ship, still clutching a wad of paper. Blood was starting to trickle down to his face from his scalp. Travis was staring at the fire poker he held tight, with both hands, like it was a baseball bat.


  The rest was a jumbled mess. Mom crying and calling an ambulance and neighbors running in—Mrs. Landell saying, “You have got to do something about that boy!” in a tone of voice that made Travis want to smash her too. The bitch.


  (She was always complaining about Travis: He played his music too loud, his light stayed on all night, keeping her awake, all those hoody friends hanging out in the driveway, laughing, drinking beer, up to no good, their tires squealing out at odd hours.)


  When the cops showed up a few hours later, Travis was sure that was Mrs. Lendell’s doing. But no. It was Stan who had signed the complaint…


  They really did read you your rights, just like on TV. Travis had been close to laughing, it was so much like TV. But the cold steel of the handcuffs wasn’t like TV. Travis had been shocked at how it felt to be handcuffed and dragged out to the police car. Embarrassed. Not angry or defiant or a little pleased with the stir he was causing in the neighborhood. He had imagined being arrested before, for some daredevil, spectacular crime that would get him on the six o’clock news. He’d never dreamed that the main thing he’d feel would be just plain humiliated … and really, really scared.


  

  “We better be getting back,” Joe said.


  Travis knew that sometimes he made Joe very nervous. Joe probably suspected Travis was, like people were saying, a little bit crazy.


  Okay, Travis thought. So what? Writers were supposed to be a little bit crazy.


  “Yeah. In a minute,” Travis said automatically. He shook himself slightly, like a dog rising from a nap. “You gonna write me a letter, man?” He ripped open his cigarettes and jammed one in his mouth, sticking the pack into the pocket of his brown leather jacket. Joe handed him a matchbook.


  “Sure. I guess.” Joe had never written anyone a letter in his life, he wasn’t making any promises.


  “Really, I want to know how things are going. What’s happening—”


  “Travis, we’d better be getting back, you’re gonna miss your plane … what’s wrong?”


  Travis closed his eyes for a second. This was why he had wanted Joe to go with him, not Kirk. Joe wouldn’t care. What was better, he wouldn’t blab, he could tell Joe—


  “I’m scared.”


  Joe looked at him uneasily. “Hey, listen, your uncle’s probably a pretty good dude, he’s got to be better than—”


  “Not my uncle, man, I’m scared of the plane. I’m scared to get on the goddamn plane.”


  The plane. How could anything that big … it must weigh tons, how could it leave the ground, much less stay up there? Who was driving? Did they know what they were doing? It wasn’t easy, driving a plane … what if they were hung over or flirting with a flight attendant or something? Just careless for a couple of minutes, then what? A fall, straight down, minutes of knowing what was coming … Travis broke out in a cold sweat. And he was expected to just bop on in and hand over his life to strangers.


  “You ain’t scared.”


  Travis slumped back against the wall and met Joe’s eyes for a second. Joe was appalled. Travis Harris, the coolest, the toughest…


  “Remember that drag race we had with those guys from Central?” Joe asked.


  Of course, Travis remembered it clearly. They were in the twins’ Trans Am and Travis was driving. He was the only person they let drive their car. He was doing 110 on the expressway and he took one hand off the wheel to take Kirk’s beer and slug it down, his other arm trembling with the effort of driving, and everyone was holding his breath. He hit 115 and nobody was breathing at all, and he asked for another and Billy—maybe Mike—gave him one quickly, afraid he’d turn around and take it. They were flying, skimming the road, the Central guys left behind long ago, and nobody, man, nobody thought he’d get the car back down. He just kept on asking for more, faster, harder, they couldn’t even hear the radio anymore or see the lights rushing by in the night, as if they were all suspended in time, nothing real except the lights on the dashboard where the needle kept climbing…


  “Remember that, Trav? You can’t be scared.”


  Travis stared down at his boots. “I was driving.”


  

  Back at the gate, Kirk had put the cat carrier on the seat next to him, and three little kids were gathered around trying to peer in the air holes. Kirk was telling them it was a baby leopard. “No kiddin’.”


  Mom started to get up, then sank back. “You need to go to the counter. For seat selection—they’ll give you a number. Here, take the ticket.”


  She hadn’t trusted him with the ticket. Travis was notorious for losing things; it was the major reason he was always bumming cigarettes. His just disappeared.


  More lines. Smoking section. Aisle seat. He’d have to go in the smoking section anyway, because of Motorboat. A boarding pass. Something else to worry about losing.


  Travis went back to his seat and picked up Motorboat. “Hey, kid, get outta here. Leave the cat alone, huh?”


  Travis wasn’t crazy about little kids. Anyway, M.B. was probably having a nice downer, he didn’t need a bunch of brats messing it up for him.


  They all sat there in silence, like they were waiting for the movie to start. Travis kept on smoking, one foot bobbing to music only he could hear.


  “When you comin’ back?” Kirk said.


  Travis didn’t reply. Sometimes when he did this it was because he was out of it (he referred to his habit of blanking out, visiting some other world that was always spinning in the back of his mind, as “being out of it”; it rarely happened when he was drunk), or it was because he chose not to answer. Most people couldn’t tell which was which. Travis found this very convenient.


  “Next summer,” Mom said. “Travis will probably be home next summer.”


  “Wow, that’s a long time, man.”


  The authentic note of distress in Kirk’s voice made Travis glance at him. He had never made up his mind about Kirk—Joe was his friend because he was Travis. But he had the feeling that Kirk was his friend only because he was one of the coolest guys in the school. The cool guys always hung out with each other. He liked Kirk’s smart mouth, and even though he was good-looking in a big butterscotch Viking kind of way, it was the kind of good-looking that wasn’t competition. A matter of fact, they looked good together. But Travis found it hard to believe Kirk would actually miss him.


  “Write me a letter,” Travis said.


  “Yeah, and you’ll put it in your book.”


  “The book’s finished,” Travis said. He didn’t add that weeks ago it was in the mail to a publisher. Nobody needed to know that.


  “Yeah? Am I in it?”


  “Yeah. The comic relief. Say bye to Billy and Mike for me.”


  The twins worked at McDonald’s and couldn’t get off. There could have been quite a crowd here, saying good-bye to Travis.


  Travis cut the conversation off. He didn’t talk about his writing. Joe and Kirk were the only guys who knew why Travis would hole up for days in his room, the music blaring, not cruising, not hanging out, missing dances and parties and fights—the rumors about this ranged from “heavy doping” to “really weird.” Travis didn’t care what they said. He honestly never gave a damn what people said about him—or at least, what they were saying about his frequent disappearances. The writing was just so much a part of him that he couldn’t talk about it any more than he’d sit around and spill out his guts. It was nobody’s business.


  “Those people in rows ten through twenty-one can be seated now. Please have your boarding pass ready for the flight attendant. No smoking beyond the gate.”


  Travis dropped his cigarette and stamped it out. A crowd surged at the gate, people hugging and calling good-bye to each other. He got up, the cat carrier under his arm. He looked at the waiting plane; his heart jumped. “Geez,” he muttered, “how do they ever stay up?”


  Kirk said, “Angel dust.”


  Mom was giving him a lot of last-minute instructions and messages and lectures. Travis couldn’t hear any of it—not that he wanted to—the plane crowded out every other thought in his head.


  He shook hands with Joe and Kirk. Kirk surely noticed how cold and sweaty his hand was. Maybe he’d tell the other guys. Travis was a real chickenshit about flying.


  Maybe not.


  Mom was standing there. Travis suddenly hugged her, even though he hadn’t been planning to. She was sending him away, she had chosen Stan over him a long time ago … she had never understood the slightest thing about Travis, she loved him, sure, blindly, because he was her kid, it didn’t have anything to do with him … Travis was shocked to find tears jumping to his eyes.


  “See ya,” he said, turning.


  “Be good, hon.”


  “Yeah, sure.”


  He followed the other passengers down the long hall. Somebody took his boarding pass and gave him a piece of it back, somebody told him where his seat was. The line stopped, people grabbed for a magazine, or stopped to put their coats in an overhead rack, holding everyone up. Travis found it hard to breathe. There didn’t seem to be a lot of air in here.


  He found his seat. Next to the aisle, not the window, thank God. “Store all carry-ons safely…” a voice was saying.


  He got his seat belt fastened. A blast of air was hitting him from somewhere. He wondered if the plane had sprung a leak. The engines started up. “In case of emergency…”


  He strained to hear her, but no one else was paying attention, the engines got louder, his heart thudded until he thought he was going to throw up. The babbling voices around him had a hollow sound, a chorus of the damned.


  The plane backed out with a sudden jerk. They were moving. Slowly now, cornering, then faster, faster, a lunge—his stomach jumped. God! The ground was gone!


  “Is that a cat or a dog?”


  Travis slowly dragged his eyes from the window to the man sitting next to it. Surely they weren’t supposed to be tilting like this, the ground stretched out beneath them … a long, long way down…


  Travis glanced at Motorboat’s box, stored safely beneath the seat in front of him, just like the attendant had said. “Cat.”


  The engines changed noises. Man, that couldn’t be right! Something was wrong. What was that weird grinding sound beneath them? Travis’s hands were ice-cold. The armrests under his gripping palms were wet. Sweat ran down his back. And still they were going up…


  “I hate cats.”


  Travis looked at the businessman, who was thumbing through an airplane magazine. And beyond him, the window. Where there was nothing.


  I’m going to black out, he thought dizzily. Then he took a deep breath. No way.


  He reached nonchalantly for his own magazine.


  “Yeah, well, I hear a lot of faggots hate cats.”


  He stared without reading, the engines humming in his head.


  

  There was nothing left but leaving.


  Chapter 2


  
    Dear Joe,


    It’s okay here. My uncle seems to be okay. I started school. It’s real small. Everything is okay.

  


  Travis broke off typing. Great literary merit in this letter, all right. What if someday, after he was famous, somebody published all the letters he’d ever written? Sometimes they did that with famous-author letters.


  He’d sure be proud of this one. He yanked it out of his typewriter and rolled in a new page.


  
    Joe—


    I lived thru the plane ride even tho we had to stop twice on the way. I thought I’d puke all over the dude sitting next to me, and it woulda served him right—I tried to get him to buy me a bourbon but he wouldn’t go for it.


    My uncle is younger than I thought he was, people seem to think we look alike and I’m not real insulted, except he has some gray hair. He recognized me right away at the airport.

  


  Travis stopped. When he’d asked Ken how he had recognized him, he’d replied, “That last-of-the-cowboys swagger, just like Tim’s.”


  And there’d been something in his voice that Travis couldn’t place; bitterness or regret or both…


  
    I guess I must look like my dad. Anyway, Ken’s separated from his wife, they’re going to get a divorce or something. We’re living out in the country, I think he was raising horses but doesn’t anymore, he said he didn’t have the time since he was made a partner in his law firm. That might come in real handy, huh? (ha ha)


    He’s a funny kind of dude, I haven’t figured him out yet. Real quiet, and sometimes it takes me a while to get what he’s saying, because he says funny stuff with a real straight face. Like I tried to say thanks, for letting me move in like this, and he said, “I wanted to do something nice for a change…”

  


  Travis leaned back. He had the feeling his uncle didn’t quite know why he’d let him come here. They still seemed to feel funny around each other, like they were both thinking: Now what?


  But Ken left him alone and Travis was happy to be left alone instead of griped at. He didn’t even mind how quiet it was around here.


  
    I go to this little hick school out in the boonies—I got sent to the office the first day for saying “goddamn.” Can you believe it? The kids are such aggie-nerds it is totally unbelievable—

  


  “Let’s go get a pizza.”


  Travis looked up at his uncle.


  “Or maybe you need to finish your homework?”


  Travis shook his head. “Naw. It’s just a letter.”


  “You writing your mom?”


  Good grief! Writing to Mom, what an idea. What the hell could he write to Mom?


  “Naw, I’m up for pizza.”


  Actually, one of the best things about this setup so far was pizza. Ken liked it as much as Travis, although he loaded his half with a bunch of junk like green peppers and mushrooms, when just plain cheese was the way pizza was meant to be.


  Travis stared out the car window.


  It sure got dark out in the country. It was two miles to the Pizza Hut, a mile and a half to the nearest 7-Eleven. He was thinking he needed a job, but it sure wasn’t going to be easy, getting around. He didn’t think Ken would be crazy about either letting him drive, or driving him around. He had made it pretty clear that Travis would ride the bus to school.


  “Uncle Ken?” he began, but his mind got sidetracked when Ken answered, “Yes, nephew Travis?”


  “Why do you do that, call me nephew Travis? You want me to drop the uncle bit?”


  “You got it.”


  “Okay.” Travis had felt like a dork every time Ken called him “nephew Travis” but wasn’t sure if it was supposed to be funny or what. So far, he was trying real hard not to get Ken ticked off at him. It was weird, living with a stranger. But probably, he reminded himself, a whole lot better than living with a bunch of strangers. A really strange bunch of strangers…


  He glanced around the almost-empty Pizza Hut, so glad he was here and not in jail … There were three girls at a table in the corner and one of them was pretty.


  He hadn’t made any friends here yet, not having found anyone he particularly wanted to be friends with, and suddenly he wanted to talk to somebody his own age.


  He looked at the girls again. The pretty one and the fat one were listening to the third girl. She leaned over the table, talking eagerly, waving a cigarette toward an ashtray and missing.


  Good excuse. It’d worked before. He left Ken ordering the drinks and walked up to their table.


  “Hey.” He made eye contact with the pretty one; she smiled politely and glanced away. He turned to the third. “Can I borrow a cigarette?”


  “Here.” The girl who had been talking slapped a dollar bill on the table. “Go buy yourself a pack.”


  She went on with her story, as if there hadn’t been an interruption. Travis stood there stupidly, trying to think of his next move. He’d used this ploy a lot; get a cigarette, get a light, keep talking. Not just with girls, but with anybody who seemed interesting, who might have a story … Nobody had ever thrown a dollar at him and told him to get lost.


  “Casey”—Ken came up and handed Travis a Coke and sipped the foam off his beer—“you meet my nephew, Travis? This is Casey Kencaide, who leases my barn. Jennifer—”


  The pretty one said hi.


  “And Robyn.”


  The fat one said hi.


  “How’d the show go?” Ken went on.


  “Pretty good,” Casey said. Her eyes were interesting, green as traffic lights. Actually, if she’d had on some makeup and a different hairstyle, she might not have been so plain. Profile a little too severe, and way too skinny … Jennifer was cute, though. Real cute.


  “We pinned in almost every class and Jenna got small hunter champion.”


  “How’d the Star Runner do?”


  “Well, we made it to the jump-off.”


  The thing that saved her face, Travis thought, besides those vivid eyes, was its expression: not quite laughing, a light smile at a private joke. But she was too old for him anyway, at least eighteen.


  “Then he crashed through the triple,” Robyn said. “He had the whole course down.”


  Jennifer said, “Not the whole course.”


  “Number nineteen, your order is ready,” said the loudspeaker.


  “That’s us,” Ken said. “See you, girls.”


  “Yeah, see you,” Travis echoed.


  Casey said, “Ken, up his allowance. He’s bumming cigarettes.”


  

  Just got back from pizza with my uncle, Travis began typing again. Motorboat jumped up in his lap and put his chin in the crook of Travis’s elbow; Travis couldn’t see how the cat could be comfortable—as he typed, Motorboat’s head jarred up and down until his teeth clicked together. But he always did this while Travis typed, purring loudly and doing happy feet, his needle-sharp claws lightly spiking through Travis’s jeans.


  
    How’s it going there? Weren’t you and the twins going to work for Orson? They ever get the transmission fixed on the Trans Am? Done any cruising lately?

  


  Travis stopped, and took a deep breath. He was starting to sound homesick. Couldn’t start sounding homesick.


  Anyway, he wasn’t homesick. There wasn’t anything at home, especially. Nothing to be lonesome for. Hanging around watching the twins fiddle with their car, or spending evenings in the parking lot of the city park, sipping beers until the cops ran you off, what was so great about that? Messing around in Orson’s record store after school, listening to his line of bull—he was always hinting around that he was involved in mysterious Big Deals that someday, if they were real lucky, he’d let them in on. He said he knew the Mob. He also said he owned the record store, when Travis knew for a fact he just managed it. And he had a strong suspicion that the mysterious Big Deals went on mostly in Orson’s head.


  He was one of those older guys who seemed to think they were still young. That always irritated Travis. Being young was an exclusive club and pretenders annoyed him.


  And Orson kind of gave him the creeps. But then, Travis never had to particularly like someone to find them interesting.


  But still, it was kind of a kick to hang out in the record store, you got to hear a lot of new releases, and Travis couldn’t feel bad about lying to Orson, he was such a liar himself, so it was a good place to tell stories. A lot of the heavy dopers hung out there, so there might have been dealing going on, but Joe and the twins and most of Travis’s friends weren’t druggies, so it wasn’t done in front of their faces. Maybe the twins bought grass.


  
    Mom called. I guess Stan isn’t permanently brain damaged. Not that he’d know the difference. She said you guys were having a lot of rain lately. No tornadoes here yet, but at school there’s a drill…

  


  Great. Talking about the weather—how dumb. Probably because people around here talked about it more, which showed you how desperate they were for conversation—weather at home was just something that made the difference between sitting in the car at the park, or on it.


  Disgusted, Travis pushed back from the typewriter and Motorboat jumped down. The cat raced around the room, his tail stuck straight up, pausing to grab Travis’s leg, biting, thumping hard with his hind legs.


  “Okay, okay.” Travis kicked loose. “I’ll let you out tomorrow.”


  He hadn’t let Motorboat out of the house yet, afraid he’d get lost. But maybe he’d try it for an hour or so tomorrow. He’d have to be careful; Ken had a couple of dogs and might not like them getting beaten up by a cat. He read his new Hemingway biography for an hour, then wandered down to the den where Ken was looking over a bunch of legal papers and watching the news at the same time.


  He looked up, and Travis felt for a minute that Ken had forgotten who he was and what he was doing here. He’d felt that before. It made him really wonder why Ken had let him come in the first place.


  “Finish your schoolwork?”


  Ken asked him that every night. It was like it was the one safe conversation piece.


  “Yeah.” He hadn’t, but he could do it on the bus in the morning. “Can I have a beer?”


  “No.”


  “I drink it at home.”


  “You’re not home.”


  “Yeah, but—”


  Ken put his papers down. “Subject is closed, kid. I don’t have the energy for this kind of garbage. You want to drink beer, go home.”


  “Yeah, okay, no big deal.” Travis figured he’d just sneak down later for a swig of bourbon.


  “You doin’ legal stuff?”


  “Yeah, I’ll shuffle these papers around awhile, then I’ll give them to someone else to shuffle and when enough people have shuffled for the appropriate time, something of no lasting value will be decided.”


  “I thought being a law partner was a pretty good job.”


  “Being a partner is fine. It’s the practice of law that sucks.”


  Travis wandered around the room, picking up stuff and looking at the pictures on the wall. Most of them were of a chubby blond baby growing into a chubby blond little boy. Ken’s son Christopher—would that make him his nephew, cousin…?


  “Ken?”


  “Yeah.”


  “How old are you?”


  “Thirty-seven.”


  Travis was shocked. “Oh, wow, man, you don’t look that old.”


  “Thanks.” Ken’s voice seemed even drier than normal.


  “Can I ask you something?” Travis was talking almost absentmindedly. It was a good thing he’d brought a lot of books with him, there didn’t seem to be many here.


  “I’m betting you can.”


  “Huh?”


  “Yes, you may ask me something.”


  “Oh.” Travis dropped into an armchair, fiddled with a lever, and almost flipped himself over backward. When he got straightened up he said, “Was my dad some kind of gung-ho Rambo, joining the Air Force to whip the commies?”


  His dad had been shot down over Vietnam two months before he was born. Travis was curious about him. Mom always spoke of him as a “good man and a brave soldier,” but Travis couldn’t tell much from that. Not that she’d have the story straight anyway. She tended to remember things the way she wanted them to have happened, instead of the way they did.


  Not that it had much to do with him. He didn’t have a dad, but neither did a lot of people. No big deal.


  “No,” Ken said slowly. “Not at first. But he got more and more militant, got so bad, in fact, that we couldn’t carry on a conversation for five minutes without getting into a fight … No, at first he just wanted so bad to fly—”


  Travis got up abruptly. He didn’t want to hear about flying right now. And Ken seemed glad to change the subject.


  “Kid.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Change the cat’s litter box.”


  Stan had griped a lot about that too.


  “I’m goin’ to start lettin’ him out tomorrow—he’ll whip your dogs.”


  “They won’t bother him. They’re used to cats.”


  “Yeah?” Travis was interested, “You got a cat?”


  “I had a cat. Teresa’s got custody.”


  Travis wandered back to his room. Maybe Ken was so preoccupied because of this divorce deal. Well, it probably was rough, but you had to admit, it wasn’t anywhere near as bad as attempted murder.


  Chapter 3


  The whole world had turned on him! Travis didn’t get it. Nothing was happening the way he wanted it.


  Ken was too distracted to pay much attention to him, but Travis hadn’t expected an open-arms welcome, and who knows what Ken had expected.


  No, Ken was okay, it was school. The other kids. Travis was easily the coolest guy in the school. That was apparent the first day. He didn’t see anyone worth hanging out with. They all talked so weird, slowly, dragging out every word with a drawl too hokey to be real.


  He was sure the first day that this was all an elaborate put-on for his benefit. Just a joke on a new kid. He was stunned and amused to find out the truth—people really talked like this! And they moved so slowly, his own movements made him look like a speed freak. They even ate lunch slowly.


  After the first week it was a little less noticeable, at least enough to keep him from laughing out loud. But by then he wasn’t much in the mood for laughing, anyway.


  It was starting to dawn on Travis that these people didn’t seem to realize how cool he was, much, much cooler than anyone else in this hick school—you’d think people would be standing in line to suck up to him. But it wasn’t happening.


  There wasn’t any group for him. Back home there were lots of different groups. He could even comfortably drift with two or three. Here it was just hicks. Hick jocks and hick nerds, maybe. He didn’t fit.


  He preferred Trans Ams to pickups, speed to four-wheel drive. He liked hard rock instead of country. His language shocked even the boys. The girls worth looking at were looking at somebody else. He felt weird, moving so much faster than everyone; when he tried to slow down he became clumsier than ever. Getting into trouble for his foul mouth, he tried to curb it and couldn’t—the solution seemed to be keeping his mouth shut. Nobody wanted to speak to him anyway.


  His English teacher was not impressed by his first theme. The first page was covered with red corrections. At the top of the second she’d written, I give up! Buy a dictionary.


  A D on an English paper in a school where they barely spoke English!


  Well, he’d lived before with teachers who weren’t madly in love with him. He could handle that. But he’d never been without friends.


  He remembered feeling sorry for new kids at his old school, not that he ever went out of his way to make their lives easier. At least he didn’t torment them, like Kirk had.


  In fact, in the eighth grade, he went out of his way to get the twins into his group, figuring twins might be interesting; he hadn’t known any before.


  They weren’t particularly, but Travis didn’t regret befriending them.


  They had transferred from another school in the middle of the school year when their parents got divorced; maybe that accounted for their stunned and rabbity-looking faces. Skinny, blond, never quite clean, dressed alike in plain T-shirts and jeans, Travis got to where he could tell Billy from Mike when he saw them together, but didn’t know whether he was speaking to Billy or Mike when he bumped into one of them alone. They rarely were alone, though, it made them uneasy—all their mother had to do to keep them in line was threaten to send one to live with their father.


  No, Travis never regretted including them, though once the novelty of their being twins wore off they weren’t anything outstanding. And when their mother remarried, their stepfather would buy them grass.


  Interesting or not, Travis would have given anything to have them over for an evening, or better yet, gone to hang out with them while they flipped burgers for McDonald’s, because on top of everything else, he was starving.


  
    Joe—


    This place is okay except there’s nothing to eat. Really. Remember how you guys thought I was absentminded? Well, you should see my uncle. He keeps forgetting I’m here—he works late a lot and eats a sandwich at the office and I’m stuck out here in the middle of nowhere with no wheels and an empty fridge. So Ken comes in at nine o’clock and does a double take at finding someone else here and swears and off we go to the 7-Eleven for a microwaved barbecue beef…

  


  Mom would croak if she knew how he had to scrounge around this big old house trying to find something edible. Mom was a good cook, you had to give her that. The memories of the dinners she used to fix could almost make him cry. Macaroni and cheese and pork chops and potato pancakes and fried chicken—homemade desserts every night.


  He hated to admit it, but he was sick of pizza.


  
    Listen, Joe, it sounds funny, but the other night I got desperate enough to try to cook spaghetti. The directions say “cook till tender.” How am I supposed to know when that is? Anyway, it came out kind of chewy and the only thing I could find to put on it was a can of tomato soup. Ken came in and found me eating that stuff and we drove clear into town to an all-nite Safeway and we stocked up on frozen dinners and lunch meat so at least I’m set for a while. You’d think Ken’d realize somebody’s living here by now…

  


  Travis got up and wandered down to the den, where Ken sat in front of a Star Trek rerun working on papers. It was hard to keep on writing Joe letters when he didn’t write back—Travis had known he wouldn’t, but still, it was like putting a note in a bottle and tossing it out to sea. Actually, it was hard to write anything these days.


  Here was the perfect time to hole up in his room and write, but his mind seemed as blank as a typing sheet. Maybe because it wasn’t his choice, anymore, now that there was nothing else to do.


  “How’s school?” Ken asked automatically. Usually, Travis said, “Okay,” and that was their evening conversation. But tonight Travis said, “Rotten.”


  Ken looked up.


  “Really. Nobody likes me.”


  “I like you.”


  “Yeah, but you don’t go to my school.”


  Ken laughed and put down his papers. “Okay. Listen, hang in there a little while longer and if it doesn’t get any better I’ll get you transferred to East River. It’s a lot bigger, there’d probably be somebody who’d like you.”


  Travis didn’t see anything funny about this, and it might have shown on his face, because Ken said, “Just try it a little longer, okay? I’ve got a heavy caseload right now, and this thing with Teresa’s on my mind—”


  Great, thought Travis. Ask him to spend two minutes on my problems and we’re back to his … “You’re not being a farmer anymore?”


  “Rancher. No. At one point I was going to be a gentleman rancher, which I found out is impossible. Unless you’re fantastically wealthy and unbelievably sane, you can’t ranch in your spare time. Fortunately, I got out before the bottom dropped out of the market … Teresa was bored out here anyway…”


  Why would he care if she was bored? They were divorcing.


  “There’s nobody to hang out with,” Travis said, getting back to the main problem.


  “The barn is swarming with girls every afternoon. Some of them are pretty cute. Hang out with them.”


  Hang out with girls! Now he could believe Ken’s remark about not being totally sane. The idea was too dumb to even discuss. All he said was, “I don’t think what’s-her-name, Casey, likes me.”


  “Unless you’re on a horse, or are a horse, she’s not going to like you. You sure seem to worry a lot about being liked.”


  For the first time Ken had really ticked him off. Travis had never, in his whole total life, given a damn about being liked. Who cared? Who gave a— He got up off the floor and went outside. He hated Star Trek reruns. Mom was a Trekkie. She even made Stan take her to the Star Trek movies.


  He sat on the short wall of the patio. Except for the purple glow of the bug zapper, it was pitchblack. It got so dark out here … Motorboat jumped up and walked along the wall. Travis held out a fist and the cat shoved his face against it, then the top of his head, rumbling loudly.


  After a while, Travis went to spit in the bug zapper, to hear it zit.


  

  It was invisible-man time again at school the next day. Even the big hulk who’d gone out of his way to harass him the first week had given it up, like it wasn’t worth the bother. Travis remembered a kid at his old school, a real loner who was suspected of being a psycho, and for the first time wondered if that kid had really wanted to be a loner. If maybe somehow all the other kids had forced him into it, without even being really aware of what they were doing. He’d always assumed that being a loner was something you chose—now he knew other people could choose it for you.


  Okay, so this was the way it was. He kept up his swagger and answered his teachers in monosyllables; he spent lunch smoking in an empty corner of the baseball field or in the library. He kept a faint sneer on his face, even while combing his hair in the john, noticing miserably how round his ears were, like teddy-bear ears, how pale his face. These damn suckers were making him doubt his looks.


  He went down to the barn after school. Not to hang out. Just to see what was going on…


  Casey gave riding lessons after school and on weekends; she was at the barn to feed and water before he caught the bus in the mornings. He’d gone down to the barn before, carefully waiting until her Jeep was gone, to look at the horses. Now he was going to look at the girls…


  Casey stood in the middle of the ring, four little girls on ponies trotting in a circle around her. As each one went by she barked an order: “Molly, get your heels down. Amber, get your leg back, your leg should be on the fat part of the horse. Megan, you’re posting too high. Wrong diagonal, Liz.”


  Travis folded his arms on the top rail of the ring and watched. God, it was hot. It’d be a lot cooler at home by now. Here the heat just sat on you, like a cloud. The riders looked even hotter, with all that hot junk they had to wear—boots and pants and hats. Casey was wearing shorts and a T-shirt and a sun visor, and she didn’t look too cool either.


  “When you get to the brush box, canter.”


  Only one little girl managed what he assumed was a canter. The rest of the ponies just trotted faster.


  “Don’t throw yourself forward! Sit up! Pull up and try it again. Get organized.”


  Travis had thought about learning to ride, but he’d thought Ken could teach him. All this flitting around in an English saddle looked too la-di-da for him. Besides that, he hadn’t seen anyone except girls doing it.


  “Hi. You ever get any cigarettes?”


  Travis had seen Jennifer coming up behind him, but had pretended not to, deciding to let her speak first.


  “Yeah, I did. You riding today?”


  Jennifer really was cute, dark hair in an expensive-looking short cut, dark eyes. She was wearing tight gray riding breeches, high boots, and a polo shirt.


  “I’m in the next lesson. I’ve got to go tack up in a minute. Casey,” she called, “Robyn won’t be here, she had to stay after school.”


  Casey left the circle of riders. Dust had settled like a tan across her face, streaked here and there by little rivers of sweat.


  “What?”


  “Robyn got in trouble, she had to stay after for a conference with her mother.”


  “Great.” She kept an eye on the riders and suddenly yelled, “Molly, don’t let him walk off with you like that! You should have pulled him up after the first step!”


  She turned back to Jennifer. “Robyn was going to do the stalls for me. I’ve got a horse-show meeting this evening!”


  “I’d do it,” Jennifer offered, “but I’ve got my piano lesson right after this.”


  “You. Nephew. What’s your name?”


  “Travis.” He was annoyed by her tone—sure, maybe she was a little older, but not that much.


  “Would you do something for me? I’ve got to split after this next class. Would you go up and water the stalls for me?”


  Her green eyes were a much warmer color than his own. They saved her face from plainness. Too bad, he thought, she had to go and ruin her nice long legs. They were way too muscled up.


  “Yeah, sure,” he said. “Okay.”


  “What a pal,” she said, and went back to her students.


  “How old is she?” he asked Jennifer as they walked back to the barn together.


  “Casey? Eighteen, I think. She’s the youngest pro in the state.”


  “You like her?”


  “Oh, sure, I mean, she’s a real perfectionist, she makes you work real hard, but we do win ribbons at shows. I’m a little bit scared of her.”


  I can see that, Travis thought, but sounded surprised as he said, “Scared?”


  “Oh, not scared, but you know, she’s so good and I’m such a klutz—I fell off right in front of the judge last time. I thought I was going to die.”


  “What’d Casey do?”


  “Came out and gave me a leg up.”


  Seeing his puzzled look, she added, “Boosted me back on and told me to finish the course.”


  There were two girls in the barn, getting their horses ready to ride, and one older lady, thirty at least.


  The girls were too young to be interesting, probably around thirteen. They looked enough alike to be sisters, blond and freckled, though one had a bad perm. And from the way they acted, they could have been twins. Unlike the pair back home, they were loudmouthed and silly, shrieking, “Oh, Kristen!” “Oh, Kelsey!” at each other, and in ten minutes they were driving him nuts. He thought they might be driving the older lady nuts, too, because she got her horse saddled and out of there, fast.


  Travis watched Jennifer brush and fly-spray her small brown horse. He liked the part when she cleaned its feet with a pick, because it called for a lot of bending over.


  Kristen and Kelsey were ready first and the barn was much more peaceful. They’d been gone about ten minutes by the time Jennifer had her saddle and bridle on, and Travis was surprised to see her near tears.


  “If my lesson runs late Mom’ll kill me. I’ve got to go straight to piano from here. Oh, damn.”


  She led the horse out of the barn at a trot, and almost ran down the red dirt road toward the ring.


  The little girls from the first class were riding into the pasture behind the ring. He decided he’d get the stalls watered and be back in the house before they got back. Little girls didn’t interest him.


  The work didn’t take long.


  He stopped halfway in the kitchen door. There was a blond woman in the kitchen. She looked too well dressed to be a burglar, but Travis froze a minute anyway…


  She paused, too, then relaxed. But she was staring at him as if she were seeing a ghost.


  “You must be Travis,” she said finally. “God, you look more like Ken than Christopher does. I’m Teresa,” she added.


  Teresa, Ken’s wife, or soon-to-be ex-wife. Boy, she was good-looking—but he always had been a sucker for brown-eyed blondes. What was Ken divorcing her for? Then he remembered: she was divorcing him. Immediately he was on Ken’s side.


  “I guess I mean you look like Tim. I never did meet him, but in their pictures they look quite a bit alike.”


  “Yeah.” Travis could remember only one picture of his dad, in his Air Force uniform; he remembered the eyebrows, especially, being like his, almost joined in the middle. Stan had made Mom put it away. But frankly, he didn’t see this big resemblance to Ken everyone else did. “But he’s premature gray.”


  “He’s premature thirty-seven,” Teresa said dryly.


  Travis gave her a look that let her know whose side he was on, and she changed the subject. “I brought Christopher out. I’m going out of town tonight on business and I knew Ken wouldn’t mind getting him a little early. I tried calling him at the office but he was out.”


  Christopher. The little kid. He seemed to remember Ken saying something about the little kid coming out this weekend, but he hadn’t been paying attention. He thought of something: He’d been planning to nag Ken into doing something this weekend, even if it was just going to a movie. Now they wouldn’t be going anywhere more exciting than a Dairy Queen.


  “I will say this,” Teresa went on, “—Ken gets an A-plus in the daddy department. That’s so important for a boy—” She broke off suddenly and, in a voice trying too hard to be pleasant, asked, “Now, what was it you got in trouble for? It wasn’t drugs, was it?”


  Travis had it on the tip of his tongue to answer, “No, it was attempted murder.”


  But something made him change it to “Oh, my stepdad and I don’t get along too good, Mom wanted us to chill out for a while.”


  “Yeah, broken families are the pits, aren’t they?” She stopped to examine a nail. Poor lady was having a hard time finding a polite subject. “You want to meet Christopher? He’s up in his room making sure all his toys are still there.”


  “Uh, I got a lot of homework, I thought I’d get started on it.”


  He just wanted out of there.


  “Sure. You guys will have plenty of time to get together this weekend.”


  I bet, Travis thought sourly in his room, throwing himself across the bed, turning his radio up. He’d never been around a little kid and was positive it was going to be a real pain.


  All the damn radio stations sucked.


  At home, he’d be hanging around the record store, maybe he and Kirk would be planning to pick up some girls…


  He gave up on the radio and slammed in a tape and turned over on his stomach. Motorboat was walking up and down on his back, his happy feet pricking holes in his shirt—he had ruined a lot of Travis’s shirts.


  At home, he’d be cruising to this music, or sitting around the front porch with four or five guys, somebody would be peeling out down the street, whooping out a car window as they passed.


  He lit a cigarette, remembering well enough he’d promised Ken not to smoke in bed, but it wasn’t like he was sleeping or something.


  At home there’d be people to talk to, whether it was the most outlandish lies or absolute truths or both in the same sentence…


  Something tickled his nose and he was startled to find it was a tear.


  There was a light knock on his door. Quickly he sat up and brushed his face off.


  “Yeah?”


  “Travis, there’s someone here to see you.”


  Travis, completely puzzled, opened his door.


  “Casey’s in the front hallway,” Teresa said, and added, “Good God. That cat is huge! Is he, uh, gentle?”


  Travis glanced down. Motorboat’s head was level with his knee.


  “Yeah,” he said absently. “Sort of.”


  Teresa didn’t seem too reassured, but Travis couldn’t care right now.


  Why would Casey want to see him? He’d thought she had some big meeting to go to.


  She was waiting patiently in the entry hall, and Travis thought suddenly that if she were a boy, with that angular profile and long-distance gaze, she might be sort of good-looking.


  When she turned that gaze on him, however, he could have sworn it was with a mixture of laughter, anger, and contempt. He shifted uneasily in silence, finally saying, “Yeah?”


  “Are you an idiot?” she asked, pleasantly, as if she were asking, “Are you a Leo?”


  “What?”


  “I mean, are you brain damaged or what? Ken didn’t mention it, and I didn’t think to ask.”


  “What?”


  “What did I ask you to do this afternoon?”


  Travis had a sudden flashback: He was eleven years old and absentmindedly made lemonade with six cups instead of six tablespoons of sugar … Stan had had a really good laugh about that one … What a stupid thing to think about, right now…


  “Water the stalls,” he answered. He could tell something horrible was coming, he’d look up and see a freight train on top of him and there wouldn’t be time to move.


  Casey nodded. “So that’s what you did. Watered the stalls.”


  They stood there for a moment under the hall light, and it seemed like all this had happened before, that they had played this scene in a play a dozen times before, he could even tell her next line:


  “You are an idiot.”


  And as Travis realized the mistake he’d made, he couldn’t even argue with her. A slow wave of heat spread upward and he knew he was bright red.


  “Now I’ve got ten stalls inches deep in water. Couldn’t you figure out I meant put water in the buckets—not all over the floor? Good golly, kid, are you brainless?”


  Travis thought later he should have slugged her. How could he have stood there and taken that?


  Probably because at the time he agreed with her and couldn’t even get the air to say so.


  “I bet,” Casey said slowly, “that when your mama asks you to tie your shoes, you rope them to the bed.”


  Travis stood there a long time after she closed the door behind her.


  He wasn’t cool. He wasn’t tough. He wasn’t even good-looking. He just stood there, a brainless, homesick idiot.


  Chapter 4


  
    Dear Travis: Every thing is OK hear. The Twins got Fired for comin in stoned so me and them are doin stuff for Orson. NOT DEALING. Kirk is going preppie. It make you sick. He is even dating Lisa Mahoney. Hows it goin.


    Joe

  


  A short letter, but a lot to think about. Travis wished he had the twins here, so he could knock their heads together. He knew it. He knew the minute he left town, they’d turn into dopers. Here he’d gone to a lot of trouble to get them into his group, get them some friends because they were too shy to get their own, and they knew how he felt about heavy doping.


  Billy and Mike weren’t book smart, but in their field, mechanics, they were damn geniuses. Travis was awed by the way they could take things apart, put things together. They had a ticket there, and they were going to blow it.


  Fired. How were they going to pay their car insurance? And the three of them, Joe included, were idiots for “doin stuff” for Orson.


  You’d better get paid in cash, up front, guys, he thought.


  Kirk going preppy, huh? Travis, looking back, could see it coming; he had noticed last summer when Kirk gave up cutoffs and sneakers for Jams and loafers. No, that didn’t surprise him at all. He’d known all along Kirk planned on college—he’d never tried to hide his good grades, like Travis sometimes had.


  Not that there was anything to hide, now.


  “How’s it going?” Well, Travis thought, I’m hanging out with an uncle, a little kid, and a bunch of girls. It is just going super.


  He could still hang out with the girls. He’d followed Casey down to the barn and silently taken the shovel and wheelbarrow and helped clean up the stalls.


  In return she’d told people the water pump had broken.


  It’d been one of the hardest things he’d ever had to do, but if he hadn’t he’d never go to the barn again, and he had to have somewhere.


  He wasn’t sure yet how he felt about the little kid. Christopher was a big pain, just as he’d expected. But there was something kind of interesting about someone who just said and did whatever came to mind without worrying about it.


  Christopher was the roundest person Travis had ever seen. His chubby face was round. His big brown eyes were round. His blond haircut was round. His chunky little legs and arms were round.


  And his round mouth moved constantly.


  “Well, hi.” He crawled up into Travis’s bed early Saturday. A lot earlier Saturday than Travis liked.


  “Are you sleeping?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Why?”


  “ ’Cause I’m sleepy.”


  “Why?”


  “ ’Cause it’s early.”


  “Why?”


  In a very short time Travis thought he’d freak out at the sound of that word.


  Christopher was exact. If you failed to say please, thank you, or you’re welcome, he’d correct you. If you called something by the wrong name, he’d correct you. “It’s not a cuckoo clock. It’s a bird clock.”


  You couldn’t have a sandwich or a Coke to yourself. You had to share. He was real big on sharing. And it was a little disconcerting to be around someone you didn’t know too well who didn’t hesitate to crawl all over you.


  Christopher poked into everything, messing up his tapes, drawing on his papers. And Motorboat, who had stared down Ken’s Labrador and slapped the chow’s nose the first day he was out of the house, spent the weekend cowering under the bed or behind the sofa.


  But Ken seemed to think everything Christopher did was cute, and took it for granted that everything revolved around him. He jumped when Christopher said, “More juice please,” scrubbed his hands before every meal, and when Christopher waddled bare assed into the den with his underwear around his ankles and announced, “I did poo, come see,” Ken reacted like it was a miracle.


  Hell, thought Travis, it’d be more of a miracle if he didn’t do any.


  He hated to admit it, but maybe he was just a little bit jealous.


  He watched Ken answer the phone and try to talk with Christopher climbing up his back, hanging around his neck, yelling, “I will fall you down!” and laughing till Ken couldn’t hear or make himself heard; Travis marveled at his patience. He’d have pitched the kid across the room by now…


  “It’s for you,” Ken repeated, holding out the phone, and Travis shook himself awake. Who’d be calling him?


  He took the phone, grateful that Ken was hauling Chris out of the room.


  “Hi, hon.”


  It was Mom. He remembered how he’d called her Donna the Hon, even to her face, and he was suddenly ashamed.


  “Hi.”


  “How are you?”


  “Okay.”


  “How’s Kenny?”


  “Okay.”


  “Everything fine?”


  “Yeah. What’s up?”


  He couldn’t bring himself to ask about Stan.


  “I just wanted to make sure you were all right.”


  “Yeah.” Surely she knew Ken would call her if he got run over by the school bus or something.


  “Well, hon, are you getting enough to eat?”


  “Sure,” he lied a little; it was spooky that she’d ask that, though…


  “Travis, you’ve got a letter here from a publishing house—you haven’t been buying a lot of books or joined a book club?”


  “Naw.” Travis thought for a minute. “No—wait! Don’t open it!”


  “What is it?”


  “I don’t know.” He paced in a small circle, dragging the phone, tripping over the cord. “I don’t know. Just send it to me, okay? Don’t open it.”


  “All right, hon. I’ll get it in the mail tomorrow.”


  “Tonight.”


  “What?”


  “Get it in the mail tonight, okay?”


  “Well, hon, by the time we get through with dinner I think the post office will be closed.”


  Let the big slug skip dinner for once, Travis thought, but knew that was impossible. He couldn’t think. He couldn’t talk.


  “Hon? I’ve got to get off the phone now, I promised Stan I wouldn’t talk too long.”


  “Put it in the mail right now,” Travis said slowly.


  “Say hi to Kenny for me. I wish I could see his little boy. Send me a picture, okay?”


  “Don’t open it.”


  “Bye, hon.”


  Travis had trouble getting the phone back on the cradle, weird damn phone, shaped like a doughnut.


  The book! The book! He was going to hear about the book he’d written! He’d tried hard just to forget about it, knowing it’d be a long time before he heard anything, but it had nagged at him like a dull toothache.


  That was probably why he hadn’t been able to write lately, he thought suddenly, why he hadn’t really written anything since he’d sent the manuscript off. It was like something unfinished…


  He expected a rejection. All writers got lots of rejections. Hemingway had gotten about a million of them. He wasn’t sure how many Stephen King got.


  It was okay, getting a rejection. You wanted to write, you just had to get used to it, like if you wanted to fight you had to take getting punched. He’d just send it to another publishing house, he had the next three places picked out already. What he was hoping for, really, that whoever read it this time would tell him something, anything, it was too long or too short or too—whatever. Why they didn’t want it—that was all he was hoping for, this time.


  But maybe they did. Maybe they were saying, “We’ll publish it and here’s a million dollars!” He had a strong desire to call Mom back, have her open it and read it to him. He wasn’t going to be able to stand it.


  No, she didn’t even know he’d written a book, much less sent it off. She knew he wrote, sure, but seemed to think it was some weird phase he was going through, though after all these years you’d think…


  No, it was his book and his letter, no matter what it said. Nobody needed to know anything. Just him and somebody in New York. For a second he wondered who…


  Ken was grilling hot dogs on the Jenn-Air.


  “Anything up?”


  “Naw.” Travis wished Ken weren’t such a hard ass about letting him drink anything. He sure could use a slug of bourbon. “She just wanted to make sure everything was okay. Was I eating right, you know.”


  “I hope you lied.” Ken took the mustard knife away from Christopher, who was trying to mustard the hot dogs still on the grill.


  “Yeah, I did.” He remembered something. “She said to say hi. She called you Kenny, made you sound like a little kid.”


  “She always did—called Tim, Timmy too. He swore when he had a kid, the name’d be something she couldn’t put a y on.”


  “I thought she picked my name.”


  “She did, but Tim had to approve it. He was sure you were going to be a boy … She got the name out of a book, didn’t she? The MacDonald mystery series?”


  “No, Old Yeller. The dog book.”


  “Tim used to tease her about all the books she read.”


  Mom reading? He hadn’t seen her read anything except Reader’s Digest and National Enquirer and those books that always had a picture of a pirate ripping the shirt off some girl. That wasn’t real reading.


  “Your mom was a real sweet girl. Pretty too. She thought Tim hung the moon.”


  Hung the moon. What a weird expression. Travis had never heard it.


  “She’s fat now,” Travis said. He tried to think of Mom young, pretty, and reading, and couldn’t do it. Young, pretty, and reading and thinking someone hung the moon … Obviously she thought a lot more of Stan than Travis could, but he wasn’t any moon hanger.


  “Come here,” Ken said suddenly. He picked up Christopher and sat him on one of the high barstools at the center island table.


  “Put your hand next to Chris’s, open your fingers. See?”


  Travis stared at the two hands, wondering … then he saw. Christopher’s hand was a miniature of his own. The shape of the fingers, the set of the thumbs—Travis was startled to see even a lot of similarity in the palm prints.


  “Wow.”


  “He’s got Teresa’s coloring and features, but my details: Ears, hands, feet.”


  “Let me see yours.”


  Again, an amazing resemblance. Travis thought: That’s how my hand will look. But surely not that old.


  “Do I remind you of my dad?”


  “Just in looks. You’re a lot quieter. Tim was a very … vivid personality.”


  “You guys get along?”


  “Once a year.”


  “Why’d you let me come here?”


  Ken met his eyes. Ken had light brown eyes, clear, like iced tea with the sun shining through.


  “Why’d you want to come?”


  And Travis knew exactly when the same thought went through both their minds: I thought you’d be Tim.


  

  Federal Express, he thought, I should have told her to Federal-Express it. He couldn’t eat, he’d hardly slept, and he couldn’t expect the letter for two more days, anyway. It would have cost a lot of money, he wasn’t sure how much, but he could have hocked his tape player—no, calm down, whatever the letter said it would say the same thing two days from now.


  He went directly to the barn after he’d put in his time at school. The house was more peaceful, now that Christopher was gone, but Ken was in a bad mood. He was ticked off because Christopher had left saying a word he hadn’t said before; Travis figured if Ken had cable TV like any normal person the kid would have said it long ago. Anyway, it was plain that returning Christopher to Teresa was what was really bothering him.


  Anyway, it was fun down at the barn after the lessons, although the girls were sillier, louder, goofier, than any bunch of guys could be. And the second he walked in, they got sillier, louder, and goofier than ever. Kristen and Kelsey weren’t twins, they just acted alike. Which meant they screamed a lot. Robyn had an incredible motor mouth (Travis realized that coke was at least partly to blame—she’d offered him a hit the second time he saw her), and Jennifer mostly giggled; to get her to squeal you only had to see—or pretend to see—a mouse.


  Mary, the older lady, always left as soon as she’d cooled off her horse, but unless there was a music, or ballet, or some other kind of lesson (Travis was amazed at how some days they absolutely ran from lesson to lesson), everybody hung around for a while.


  Motorboat loved the barn. He’d spent a lot of his time there since the weekend—Christopher wasn’t allowed in the barn. He lazed on the rafters or sat on a horse, doing happy paws—once in a while he brought out a mouse for Jennifer to squeal at.


  Casey didn’t seem to mind the noise, but usually she was too busy to add to it. She went straight to the little office-tack room. She kept an orderly record book—who had a lesson on what day, whose horse she was riding, vet records, horseshoe bills.


  She either did that, or stopped down by the paddocks to stare at her big gray horse, the Star Runner. Everyone said the Star Runner was a mean dude—Travis hadn’t seen Casey ride him, so all he could judge for himself was that the Star Runner was the only horse to have a paddock all to himself; he was the only horse who seemed to be constantly in motion, walking rapidly up and down, up and down.


  Today Casey was in the office on the phone, oblivious to the noise.


  “You know, you shouldn’t smoke.” Kristen had Charlie, her horse, untacked, ready to lead it out to the water pump for a shower. She paused beside Travis, then suddenly snatched his cigarette pack out of his T-shirt pocket.


  “Come on, give ’em here.”


  “They’re really bad for you.” Kristen ducked to the other side of her horse, giggling.


  Travis sighed. Now he’d have to go chase her around for a while, or give up his last pack. They weren’t too easy to get around here.


  “Give ’em here.” He just straightened up off the wall, but Kristen shrieked as if he were lunging for her, and ran out of the barn with her horse trotting behind her.


  “Hey, get back here,” Travis shouted from the doorway. Damn dumb kid. He felt stupid having to chase her, and mad that she could make him do it.


  Kristen grabbed the short mane of her horse and swung up. She used the lead rope for a bridle, dancing Charlie in a small circle. He snorted nervously.


  “I’m going to throw them in the water tank and lengthen your life.”


  “Yeah, and you’ll shorten yours. Get back here.”


  He took a step. Kristen screamed and kicked Charlie into a trot. It was muddy down by the water tank—all the pony kids had hosed their ponies off earlier.


  She really is going to do it, the little jerk, Travis thought as he ran after her. As Kristen twisted around to throw the pack over the rail into the water tank, the Star Runner, who had been trotting up and down at the far end of his paddock, charged the gate. He made a horrible squealing sound. With his head held low, swinging from side to side, his ears pinned flat, he seemed to Travis for a split second like some monstrous snake…


  Kristen’s horse scrambled sideways, lost his footing in the mud, and fell with her. Then he rolled to his feet, trotted a few yards, and began to eat grass. Kristen lay still in the mud.


  Well, she’s dead, Travis thought, oddly detached, as he ran down the hill. She had to be, he’d seen the horse roll on her. But he ran on, hearing Jennifer scream, “Casey! Casey!”


  She was alive, her eyes were open and she was moving her lips. There was something wrong, though. Even in his first quick relief he knew there was something wrong…


  “Don’t move.” Casey knelt beside her, pressing her back when she made a move to get up. How’d she get here so fast? he wondered. How … then he saw Kristen’s leg, there was something strange about the angle of her right leg, something weird sticking through her jeans…


  He shivered, suddenly sick.


  “What’s wrong?” Kristen’s voice sounded very young and breathless.


  “What is it?”


  “Your leg’s broken,” Casey said, “It’s going to be okay, a broken leg heals. Travis.”


  He tore his eyes away from the bloody white piece of bone. He thought he was going to puke.


  “Go call an ambulance. Tell Jennifer to call Kristen’s mom, and tell her we’re going to St. Francis Hospital. You can call nine-one-one for the ambulance. Got it?”


  “Yeah.” Having something to do cleared his mind.


  “Casey, it hurts.” Kristen sounded astonished and a little miffed.


  “Sure it hurts,” Travis heard Casey reply as he started back to the barn at a run. “It’s probably going to hurt worse in a minute.”


  He rushed past a white-faced Jennifer to call nine-one-one. He had a hard time remembering the address and the operator got a little sharp with him.


  Jennifer flatly refused to call Kristen’s mom, so he had to do that too. He could see why: Kristen’s mom went into hysterics and it was obvious that would have sent Jennifer into them too.


  He got the mom off the phone and on her way to the hospital, had Jennifer sitting quietly on a tack box whispering, “I can’t handle this,” told Robyn to take care of Kristen’s horse, made Kelsey go home instead of hanging around getting in the way.


  Then he grabbed a horse blanket to take down to Casey. He’d seen a wreck once, everybody was putting blankets on everybody.


  Kristen was whimpering by now, and Travis couldn’t blame her, wanting to whimper himself every time he caught sight of her leg. Casey held her hand, talking quietly: “I know it hurts really bad, Kristen, but pretty soon you’ll be at the hospital and they’ll give you something: Just think, this time tomorrow it will barely hurt at all. Just hold on a little bit longer—”


  It seemed more than a little bit longer to Travis by the time the ambulance arrived. Kristen screamed while they put her on the stretcher, and he thought he’d rather have the broken leg himself than be a helpless witness to it.


  As the doors shut Casey said, “You know how many times I’ve told those kids not to fool around with the horses? I wish it’d been her goddamn neck.”


  Travis, almost shaking with reaction, could have slugged her. Then the lights and the siren went on, and the Star Runner, who’d been dancing up and down the far side of his paddock, took two giant strides across it and cleared the top rail. He also cleared Travis.


  “Goddamn,” Travis breathed. He ducked, seconds late. He watched the gray horse thunder down the pasture road, clear the gate, and disappear over the ridge.


  “Goddamn.”


  “I knew he was going to do that,” Casey said.


  “Yeah? Well, thanks for the warning.” Travis glanced at her. It could have been his neck—


  Her head thrown back against the sky was a thing to stop your heart. Transfixed like a saint by a vision, Casey watched the empty horizon.


  Travis suddenly knew why they called it falling in love. It did feel like falling, helpless, half terror and half exhilaration. Wishing desperately to call it off, Travis, wishing it undone, calling it stupid, senseless, hopeless, everything but a mistake, knew he was in love.


  “That sucker can jump, can’t he?” Casey asked. The joyful intensity of her voice made his pulse leap.


  “Yeah.” He choked, kicking around in the mud for his cigarettes, not daring to look at her any longer.


  He hadn’t known it was going to feel like this.


  It was going to take getting used to.


  Chapter 5


  
    …I think you have captured a certain spirit here very closely…

  


  It wasn’t a rejection slip. He’d known it wasn’t a rejection slip before he tore open the two envelopes. It was too long to be “We regret that your work doesn’t meet our needs at present,” or whatever a rejection slip said—he knew a rejection slip would be short and thin like a fortune in a cookie. This was a real letter, whatever it said; someone thought enough of the book to write him a real letter.


  
    And flawed though it is, some of its flaws are as interesting as its virtues. I would like to speak to you personally about the possibility of publishing your work…

  


  That meant yes. They were going to publish it.


  Travis still stood at the end of the driveway where the school bus had left him. He usually checked the mailbox anyway, it was a long hike down to the house and Ken had asked him to—Ken invariably forgot and had to go back for it. Travis had been surprised to find how eagerly he looked forward to the mail—even letters from Mom. But today he’d slipped his hand into the short silver tunnel gingerly, as though expecting a snake…


  
    I am going out of town for a few weeks and if possible, I’d like to visit you and discuss this with you.


    My number is 212-555-4200.


    Sincerely

    Eleanor Carmichael

    Editor-in-Chief

  


  Travis walked up to the house, unsure of what he’d read, the words that were used, but just about positive that they meant he was going to get published. He’d sold his book. He stopped on the front step to read it again. Yeah, that’s what it said. Possibility, hell, some New York bigwig wasn’t going to fly out here and “discuss” with him unless they were pretty damn serious!


  Fly out here. They had his old address at home, not this one. He was a lot farther away now. Maybe she couldn’t make it now!


  He dialed the number and got an operator telling him to dial 1 before the area code. Hell, he’d never dialed long distance before, nobody’d ever told him that.


  “Eleanor Carmichael’s office,” a voice announced.


  “I want to talk to her, Eleanor Carmichael.”


  “Who’s calling please?”


  “Travis Harris. She wrote me a letter—”


  “Just a moment.”


  Travis danced in a small circle, suddenly wishing he’d gone to the bathroom before calling.


  “This is Eleanor Carmichael.”


  “Yeah. This is Travis Harris. I got your letter.”


  “I was wondering when I’d hear from you.”


  “I moved, I live in Oklahoma now, I just got the letter. Can you come out here?”


  “If you’re between New York and L.A. I can.”


  “Yeah, I think we are. Uh, Mrs. Carmichael, you going to publish it?”


  “Ms.”


  “What?”


  “Ms. Carmichael. Well, Travis, I’d like to speak to you in person. There’re a few things I’d like to discuss. The profanity, for one thing, will severely limit the market—but as I said, I’d rather talk to you in person.”


  “Sure. Okay. But tell me, like I clean up the language and stuff, you’ll probably publish it, right?”


  There was a short sigh. “I should have known from your novel … Yes, if we can agree on some revision, we’d like to publish it.”


  Travis remained silent, trying to understand. This was really happening…


  “I want you to understand, there’s usually not a lot of money involved for a first novel—don’t go out and buy a Porsche. But if we can get this to the right audience, I think word of mouth might be terrific … Travis, are you still there?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Have you told anyone?”


  “There’s nobody here to tell.”


  “Oh. Well, I’ll write soon and let you know when I’ll be there. Can I have your new address and phone?”


  After he hung up he dialed Mom. She’d be nuts. He’d like to see the look on Stan’s face. There was nobody home. He called Joe. He’d be nuts. There was nobody home. He called Ken at the office and his secretary said he was in a meeting. Travis was having trouble breathing. He walked around and around in circles.


  Motorboat jumped up on the sofa and Travis grabbed him and shook him. “I sold my book! I sold my book!”


  Motorboat twisted loose and ran.


  He might as well tell Casey—she’d be down at the barn by now. He might as well tell her, she’d find out anyway.


  He had to tell somebody.


  Jennifer and Kelsey were hanging on the arena rails.


  “Hey,” he said. “Guess … What’s going on?”


  Casey was riding the Star Runner. He had never seen her ride him before. She was cantering him around in a small circle while a lady stood on the side.


  “More inside leg, Case. You need more bend.”


  “What’s going on?” he repeated. He kept looking at the Star Runner’s face. He could swear it was seething with rage.


  “Oh, look at that frame!” Kelsey sighed. “He’s so beautiful.”


  Beautiful, yes. Breathtakingly beautiful—but for a second Travis had a cold, irrational fear: This was no flesh-and-blood animal at all, but something demonic…


  Casey sat deep in the saddle, using her whole body, back, legs, shoulders, to maintain that hold, her will against his will.


  “Casey’s taking a riding lesson?”


  “Dressage,” Jennifer said. “It’s a real technical form of equitation.”


  “Good, Casey. Very good. Downward transition to a walk.” The instructor dropped her voice as Casey came up to talk.


  “I just don’t see how Casey can stand it. He just hates all this. He’s never going to love her.”


  Travis was remembering some of the stories he’d been hearing around the barn, about the Star Runner, bits and pieces he hadn’t paid much attention to before.


  How he’d been a lunatic horse, practically given away off the racetrack, how he’d jump out of his paddock to race alone in the pasture. Casey’s biggest fear was he’d kill himself running one of these hot days—he didn’t know how to stop running. The kids wouldn’t go near him. Only Robyn was brave enough, or stupid enough, or stoned enough, to groom him. He’d bitten one of the handlers at the track, tearing off a chunk of flesh—Casey herself had a scar on her forehead, he’d reared up on her while she was leading him. Casey, laughing, called it the mark of the beast.


  “Don’t be silly, Jenna,” Kelsey was saying. “Casey doesn’t care if he loves her.”


  Casey rode next to where they were standing, her face abstracted and intent.


  “Casey, you don’t care if the Star Runner loves you, right?” Kelsey asked.


  Travis couldn’t believe she had the nerve to break in on Casey’s exhilaration. He knew the feeling. Like walking to the front step after a good chapter and finding the guys blithering about getting laid, getting drunk.


  Casey didn’t have time to connect to what she was saying before Kelsey went on, “You just want him to love jumping, right?”


  Travis said, “She wants him to do it because he can do it.”


  Casey stared at him for a second, startled.


  Okay, he thought, staring back, I do know you better than anyone else does. Think that over, lady.


  He turned and walked off. He didn’t want to tell her about the book right now. Jennifer and Kelsey would get silly excited, but Casey, right now, would say, “Yeah? That’s great,” or something offhand that would make him mad. He didn’t want to be mad right now. He didn’t want to be mad, and didn’t want to hear that a damn dumb, crazy gray horse was more important than his book.


  His book. He’d sold his book. For a few minutes there he’d been sidetracked, but it came flooding back over him now, and he knew what he wanted to do. Right now. As soon as he could.


  He wanted to party till he puked.


  

  He had never hitchhiked much at home, he hadn’t needed to, his hangouts were in walking distance even if he hadn’t had friends with wheels. And he didn’t know anywhere to go, here.


  He sipped a water-glass full of whiskey while he thought it over. Crown Royal was great, he decided, pouring a Coke-bottle full to take with him. It was just going to waste here; he’d never seen Ken drink anything more than a couple of beers.


  He finished his glass with a couple of quick gulps. Hell, he’d just ask his ride where to go.


  It was too hot for his leather jacket but he wore it anyway. He needed a place to stash his Coke bottle. Besides … besides, between the jacket, and the whiskey, and news about his book, he was starting to feel like his old self again.


  He ended up on a really good street. That was the good news. There were several clubs with live music, a couple of packed restaurants, and the clientele seemed to be pretty upscale; it didn’t look like he’d have to spend the evening worrying about getting jumped.


  The bad news was, it looked like the only thing open to somebody his age was the Quik Trip. He had a fake ID, but it gave his age as eighteen, so it was no good here. He strolled up and down the street a few times, checking things out, making a game plan.


  One club was so packed that people spilled out onto the parking lot and sidewalks, wandering around with drinks in their hands, laughing and yelling to each other. It was hard to tell exactly where the club began and ended. These people probably were twenty-one, but not much more than that; he didn’t feel conspicuous at all, hanging around the edges.


  He bummed a cigarette, asked about the band, kept an eye on the doorway where the IDs were being checked. It wasn’t too long before he had a chance to slip in.


  He played it cool, squeezing into the back of the crowd, staying away from the bartenders. He picked up an empty glass to pour his whiskey into; when one of the harried cocktail waitresses saw him, she assumed someone had checked his ID when he bought a drink. It looked like he was going to get away with it. He relaxed and surveyed the scene.


  It was the worst possible place for live music. The acoustics were so bad it was like being in a tin cave, and unless you were right up front you couldn’t even see the band. But the music didn’t seem to be important.


  People stood around in small groups and yelled in each other’s ears, the guys checked out the chicks, the chicks looked the guys over, sometimes the two groups ran together. They all seemed incredibly dumb to Travis. But then, when he had been ten, teenagers had seemed incredibly dumb, and by the time he was twelve he was dying to be one—maybe it was going to be like that.


  Right now he couldn’t imagine giving up hanging out for this kind of scene.


  He bummed a Virginia Slim from a couple of girls.


  “You look awfully young to be in here.” The redhead, in tight jeans, high heels, and T-shirt, kept wiggling around to the music. She obviously wanted to dance.


  “I just turned twenty-one today,” Travis said. “I’m celebrating.”


  “Really? All by yourself?”


  “I’m new in town—just started law school.”


  God, it felt good, the whiskey, the music, the telling of a story; it was like he’d been walking in his sleep the whole time he’d been here, up till now.


  “So you’re a Virgo, huh?” The dark-haired girl was a little drunk.


  “Do you know Jim Beals?” said the redhead. “He’s in law school.”


  “I don’t think so. I just started—you ever heard of Morris and Harris? That’s my uncle’s firm.”


  “Oh, yeah, I’ve heard of them.”


  “I wouldn’t have thought you’d be a Virgo. I would have said Aquarius.”


  Travis almost jumped—he was an Aquarius. But he just shook his head.


  “This is the first night I’ve been out since I moved to town. Any other good hangouts?”


  They talked awhile longer—Travis trying to remember lawyer-type words he’d heard Ken use. The girls insisted on buying him a birthday drink—he went to the john when they called the waitress over. He’d never had a margarita before, it was pretty good stuff. They kept talking. When it was time for the next round he gave them the money for it and headed off for the john again. They probably thought he was tooting up or had the world’s weakest bladder.


  He got drunk enough to make a big mistake—he told them about his book. The dark-haired girl had been skeptical from the first, but he and the redhead had been having fun; now he lost them both.


  “Oh, yeah, sure, you have a book coming out.”


  And when he kept insisting—dammit, he had to tell somebody—they started disbelieving everything. He knew exactly when it dawned on them he wasn’t twenty-one either. He’d lapsed into talking like sixteen and couldn’t stop it.


  They finally said they were going to the ladies’ room. Of course they had to go together. He spotted them twenty minutes later with some other guys.


  So what? He found an empty chair at the back of the room, almost got into a fight over it—people were lurking like vultures to pounce on empty chairs.


  He was in a crowd and still lonesome. It was as bad as school. He wished he’d told Casey after all, it would have been better than wasting it on those bimbos. He tried to picture Casey in this place…


  “Let’s see your ID.”


  Travis looked up, startled. Some guy with a beard was glaring down at him.


  Travis searched his pockets.


  “Uh, I guess I lost it. Maybe in the john. I’ll go see—”


  The guy hauled him up by his jacket and shoved him toward the door.


  The crowd had thinned out quite a bit, and Travis wondered what time it was.


  “Gary, did you let this kid in here?”


  They paused by the doorman.


  “Hell, no.”


  Gary followed them outside. Travis assumed he was kicked out and was ready to go anyway, but the guy still had a grip on his jacket.


  “He didn’t come up through the drainpipes. How’d you get in here?” He shook Travis like a stray cat.


  “Oh, you know, I walked—”


  “You didn’t walk by me, man,” Gary said.


  “Who sold you drinks?”


  This is getting real boring, Travis thought.


  “Look, I’m new in town, I didn’t know what your drinking age is.”


  “It sure as hell ain’t fifteen, man.”


  “I could lose my license over this, dammit! You know what kind of money I put in this place? What kind of money I borrowed to put in this place?”


  He was shouting at Gary but shaking Travis, who was having a hard time standing up anyway.


  “Who sold you drinks?”


  “Nobody, really man, I brought my own…” He searched through his jacket, then vaguely remembered he’d left the empty Coke bottle on a table.


  “Look, nothing’s happened—” Gary began.


  “Something’s happened all right—you’re fired.”


  He finally let go of Travis and stormed back into the club. Gary and Travis stared at each other.


  “And you’re dead meat,” Gary said, and slugged him. Travis went down on his butt, then flipped backward and cracked his head on the parking lot.


  It had been too long since he’d been in a fight, he decided. He’d forgotten how much it hurt to get punched.


  “Get me fired, will you? I needed this job—”


  Travis rolled to avoid getting kicked, got to his feet, and flew into Gary with a couple of swift jabs. He had the satisfaction of seeing both surprise and blood before getting knocked on his ass again. This time he wasn’t fast enough to miss getting kicked.


  If I wasn’t drunk I could take him, he thought. Then: God, don’t let me be killed before my book’s published.


  The owner came back out and pulled Gary away.


  Travis lay there and listened to them yelling at each other.


  At least it wasn’t my nose, Travis thought, curled up around his cracked ribs like a worm on a stick. He coulda really ruined my face.


  It was a while before he felt like moving. For one thing, he wanted to make sure both those guys were gone. He thought they were, then heard their voices again.


  “Okay, okay, you’re not fired. But you know what I did, man. I put my house on the line for this place. My goddamn house.”


  “I didn’t let that kid in. Mike shoulda spotted him.”


  “They say they never spotted him.”


  “It was a packed house, man.”


  “Yeah, we pulled in the big bucks … Sherry might have seen him. She says not, though. I coulda lost my house.”


  Travis listened, not moving, not calling attention to himself. He decided that all those years of writing, all that last year of working on the book, clobbering Stan, it was all a predictable chain of events leading up to this guy losing his house.


  This is so totally weird, man, he thought. His face felt sticky. He hoped it was blood and not motor oil.


  “And did you have to beat the kid up? Look at him. What if the cops come by?”


  They were closer now.


  “He had it comin’!”


  “Okay.” The owner was squatting down beside him. “Where do you live?”


  “Cleveland,” Travis muttered.


  “Then forget me calling a cab.”


  “No.” Travis rolled himself into a scrunched sitting position, huddling in his jacket. “Could you call my uncle?”


  “Geez, Gary, you really whopped up on him.”


  “He had it comin’.”


  “I’m okay. Could you call my uncle?”


  Travis was really tired of this scene. He dreaded the coming hangover.


  When the owner left to call Ken, Gary kicked him again. “You had it comin’.”


  Travis didn’t even feel it.


  I sold my book. He clutched at the thought like a drowning man at a raft. He wanted to be somewhere quiet to think about it.


  It wasn’t on the ride home. He had never seen Ken this mad. The only thing saving him was Christopher sleeping in his car seat—Ken had to keep it down a little. Travis had forgotten Christopher was going to be at the ranch this weekend.


  Ken pulled up at the back door. He paused for the first time since Travis had staggered into the car.


  “Well.”


  “Well what?” Travis winced as he popped the door open.


  “You have anything to say?”


  “Yeah, I sure am glad I didn’t have to listen to all that sober.”


  For a second Travis felt a stab of fear at the look on Ken’s face. But somehow he came up with the bravado he’d faced the cops with.


  “Chill out, man,” he said. “It’s my life.”


  He and Ken stared at each other in the white glare of the car’s interior light. Travis waited, shivering, though he wasn’t cold…


  “I used to say that,” Ken said. There wasn’t any irony in his voice at all, only a half-laughing wonder. “I remember saying that.”


  Later, watching the room spin, wishing he could throw up, Travis felt strangely comforted. It was really weird, but ever since Ken yelled at him, he hadn’t seemed so lonesome anymore.


  Chapter 6


  His head felt like it was going to pulsate wide open, like a special effect in a horror movie. It was the price you had to pay for the party, he told himself, as he had many times before. You don’t get something for nothing. But since the “something” seemed to be a swollen jaw, sore ribs, and a vague memory of talking to some girls, the price seemed a little steep.


  Especially since Ken was still on his back. Travis sipped his orange juice and chewed his toast in silence, listening to Ken, thinking: Just as long as he doesn’t kick me out…


  “I’ve got enough worries without chasing around after some drunk kid in the middle of the night.”


  “Look, man, I’m sorry they woke you up, I just couldn’t think of who else to call.”


  “They didn’t wake me up. I was already awake—wondering where the hell you were, what the hell you were doing, and asking myself why the hell had I let myself in for this.”


  “Why did you?” Travis asked. He’d started out with good intentions, but he was ready to chuck them. “And no more of this irony bullshit.”


  Ken looked slightly surprised that he knew the word irony. Then he sat down on the bar-stool across the island table…


  Finally he said, “The last time I saw Tim, we had a big fight. I guess you’ve figured out we didn’t see eye to eye on the war. And the last thing I said to him was ‘I hope you get blown right out of the sky, you fascist baby killer.’


  “I wake up sometimes hearing those words. That’s why you’re here. And that’s probably why you can still stay.”


  He picked up his coffee cup and left for the den.


  Travis sat there. It was really weird, how he’d think he knew how he felt about things, then suddenly there’d be a sharp turn, and he’d end up in a place he wasn’t expecting. Like his feelings were a bumper car, he’d have a grip on the steering wheel, and it still didn’t go in the direction he’d thought it would.


  It was raining. Casey wouldn’t be giving lessons today. Maybe he’d go down to the barn later.


  He poured himself another cup of coffee and went to the den.


  Ken had Christopher on his lap, watching He-Man cartoons.


  “Hey, I know what,” Travis said. “You can ground me.”


  Ken smiled in spite of himself. Christopher wiggled off his lap to act out the cartoon, waving an imaginary sword at the villains.


  “You know,” Ken said, “one of the reasons I’m glad I waited so long to have a kid is, by the time he’s a teenager, hopefully, I’ll be too senile to care what he’s doing. And, hopefully, I’ll have forgotten what it’s like to be one. Its been spooky enough, hearing myself say things to Chris that my parents said to me. Now I’m hearing things from you I remember saying. ‘It’s my life’—God, I remember that. And it doesn’t seem so long ago either.”


  He absentmindedly switched channels. Bugs Bunny was blowing up Daffy Duck. Chris screamed in protest. “No more He-Man,” Ken said. “Too violent.”


  The commercial seemed to appease Christopher immediately. “I want one of those,” he said.


  “In fact,” Ken said to Travis, “I remember what it was like so vividly I feel like Achilles, in the Iliad, coming back from the land of the dead, like I’ve come back to tell you what it’s like in the land of grown-ups.”


  “Not the Iliad,” Travis said absently. The coffee was chewing a hole in his stomach. “The next one, where what’s-his-name is trying to get home.”


  “My God,” Ken said, slightly thunderstruck, “you’re literate!”


  “Yeah, yeah, I’m real literate.” Travis finally remembered what it was that had caused this whole thing. “That’s why I had to celebrate last night. I sold my book.”


  “What book?”


  “I wrote this book and sent it to a publisher and it’s going to get published. So I was trying to celebrate.”


  Ken looked skeptical. “Sorry, kid, I haven’t gotten the impression you could write a compound sentence. You wrote a book?”


  “Yeah, I write all the time. I’m really good at it too. Want to see the letter they sent me?”


  He pulled the crushed envelope from his back pocket. A little mashed since he’d slept in his clothes, but still in one piece.


  “You wrote a book all by yourself?” Ken scanned the letter quickly.


  “Yeah, and I talked to Mrs.—Ms. Carmichael yesterday and she’s coming here to talk about it.”


  “Why didn’t you call me? I’d have joined you in a light beer or something. This is great!”


  Finally there was someone to get excited with him. “I tried to, but you were in a meeting or something. And Mom wasn’t home. Nobody was here. I just wanted to move for a while.”


  “You could have left a message—you haven’t signed anything yet?”


  Travis shook his head as he lit up a cigarette.


  “Don’t sign anything until I read it.”


  “Okay. But I want to talk to the publisher by myself, when she gets here.” Travis looked for an ashtray for his match and ended up stuffing it in his pocket.


  “Sure. Sure. I can’t believe this! I wonder if it’s some kind of record, at your age? Call your mom.”


  Ken paused, then said, “You know, you could be dead from those things by the time you’re fifty.”


  “Hopefully,” Travis said, in a very good imitation, “I’ll be too senile to care.”


  “Flirting with death,” Ken said. “I remember doing that.” But he didn’t sound mad.


  Travis remembered, on his way to the kitchen phone, that he’d meant to let Ken know he was sorry about last night—he was, too, because in a funny kind of way he cared about his uncle now, more than just as someone who was keeping him out of a juvenile home. Somehow, he thought he had, though nothing had been said.


  He called Mom and listened impatiently to her dazed exclamations, and spent more time than he should have on a call to Joe, who mainly wanted to know how much money he would get, would he sell it to the movies, would Travis get to be in People magazine?


  Although Travis had asked himself the same questions, he hung up peeved and restless. Nobody, absolutely nobody, seemed to grasp what this meant. It meant he really was a writer.


  Well, hell, he thought, he’d known that since second grade.


  He got cleaned up and went down to the barn—he was anxious to see Casey (he still half thought, maybe half hoped, he wasn’t in love with her)—and he was anxious to get away from Christopher, who was nagging him to play trucks. Ten minutes of playing trucks was all Travis could stand.


  He wasn’t surprised to see that the Star Runner was still in his paddock, in spite of the rain—in his stall he kicked the walls until the rest of the horses were nervous wrecks. Casey kept putting him in the stall to eat, she said he had to be stalled at the shows so he had to get used to it, but it had to be pretty bad weather for her to bring him in for a long time.


  God, he’s big, Travis thought, hurrying by him. The Star Runner stood staring over the top of the gate. You didn’t notice how big he was until you stood next to him, because of his proportions. Nothing gangly, or too heavy—a perfectly streamlined horse. Only big.


  He finally noticed Travis, whirled, and flashed across the paddock, splattering mud.


  “Thanks a lot,” Travis muttered, brushing off his jacket, then wiping his hands on his jeans. He jogged into the barn and almost bumped into the white pony.


  “Hey, Silver Hawk, what are you doin’, wandering around loose?” He looked around, grabbed a halter off a stall door, and fastened it around the pony’s head. Silver Hawk, who had the disposition of a cocker spaniel, stood docilely, snuffling Travis’s pockets for carrots.


  “Hey, Casey?” he yelled. One of the stall doors was open, the wheelbarrow parked outside. Travis knew by now that if you had to clean a stall with the horse still in it, you used the wheelbarrow to block the door. Something is really weird here, he thought. “Casey?”


  Robyn stepped out of the stall. She wasn’t wearing a shirt. She wasn’t wearing a bra.


  “Casey went to the feed store.”


  Travis said, “Oh.”


  He hadn’t noticed the Jeep was gone. He remembered one time Kirk yanking him out of the street, saving him from a passing truck, laughing. “You’ll walk into a burning building, someday…”


  He remembered that, listened to the rain, felt the pony’s nose nudging him, and all the while he never took his eyes off Robyn.


  “I got hot,” she said. “I’ve been strip-searched for drugs four times. I’ve got to where I’m good at taking my clothes off.”


  Travis knew she was stoned. He’d never liked Robyn, never understood why Casey had hired her.


  Well, hell, he thought, looking around for a place to tie the pony, what’s “like” got to do with it?


  “Robyn”—Casey’s voice behind him made him jump—“you’re fired.”


  She didn’t sound mad, but she did sound final.


  “Okay.” Robyn dropped her shovel, picked up her shirt, and walked out of the barn. Travis felt his face flaming. He hadn’t even thought of Casey coming in.


  Casey took the pony’s lead rope and put him back in the stall.


  “I should have done that a long time ago.”


  “Listen,” said Travis, “I didn’t have anything to do with that.”


  “Good. No tellin’ what you would have caught.”


  “Why’d you ever hire her, anyway?”


  “She used to be a really good rider,” Casey said. “She was one of the best.”


  Travis had heard before that Robyn rode, but one of the best?


  “We both started training with Jessie Quincy when we were twelve. Robyn was a natural. As good as I was, believe it or not. You want a job?”


  “Me? Doin’ what?”


  “Stable hand, groom—I’m not proposing. And if I ask you to water the horses, you don’t hose them down.”


  Travis saw she wasn’t trying to bug him, and grinned wryly. “Yeah, I’d like a job.”


  “Think you can learn to tell a pelham from a snaffle?”


  “Sure. Those different kinds of horses?”


  Casey sighed. “Different kinds of bits.”


  “That’s the part that goes in their mouth, right?”


  Casey rolled her eyes.


  “Look,” Travis said, “I can learn that stuff. I used to work for a vet, I’m good with animals.”


  “Okay. There’s the shovel, there’s the stalls.” Casey turned to go into the tack room.


  “Hey, Casey.”


  She stopped.


  “Whatever happened to her, Robyn?”


  “Everything wonderful. She was winning like crazy, her dad was buying her thirty-thousand-dollar horses, flying her to Dallas every weekend to ride with a big trainer, putting her on the Arizona circuit, aiming her toward the Olympics…”


  Travis waited for the tragedy. Maybe the dad died. Maybe a crippling fall…


  “The catch was, Robyn didn’t want all that. She wanted to ride for fun, not ride for her dad’s ego trip. It was like her riding wasn’t hers anymore. You’ve got to have talent to do this, but you’ve got to have will too. It was like the only way out of it for her was to get fat and fried. Well, I had to get rid of her. It could have been one of the pony moms walking in just now.”


  Travis picked up the shovel, writing up Robyn’s story in his head. He’d give the dad a mustache, and a silver Rolls…


  He opened the stall door, and wished, again, that he didn’t have a hangover.


  

  The barn was quiet, except for the rain drumming lightly on the roof. Casey never had the radio on when she was here alone. He could hear her on the phone with a pony parent. It amazed him how patient she was with the parents. Anxious parents, pushy parents, parents who seemed to think buying lessons meant buying the trainer—some were okay, and tried to be helpful, but once, after listening to a mother raving about a ribbonless show—was it the pony’s fault, did she need a new pony? And, it was implied, a new trainer?—Travis said, “Why do you put up with that stuff?”


  Casey replied, “It’s my paycheck. I need to earn a living. It comes with the territory. If it was just training horses, it wouldn’t be work.”


  Now he listened to her explaining why a class of five couldn’t be rescheduled around one grandparent’s visit and thought: Whatever they’re paying her, it’s not enough.


  He’d also been listening to a dog barking outside, Ken’s old Labrador by the sound of it, and it seemed to be getting more and more excited.


  Travis decided to go take a look. Maybe Motorboat had caught a rabbit, which seemed to be one of his great goals in life lately.


  It was the biggest snake he’d ever seen, coiled and lunging at the dog, who jumped and kept barking.


  Biggest, hell. As far as he knew it was the only snake he’d ever seen, and he couldn’t account for the revulsion and almost mindless terror that he felt.


  And then he saw Motorboat, flattened into a stalking position, eyes glittering, creeping up by fractions of inches, getting ready to go in for the kill.


  He had the shovel in his hands, swinging the edge at the snake, yelling at the dog to get back, knowing he was going to trip over the damn mutt and fall right on top of the snake. He got the head pinned as Motorboat leapt on the thrashing body, grasping with his teeth, thumping hard with his hind claws. The head was severed with a sickening crunch before Travis realized he was using all his strength on the shovel handle.


  The headless body still twisted, Motorboat still fought it, and Travis ran back into the barn to get Casey. He slid to a stop, thinking: If the body was still moving, the head…


  He turned back. The Lab was barking at Motorboat now, who seemed to be torn between batting the snake’s body and clawing the dog.


  The snake’s head lay in the wet grass, and Travis poked at it with the shovel, intending to scoop it up and put it in the trash barrel. Suddenly it seemed to disappear. Travis lifted the shovel, searching the ground. Then he saw that the severed head had bitten onto the edge of the shovel, and hung there, staring at him.


  “Goddamn.” He half sobbed, shuddering, sickened, amazed. He didn’t throw the shovel, screaming, although the thought flashed across his mind. He carried the head to the trash burner and shook it off.


  Casey was standing in the doorway.


  “That was a water moccasin. They’re poisonous, did you know that?”


  “I knew it was a snake.” Travis shrugged off the creeps. She was looking at him like he was a person, not a nephew, a hired hand.


  “Pretty brave,” she said.


  The excitement of the fight was ebbing, leaving him chilled and nauseated. But he went back into the barn to finish the stalls.


  Brave. It wasn’t a word Casey used lightly.


  

  He was on his way through the house to the shower when the phone rang. He picked it up on the third ring, not sure if Ken was home or not, and was surprised to hear Mom’s voice. He’d just talked to her, and Stan was a real miser about long-distance calls.


  “Honey,” she said finally, after all the how-are-yous and how’s-everyones, “Stan wants to read your book.”


  “I’ll send him a copy.” Travis grinned, picturing the way he’d autograph it.


  “No, I mean, he wants to read it now, before it’s published.” Her voice faded and picked up. “He wants to make sure there’s nothing in it about him.”


  For a moment Travis froze. Then he said quite calmly, “Well, he can’t. I don’t need his okay on my book. It’s got nothing to do with him.”


  “Travis, hon, don’t be upset, but you know you can’t sign a contract until you’re eighteen, I’ll have to sign for you—”


  “And you won’t until Stan reads it, right?”


  The phone hammered against his head and Travis had to grip it with both hands. “Well, he won’t read it! I’ll burn it first! I should have killed him when I had the chance!”


  He could still hear Mom nattering away but couldn’t make out a single word.


  His fingers itched for the fire poker. “Goddamn it! Goddamn it!”


  He yanked the phone off the wall and slammed it across the room.


  It barely missed Teresa, who seemed to have materialized out of nowhere.


  It barely missed Christopher.


  Chapter 7


  He couldn’t stop pacing around in his room, because when he did he could feel his heart pounding so violently it scared him. He’d heard of kids his age having heart attacks…


  He didn’t want to die now, not until he had one more crack at Stan—goddamn him! Motorboat had picked up on the vibes and was racing around the room too. Travis envied the way he could climb the curtains, jump up the walls, rip the stuffing out of the chair when he paused to sharpen his claws—Travis would have liked to be doing those same things.


  Travis could hear, distantly, Teresa and Ken arguing. At one time he would have given anything to get an earful of a fight between those two to see what the deal really was: but now—


  “You’re not leaving him here with him, you’re leaving him here with me,” Ken said.


  Travis heard that one, along with Christopher’s crying. The whole damn house was a storm center, just because of that beer-bellied jerk hundreds of miles from here. He’d get even. You bet he’d get even. If he had to hitchhike back, steal a gun, buy an axe—


  After what could have been minutes, or hours, Travis came out. It had been quiet awhile, Teresa was gone. He wanted to tell Ken what Stan was pulling. Maybe there was something legal he could do about it. Boy, he bet Ken would be mad—


  And Ken did listen to him with that preoccupied silence that was a sure sign of fury. He listened to Travis’s railings against Stan, his outrage at Mom’s betrayal, his threats. They were dealing with somebody dangerous, now, man. He had nothing to lose! He’d burn that book if he had to, burn it page by page before he asked Stan’s approval. Ken would talk to Mom, right? Ken would help him—


  “I’ll help you pack and drive you to the airport, that’s what’s going to happen.”


  Travis had a sudden flash: Ken’s anger didn’t have much to do with Stan. He sat down and stared across the coffee table at his uncle.


  “Do you think I’ll let you stay here and mess up my chances with Christopher? Teresa’s going to fight me for custody and she’ll use the fact that I’m obviously living with a dangerous delinquent. Except after today I’m not going to be. Get packed.”


  Travis felt sick. There was nowhere for him. Mom would choose Stan, Ken would choose Christopher, anytime he started feeling safe, someone would jerk the ground out from under him. To his own horror and surprise he burst into tears.


  “I thought you liked me.” He sobbed, knowing he sounded like a baby, a girl, a moron, and tried to straighten up, get it together, but he was just too goddamn tired.


  He’d thought he had been pretty brave through all this mess, had half hoped someone was going to pin a medal on him; but the truth was, everyone was too busy elsewhere.


  “Oh, geez,” he heard Ken mutter.


  Travis got to his feet and managed to say, “I’ll get ready.”


  He didn’t know where Ken had put his suitcase, so he just started piling stuff on his bed. He wondered if he could live at home for a little while, at least till he bashed Stan again, before he was sent to the reformatory. But maybe Stan would get him first this time.


  He couldn’t stop crying. All the crying he hadn’t done before was stored up, waiting for a chance like this, he hadn’t even known he was carrying it around. But he knew it now.


  I sold my book.


  That wasn’t any comfort now. It’d never get published, not till years from now when he was eighteen. Or maybe—he could admit it now—there was a possibility he’d break down, let Stan read it, get his goddamn approval … Travis thought of trying to go on living after a humiliation like that. His spirit broken, not special anymore, nothing of his own…


  I’ll rot in jail first, he thought. I’ll kill myself, and I won’t burn it. It’ll get published.


  Then he thought of what it was going to be like, never seeing Casey again. And Ken. He really had thought Ken liked him…


  “Look.” Ken had opened the door, or maybe Travis had forgotten to shut it. “At least tell me why you threw the phone at Christopher.” Travis wiped his face with his old Led Zeppelin T-shirt. It was too small for him now, anyway.


  “I didn’t. I didn’t see them. I was just so mad … I wasn’t aiming at Christopher.”


  “Teresa said they’d been standing there a few minutes, you were ranting and raving over the phone, then you threw it at them. You mean you didn’t see them all that time?”


  “No, I was talking to Mom.”


  Ken stood there quietly. Travis hated the sound of his own sniffles, and blew his nose into the shirt. “Why would I throw a phone at Christopher, anyway?” He gulped.


  “Well, Teresa thinks you’re on drugs.”


  “I’m not on drugs. I don’t even like drugs.”


  Which was basically true, although the one time he’d tried cocaine, he’d liked it so much it scared him. He’d seen people get to where all they thought about was that stuff and how to get it. Picturing himself throwing everything away like that scared him enough to never do it again.


  “And you swear you didn’t see them?”


  “I was talking.”


  “Some people might find it hard to believe you can’t talk and see at the same time,” Ken said.


  Travis held his breath. Maybe … maybe…


  “But I’ve been around you long enough to believe it. You just look so normal it’s easier to believe you’re drugged instead of eccentric.”


  Eccentric. Travis connected that word with little old ladies living with hundreds of uncaged birds, or some professor with his lunch money pinned to his suit…


  “I’ll talk to Teresa. Maybe we can give it another try. You just don’t know how dirty a fight can get when it’s about your kid.”


  That’s right, Travis thought bitterly, I wouldn’t know.


  But he said, “Thanks.”


  Ken said, “Listen, one more thing. You do like drinking.”


  “Well, yeah, but I can usually hold it pretty good. I can usually put everybody under the table.”


  “That’s one of the earliest signs of alcoholism. I don’t know if anyone’s told you,” Ken said slowly, “but you’re genetically programmed to be an alcoholic. Our dad—your grandfather—died in a veterans’ hospital of cirrhosis. And now you’ve joined a profession that seems to encourage it, if I remember my English lit courses. I’d watch it if I were you.”


  So. His grandfather had been an alcoholic, huh? Ken was right, all the big-name writers seemed to be boozers…


  “How about my dad?”


  “No, Tim was—actually Tim was capable of knocking back a few, in the right mood, who knows what … You know that saying Live fast, die young, and have a good-looking corpse? Cirrhosis is not all that fast, and what you leave’s not pretty.”


  Great. Just when you were onto a good story, it turns into a lecture.


  “Achilles says: What sometimes sounds like a lecture, is sometimes just the truth.”


  Travis jumped with surprise.


  “I’m telling you, kid, it doesn’t seem like that long ago, I was there.”


  Ken paused. “I’ll talk to Teresa,” he repeated.


  The tears still wouldn’t quit coming, although he wasn’t sobbing anymore. Travis wadded the shirt around for a clean spot. “Tell her I’ll piss in a bottle for her anytime.”


  He hadn’t meant to be funny, but Ken took it that way, and chuckled all the way down the hall.


  Travis started sticking his stuff back in the drawers. He finally paused with his T-shirt, deciding between the trash can and the dirty-clothes hamper. He finally put it in with the dirty clothes. He’d hang on to it a little bit longer. He could still stay, and this time it didn’t have anything to do with Tim.


  It was the hangover, he decided later. And the damn snake. He’d stayed in the shower so long the hot water ran out, and felt a little better. He wouldn’t have been such a big baby if he hadn’t been so hung over and tired. He hurt, too, with his sore ribs, and a backache from shoveling, you had to consider that.


  He lay flat on his back. Motorboat lay on his chest, his paws tucked under him, staring at Travis with half-shut eyes, rumbling with a loud purr. Cats had such weird eyes…


  Ken knocked on the door, then said, “Telephone.”


  Travis had heard the phone, but figured it was probably Teresa making sure Ken hadn’t been murdered by the frenzied drug fiend.


  “I don’t want to talk,” Travis yelled.


  Ken opened the door. “What?”


  “Tell her Stan’s not reading the book. Tell her—”


  “It’s Ms. Carmichael, you dope.”


  “Oh.” He scrambled up, dumping Motorboat to the floor.


  “Travis?” He recognized the voice on the phone.


  “Yeah.”


  “I’m going to be in Denver next week for a convention, and I’d like to stop by on the way back. I’m really on a tight schedule, this is a hectic time of year for us, but could you meet me at the airport for lunch next Sunday? I’ll have a few hours between planes.”


  “Yeah, I think.” He looked at Ken. “Could you drive me to the airport Sunday?”


  Ken nodded and Travis said, “Yeah, I can make it.”


  “Splendid. My flight is American 203 from Denver, and it’s scheduled to arrive at one o’clock, so perhaps it will. Can you meet me at the gate?”


  “Yeah.” Travis wrote the flight down on the memo pad.


  “What will you be wearing?”


  “What?”


  “How will I know you?”


  “Uh, black T-shirt, brown leather jacket.”


  “You must dress like your characters.”


  She had it backward, his characters dressed like he did, but he said, “Yeah.”


  “Well, I won’t be wearing a red rose, but I will be wearing a bright red dress. Very Santa Fe western, you won’t be able to miss me. And, Travis, you might bring along a copy of your manuscript.”


  Red Santa Fe dress but no rose, Travis thought frantically. Maybe Ken would know what she was talking about.


  “I don’t have one”—he’d just realized what she’d said.


  There was a pause. “Who does?”


  “You do.”


  “We have the only copy?”


  “Yeah.”


  “You sent the original through the mail without making a copy?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Oh.” There was another pause. “Well, I’ll have the office make us a few copies. See you next week. Bye, now.”


  “Yeah.”


  He hung up the phone, dazed. She was the first person he’d ever heard use the word splendid. He wondered what she was going to look like. He had absolutely no idea what a publisher was supposed to look like. His characters. She knew how his characters dressed … He was going to meet a publisher!


  “Kid,” Ken said, “you have the most incredible way with words, on the phone.”


  Travis realized now that his every other word had been yeah.


  His face burned. Then he shrugged.


  “Well, she’s not publishing my phone conversations.” He tried to seem careless, but it was hard not to jump up and down and turn somersaults.


  “Can’t blame her for that,” Ken said. “You hungry? Let’s go get pizza.”


  “I’m starvin’, man,” Travis said.


  Chapter 8


  “I don’t see why I can’t meet her by myself. I wrote it by myself, I figured out where to send it by myself, I mailed it by myself—”


  “I’ve told you—you can have lunch with her without us. I’m just going to shake her hand, let her know you’re not rattling around the universe like a loose pea, and go.”


  “Aw, she knows I got an uncle.” Travis was nervous, and as usual, nervous got him irritated. He wanted to turn around and yell, “Shut up!” at Christopher, who was playing with an airplane in his car seat, complete with airplane noises.


  It was bad enough that Ken was going to deliver him to Ms. Carmichael like it was his first day of kindergarten; Christopher was going to be there too.


  Ms. Carmichael, meet the nursery class, he thought bitterly.


  As if he’d been reading Travis’s mind, Ken said, “Have you been avoiding Christopher lately? I thought you guys got along okay.”


  Travis winced. He’d hoped Ken hadn’t noticed. “Well, I don’t want to get him mad at me, and sometimes I can’t help it.”


  “He gets mad at me, too, and I manage to live through it.”


  “Yeah, but he could get me kicked out.” Travis thought Ken might as well hear the truth. He’d felt bad, because Chris couldn’t figure out what was going on, but that phone-throwing episode had put a serious scare into Travis.


  Ken was quiet so long Travis thought the subject was closed.


  “I’m not saying you can’t get kicked out.” His voice was startlingly loud all of a sudden. “But Christopher can’t do it.”


  “You sure?”


  “Positive.”


  “Great.” Travis was relieved. “You know, I didn’t know little kids were like real people before. Like the horses, they’re like real animals.”


  Ken said dryly, “Live and learn.” And Travis didn’t know if he was talking to himself or not.


  “What airline?” Ken asked.


  “Western. No—the dress is western. American.”


  “I hope you’ve got the flight right.”


  Travis hoped so too. He’d been doing so many screwy things since Ms. Carmichael’s call, he couldn’t swear to it.


  “Daddy, you don’t have a beard,” Christopher said.


  “No, I don’t,” Ken answered absently.


  “David has a beard.”


  “Who’s David?”


  “Mama’s friend.”


  Travis glanced sideways at Ken, and saw his jaw twitch. Geez, he thought, half in sympathy, half irritated, if he still cares about her, why doesn’t he patch it up? It always bugged him to see adults being stupid. And they always act like they know everything…


  “What’s Santa Fe western?” he asked suddenly.


  “It’s this artsy-fartsy cowboy stuff—East Coast western.”


  That didn’t help him much. Red. Well, at least he knew what red was.


  “Travis doesn’t have a beard,” Christopher said.


  

  He did recognize her right away. Fairly tall, forty at least, wearing a bright red cowboyish dress, dark blue boots, carrying a dark blue briefcase-looking bag. Ms. Carmichael had long, wild, wiry black hair, pulled back at one side with a piece of turquoise, and large black eyes. She was the most glamorous person Travis had ever seen. This was style!


  As she looked around the crowd he stepped out and waved at her.


  “Travis?” She put out her hand, and after a second he shook it.


  “Yeah,” he said, then he could have bitten his tongue off. That word again.


  “Nell Carmichael.”


  “This is my uncle,” Travis added.


  “Ken Harris.” Ken shook her hand too. “And this is Christopher.”


  Christopher said, “I have to pee.”


  “Oh, dear,” said Ms. Carmichael. “I do too. Let’s go find a john.”


  Travis wished he could die, quickly and painlessly, right then and there, but Ken laughed and they walked down the hall together.


  In the john he combed his hair carefully, for the hundredth time that day. Maybe he should have worn his olive-green long-john shirt. Maybe black was too … old? Tough?


  “Do I look okay?” he asked Ken, who was trying to hold the water on, and trying to hold Christopher up to wash his hands, at the same time.


  “You look fine.”


  Travis was dying to know what Ken thought of Ms. Carmichael, but they trooped back out to wait for her in silence.


  Ken and Christopher left them at the restaurant entrance, much to the relief of Travis, who was expecting Chris to announce he wanted to do poo, too.


  But after they were gone, he felt tongue-tied. He didn’t know any small talk, and was scared he’d have to do some before they got to talking about the book.


  “Your uncle is a very attractive man.”


  Travis shrugged. Ken probably did look good for as old as he was, but he didn’t have any clothes style. Suits to work, jeans on weekends. Today he’d put on his corduroy blazer, and he was nothing to be ashamed of.


  Travis looked at the menu, relieved to see hamburgers, wishing he could order a bourbon instead of a Coke. He’d probably end up knocking the damn Coke over…


  “And Christopher is a darling. Do you visit them often?”


  “Naw, this is the first time.” He didn’t know how to explain that, so he shut up again. The waiter came and took their order.


  “So,” he said. “You gonna buy the book?”


  Ms. Carmichael looked slightly startled at his directness, and he squirmed a little. There was probably some complicated bunch of rules to business lunches, and he didn’t know them. But he’d stick with what he did know, and he wasn’t going to sit here and chat about Ken, Chris, and the nice weather we’re having.


  After a moment she said, “Travis, who do you think would like to read your book?”


  “Teenagers. Kids like me.” He was sure they would because he’d read it and loved it.


  “I agree. We have an extensive young-adult line, books we market directly to young people.”


  “Yeah, I know.” Travis paused while the waiter set his hamburger in front of him. “That’s why I sent it to you guys.”


  “Oh, so you’re aware of marketing?”


  Travis wasn’t sure what that meant, so he didn’t say anything. He’d just thought if you had a book about teenagers, you’d try a publisher who did books about teenagers. They sat in silence a minute while she poked at her salad and he put ketchup on his burger.


  “Do you hang out in bookstores a lot? Do your friends?”


  “Well, I do, but most of my friends don’t.”


  “How do they get introduced to books?”


  “I don’t know—school, I guess. We have to do book reports. The library. Sometimes if we see a movie and there’s a book … You ever see Rambo?”


  “Travis, you mentioned schools. Schools are a very large part of the young-adult market. Teachers and librarians are some of our best salespeople. I think word of mouth will be fantastic on your book, but we’ll have to get it to the kids initially.”


  Travis could barely sit still, he was getting so excited. She was talking about his book, like it really was a book, a book out there, selling!


  “Yeah,” he said.


  “Well, frankly, no teacher or librarian wants to lose his job. And recommending your book, as it is now, could cost someone his job.”


  It dawned on Travis what she was getting around to: “You want me to clean up the language? Hell, I’ll clean up the language. No sweat.”


  “You don’t have a problem with that?”


  She was so relieved, Travis realized she didn’t know he would have promised anything to get her to publish it. Almost.


  “Naw, I can fix it. Everybody’s going to know what they’re saying, anyway.”


  “That point aside, we still have a few problems—no major girl characters, for instance, and the majority of book buyers your age are girls.”


  Travis’s eyebrows met over his nose. “I’ll clean up the language some, but I ain’t going to turn it into a romance. Let the guys read it—there’s nothing for guys to read anyway, if you’re not into sci-fi.”


  She might as well get clear on this now. “I don’t know what girls do, so I don’t write about them. And that junk they like to read makes me barf.”


  “What do you like to read?”


  “Some nonfiction, like biographies. Stephen King. Hemingway. I think I’m going to like Fitzgerald sometime, but not now.”


  “Not now?”


  “Well, I tried to read one of his books once, the one where everybody is hanging out on the beach sippin’ sherry, but I didn’t get it. I figured if I read it now I wouldn’t like it, so I’ll give it another try when I get older.”


  “What makes you think you’ll like it at all?”


  Travis stopped, trying to define it. “I like the way his sentences feel,” he said finally. “Smooth and cool like Laddie pencils.”


  “Are you a mystery fan?”


  “No,” Travis said flatly. “I hate it when the only reason to read something is to know what happens next.”


  “But that is a good reason to read something.”


  “Yeah. But it shouldn’t be the only one.”


  It was amazing, to be talking about reading. He never talked about reading with anyone. And it was such a major part of his life. Sometime, he thought, someday, he’d get Ms. Carmichael to split a bottle of bourbon with him and they’d sit up all night and talk about books…


  She was talking about his book right now, and he focused back on the conversation.


  “…more style than you know what to do with. It’s so full of energy, so sincere, you’ll be able to get away with the melodramatics. But not twice, Travis. The critics won’t be indulgent twice. You’ll have to use some discipline on the next one.”


  Critics. Markets. Styles. This was really book talk! He tried to stay intent on her every word, but his mind was racing so fast it was hard to hear.


  Grammar. His grammar could really stand some improvement, although stylistically it was right for the dialogue. His spelling was, well, imaginative. But the narrative flowed, there was a strong sense of place, and his characters—well, his characters were wonderfully realized human beings, everyone would come away from this book convinced that these people really existed. He’d have to cut some description, he really didn’t have to describe everyone again in each chapter—


  “Are any of these characters based on real people?”


  “No,” Travis said slowly. “Not exactly … but like, they’re real to me. You know Dusty?”


  “The one that gets killed in the car crash.”


  “Yeah. Well, he’s made up, totally, but sometimes I think about him, sometimes he even shows up in my dreams, like a real person. It’s weird. I just forget he’s not real.”


  “Shouldn’t there be at least one sympathetic adult, though? Surely you know some sympathetic adults…” She paused. “Or any adults, for that matter.”


  “Yeah.” He shrugged. “But this is about kids. What have adults got to do with it?”


  Finally, the waiter brought the check. Travis felt a little funny about letting her buy lunch, but Ken, who knew about business lunches, said she should. To cover his awkwardness he spoke up. “So. You can fix up the spelling, huh?”


  She smiled up at him and slipped her credit card back into her billfold. “You know, when we first met, I couldn’t believe you had written that book. Your speaking style is so different from the way you write.”


  “I got two languages.” He realized he meant “vocabularies.” “One in my head and one in my mouth.”


  “Interesting. Save it for interviews. Think you’ll be able to do interviews?”


  “Oh, yeah. I’ll figure it out.”


  “You should photograph beautifully—”


  “Ms. Carmichael?”


  “Yes.”


  “Will my mom have to sign the contract, since I’m not eighteen?”


  “Yes. Is that a problem?”


  “No. No problem.”


  They paused in the airport hallway to shake hands again; she was going to her next flight, he was going to meet Ken at the baggage claim.


  “Are you working on anything now?”


  Travis shook his head.


  “Start something new, right now, get it going before this one comes out. First-novel block is a very real phenomenon. You know,” she said carefully, “this is going to change your life.”


  Travis shrugged. “It was changing anyway.”


  Chapter 9


  Casey was getting ready for the last big show of the season. She was out on the Star Runner when Travis caught the bus in the morning for school, and usually rode him again following the afternoon lessons. Travis worried about her, at school. If something happened, out there alone during the day, it’d be hours before anyone found her.


  Once, on the weekend, when Ken had drifted down to watch, they nearly witnessed a major crash when the Star Runner threw a bucking fit in the corner and Casey put him over a four-foot fence anyway; she’d lost both her stirrups and nearly went over his head as he landed.


  “I don’t see why she does damn stupid stuff like that,” he’d said. Ken answered, “It’s her life, isn’t it?” Travis wanted to slug him. But when Casey rode up laughing, they laughed too.


  If only the Star Runner were just, just, well, normal. A normal horse. Jennifer’s horse, Sandman, was high-strung, apt to spook at things and occasionally run out at a jump; Travis learned to watch it when he haltered him because he would bite.


  But that was normal. Travis had always liked animals, had no trouble liking most of the horses. He’d been embarrassed once while brushing a pony, to realize he was listening for a purr. The signals the horses used weren’t as blatant as cats’ or dogs’, but they were there.


  The Star Runner … Travis and Jennifer were watching him trot up and down in the paddock, and Jennifer shivered.


  “He’s so creepy,” she said. “You ever noticed his eyes? There’s white showing all the way around. That’s supposed to mean he’s crazy.”


  “I can believe it.” Travis had an idea for a story—an outer-space alien stuck on earth, but nobody’d know it since it looked like a horse.


  “I don’t see why Casey loves him so much.”


  “Love?” Travis couldn’t believe she still didn’t know better. “Let’s ask her. Hey, Case.”


  Casey had just turned out the ponies in the next paddock. Now she joined them, hanging over the railing.


  “Jennifer,” Travis said, in a breathless Jennifer-voice, “doesn’t know why you love the Star Runner so much.”


  He really liked Jennifer, but sometimes she was so sweet it irritated him.


  “Love?” Casey unknowingly echoed Travis. “Hell, the day he stops jumping I’ll shoot him.”


  “Oh, Casey!” Jennifer was horrified.


  “She’d do it,” Travis agreed. Then, because he was sorry he’d mocked her, he started tickling her, and ended up chasing her back to the barn.


  When he looked back, Casey was still watching the Star Runner. Waiting.


  

  The Thursday night before the show, Travis worked late in the barn. He had to pack tack, make sure the big eight-horse trailer was clean, legwrap some of the horses. He’d learned how to pull manes, so that they were short and easy to braid, but the braiding itself, weaving a small strand and knotting it, was beyond him. Christopher could have done a better job.


  Kelsey stayed for an extra hour and got four horses braided. They looked classy with the little row of knots down their necks. Travis assumed braiding was just to make them look better, but Kelsey said braiding had been started to keep manes from getting tangled in brush on the hunt field.


  Casey was working on post entries. Some people had made up their minds about what classes to enter, or to go at all, at the last second. He remembered a dream he had the night before, involving Casey and her long legs…


  “Through?” Her voice made him jump.


  “Just about.” He turned away, afraid she’d see him reddening.


  “Put the light blanket on Silver Hawk, would you? He’s fairly clean right now, but those white ponies can get filthy overnight.”


  “Okay.” Travis paused to study her handwriting. She printed, in strong clean lines, like a child.


  When he went back to the house and saw Teresa’s car but not Ken’s, he almost turned around and went back. Being alone with Teresa was not something he looked forward to.


  Well, hell, he thought, at least this time he knew she was in the house. Maybe if he made a good impression on her, she wouldn’t give Ken such a hard time about splitting custody. He slammed the door so he wouldn’t be surprising her.


  “Ken?”


  Travis went on into the living room. “Naw, it’s me.”


  Teresa glanced up from the photo album she’d been looking through and took another sip of red wine.


  “Oh. Hi. I brought Chris early, I’ve got to leave town again, tomorrow. It looks like Ken’s going to be late.”


  Travis thought: Leaving with David? but didn’t say anything. It obviously wasn’t her first glass of wine.


  “Been working in the barn?”


  “Yeah.” Travis hoped she could tell by the way he was dressed, not by the way he smelled.


  “Ken said you’d been helping Casey. I wish that girl would wear some sun block.”


  Travis couldn’t make that connection, but said, “Yeah. Hey,” he added, “I’m sorry about the other night. I didn’t mean to scare you guys.”


  Teresa nodded. She had beautiful dark deer-eyes, like Christopher’s.


  “Ken told me you were having a fight with your mom. She called earlier, by the way. She sounds real sweet. You ought to talk to her.”


  “She doesn’t care about me,” Travis said, the anger at her betrayal flooding back. “She doesn’t even know me. She had a baby once, and still loves it.”


  “Well, honey, don’t knock it. That’s the strongest hold you’ll ever have on anybody.”


  She went back to her pictures, but something made Travis think: She’s picturing the fights she’ll have with Chris when he’s my age.


  Ken had already made him feel peculiar that way; sometimes he’d look from Chris to Travis with an expression just short of horror. Like: This is what’s coming.


  “You ever see these?” Teresa held out the album. “Ken and I took a trip to Morocco in—oh, a long time ago. We took a freighter over, slept in train stations, on decks, in fifty-cent rooms.”


  “Geez, did you guys really look like that?” Travis stared at the photos. Teresa was so young-looking, really skinny, her hair longer and darker, parted in the middle and hanging down her back. She was wearing granny glasses and an Indian headband. She said that was Ken with her, but he wasn’t even recognizable, with his hair to his shoulders and a drooping walrus mustache around his mouth. Both had on outlandishly long bell-bottomed jeans and gauzy Eastern shirts.


  Travis was flabbergasted. Sure, he’d heard about hippies and stuff, but to actually have walked around looking like that! Didn’t people laugh?


  “This was my Gloria Steinem look. I think Ken was supposed to be Elliot Gould.”


  This didn’t help Travis much, since he didn’t know who those people were.


  “I’m really glad we did that once, scrounging around and sleeping on sidewalks—but Ken’s really sad we won’t do it again.”


  “Yeah.” Travis was on an entirely new train of thought. “So—you guys were into drugs and everything?”


  “You think you invented it?” Teresa laughed, then said quickly, “You ought to know by now Ken is no substance abuser. Oh, no. Ken has entirely too much control for that.” Teresa polished off her wine and said, “Would you get me just another half glass?”


  When he brought it he said, “How’d you guys mess up, anyway?”


  “What’s Ken’s story?”


  “Well, when I asked him all he said was ‘It all started with the Cuisinart.’ ”


  “Sounds like him.” She went on turning the pages of her album, and Travis gave up on getting a straight answer. Adults probably didn’t even know straight answers anymore.


  “You ever see Ken at the barn?” she said suddenly.


  Travis thought it over. “Not much,” he answered. Ken never did go to the barn, other than to stop by with a message or watch for a second. Travis had never seen him on a horse.


  “See? It was always his big dream to raise quarter horses, and when that didn’t work out just the way he planned, he quit the whole thing. He just can’t stand any deviation from the plan.


  “I just don’t think I’m working out the way he planned either.”


  “So—Ken got into being a lawyer to help people and all that stuff?”


  “Don’t be silly. Ken got into being a lawyer because he thought he could make money. Don’t get him wrong. Ken likes having money, it’s just spending it that bothers him … well, he grew up poor and I didn’t, what do I know? And—don’t tell him I said this—but the law’s just up his alley. He always did want to know the rules, the penalties … I just think there’s more than one dream to have. And I don’t know why happiness shouldn’t be as trustworthy as any other emotion.”


  Travis was ticked off now. Garbage. She was sad, Ken was sad, why didn’t they do something?


  Ticked off, and scared too. Not me. Not me. I’ll always know what I want, how to get it…


  She said, “You ever have to read that poem at school, about the guy sitting in the snow at the fork in the road, wondering about the road not taken?”


  “Yeah.” Travis had read it, but not at school. He just liked Robert Frost.


  “What they don’t tell you is, every time you turn around there’s another goddamn fork.”


  

  He didn’t think he’d be able to sleep that night, but he conked out immediately. He was real surprised to find Teresa in the kitchen the next morning, making pancakes with Christopher.


  “Hi,” she said cheerfully as he poured himself some coffee. She didn’t look at him. He managed “Hi” with a straight face, but it was real hard to keep from smirking when he ran into Ken at the bottom of the stairs.


  “Teresa thought she’d stay over,” Ken explained, a little too rapidly. “She doesn’t like to drive when she’s been drinking.”


  “Yeah,” Travis said. “Sure.”


  When their eyes met, Ken grinned and turned red.


  Travis was oddly happy the rest of the day, though he couldn’t put his finger on just why.


  Chapter 10


  Girls and horses! What was the big deal about girls and horses? It was weird. It was almost sick. At first he thought being at the show, being surrounded by cute girls in skintight breeches, was going to drive him horny-crazy; he could understand now what had happened to the twins—why if you worked at McDonald’s, the sight of a fry could make you sick.


  They petted the horses, fussed over them, combed and brushed them like they were going to a prom. Baby-talked them and even kissed them! That was a definite turnoff. He didn’t get it. Like, he loved Motorboat, but couldn’t imagine ever carrying on like this.


  He was grumpy anyway. Five o’clock in the morning wasn’t his favorite time to get up. It wasn’t a bad time to go to bed sometimes, it usually meant a pretty good night before; but there wasn’t anything great about a five o’clock rising.


  And here it was eight-thirty, the show had been going on for a half an hour, and he’d been too busy to go watch anyone.


  He was helping a frantic Jennifer tack up for her first class. Somehow it didn’t surprise him that she was late.


  He barely had the throatlatch of Sandman’s bridle buckled when Jennifer grabbed the reins and trotted him out.


  “Tell Casey I’m in the schooling ring.”


  “Where is she?” Travis hadn’t seen her for an hour.


  “Small arena.” Jennifer’s voice floated back. “With the ponies.”


  Casey was standing by the rail next to a woman Travis recognized as one of the pony moms, although he wasn’t sure which.


  Molly was leading Silver Hawk out of the arena, picking up a yellow ribbon on her way out.


  “You really got a good deal on that pony,” Casey was saying. “He’s going great for her.”


  “Yes,” said the mom. “But, well, I wish we’d found a chestnut.”


  Casey looked blank. “A chestnut?”


  “You know Sarah Jerome has that little palomino that just matches her hair. They look so cute together.”


  “Matches her hair,” Casey repeated calmly.


  Travis felt he had to do something quick, so he said, “I know, you can dye Molly’s hair white.”


  While the mom gave him a you-smart-ass look, he pulled Casey along with him.


  “Jennifer’s in the schooling ring, come on, she’s late.”


  They were across the road when Casey spoke again. “I won’t have to dye my hair to match my horse. Another year in this business will turn it solid gray. Match her hair! My God!”


  And suddenly she gave him a slap on the back and said, “Good for you, kid.”


  The schooling ring was chaos. There were two jumps set up in the middle of the ring, side by side. Trainers stood by the jumps, yelling instructions, praise, abuse, while the riders came from both directions, sometimes narrowly missing head-on collisions. There were frantic yelps of “Heads up!” which Travis took to mean “Watch out!” And all around the ring people were warming up, trotting or cantering, the horses bucking and kicking if a stranger got too close behind. Travis thought the whole mess looked like some bizarre sort of horse bumper-cars.


  “Leg-in-front-of-the-jump.”


  Travis recognized the voice and realized Casey had dodged through the traffic to stand by a jump, and Jennifer and Sandman were taking it.


  “Again,” Casey shouted. “And don’t jump out in front of him.”


  Sandman cleared the poles easily and beautifully, barely missing a little girl on a black pony.


  Travis heard the announcer on the loudspeaker. “Beautiful Day on deck. One away, Forget Me Not. Two away, Sandman. Three away…”


  “You know your course?” Casey shouted, and Jennifer shook her head. Travis handed her the number as they left the schooling ring to stand with the others just outside the gate of the big indoor arena.


  “Oh, bless you,” Jennifer breathed, tying the strings around her waist so the number 263 was clear across her back.


  A girl on a dark bay was in the arena.


  “That first line should be an easy five, let him start rolling in the warm-up circle. The second inside diagonal is the tricky part—use all your ring, deep in the corner—see there, see there—”


  The bay slid to stop and his rider nearly went over his neck onto the jump—“She cut in too quick, didn’t give him enough distance. Be sure and go deep in the corner. And, Jenna, don’t get antsy on that last single. Just stay the same, you don’t have to be making any moves. It’ll seem like you’re not seeing the spot, but just wait for it. It’ll be there. Now, what’s your course?”


  “Outside, diagonal, outside, diagonal, single.”


  “Okay, try to let him move on out right away—but the first line can be a short six if it has to, just make it smooth.”


  Travis said, “A short six what?”


  “Strides. Twelve feet. A normal horse stride is twelve feet. You allow six feet on either side of the jump. The course is set for a certain number of strides between jumps. If you goof up, too fast, too slow, take the jump too big or too close, you have to decide to lengthen or shorten to the next jump.” Casey used her teaching voice.


  “Oh,” Travis said. And he had thought the big deal was to stay on. He didn’t see how Jennifer learned the course from watching one person go —he wasn’t sure which jump she was supposed to take first, much less the order of the rest of them. The girl on the bay pulled him up into a finishing circle and left by a gate at the other end of the arena. Casey opened the entry gate and Jennifer trotted in.


  “On course, two sixty-three Sandman, ridden by Jennifer Hailey.”


  Jennifer circled, picking up a canter, and Casey leaned on the rail, muttering to herself—once, as Jennifer went by, she said, “Clear into the corner,” and as she came at the last fence, “Steady, steady,” but to Travis it looked as though she’d had a perfect round—at least Sandman cleared all the jumps and hadn’t stopped anywhere.


  Casey ran outside to be there as Jennifer came out.


  “Not bad, not bad, late with that second lead change and he chipped in a little at the gate, but you’ve got a shot at pinning.”


  Jennifer nodded, too breathless to speak. She smiled at Travis, her lipstick unnaturally bright in her white face.


  “I always forget to breathe, on course. Casey, wait—listen, what time do you think it’ll be over tonight?”


  Casey paused. “Look, you know I can’t time these things.”


  “I’m sorry,” Jennifer apologized. “I just have piano recital tonight.”


  “You’re in the last class and it’s your shot at a medal, so you decide.” Casey disappeared into the schooling ring again.


  Jennifer slid off. “She’s trying to quit smoking,” she said. “It’s making her mean. Well, we had a good first round, anyway, didn’t we baby?” She patted Sandman’s neck. “Such a good boy. Such a good boy.”


  Travis winced. It was a wonder the horses didn’t puke.


  “That was real pretty, honey.” An older woman in jeans and a western jacket paused beside Jennifer. “You looked real nice.”


  Jennifer shivered. “Oh, thanks, Mrs. Kencaide. I’m just glad it’s over. I’m not like Casey, I’m scared to death before every class.”


  The woman said simply, “Then why, child, do you do it?”


  Jennifer opened her mouth, then shut it. You could tell she couldn’t come up with a real good reason and hadn’t tried to before.


  “You must be Katherine’s new groom.”


  Travis was still uneasy with the word groom. It made him feel like he should be standing on top of a wedding cake.


  “Uh, I’m workin’ for Casey Kencaide.”


  “That’s right. K.C.—Katherine Caroline. I’m her momma.”


  Oh. So that was where she’d gotten her name. Hastily Travis said, “Nice to meet you,” and shook her hand. He’d be nice to her and get her to talking—he’d learned from Ken and Teresa it was easy to get somebody talking about their kid. So now he knew her real name—who knew what he could pick up next?


  “I’ll see you around,” he called, as Amber ran up, wanting help with her bridle.


  The show went real slow. It seemed to Travis that there were hours of nothing to do—messing around at the stalls, hanging out in the stands watching the rounds (he was bored after ten minutes); able to tell if someone fell off, or if the horse stopped at a jump, but other than that having no idea what the judges were judging by.


  Casey was either running from one arena to the other—the ponies and low jumps were showing in the smaller barn, the more advanced riders and horses in the larger arena—or shouting instructions in the schooling ring, or hanging out with the other trainers, comparing horses and riders.


  Travis watched Kelsey slink out of the ring after the off-course whistle blew, her hands held over her face, squealing, “Ohmigod, I’m so embarrassed”; Amber’s black pony refused three times and she was dismissed from the ring; the older lady, Mary, had a perfectly smooth round, which would net her a third, and Travis heard Casey remark, “The kids are more supple, the kids are braver, but the older riders can think.”


  He overheard something else. He ducked into the curtained-off tack stall to look for Amber’s spurs. Casey was in the stall right behind him, hidden by the curtains, brushing the bay gelding she was riding in the pregreen classes, and he heard someone say, “God, Casey, where’d you get that foxy groom?”


  “He’s Ken Harris’s nephew. At first I wondered how a classy guy like Ken could have such a sleazy punk relative, but he’s really okay. He’s good with the horses.”


  “Well, watch out for him. I think some of the girls are planning to kidnap him. Is that your pregreen?”


  Travis didn’t stay any longer. He ducked into the men’s room and stared, puzzled, into the cracked and dirty mirror.


  Sleazy punk. She must be crazy. His hair was way too long to look punk. Damn hicks around here probably had never even seen a punk! And sleazy?


  Suddenly he thought of something else: Ken saying, “Sorry, kid, you haven’t given me the impression you could write a complex sentence.”


  And Ms. Carmichael saying, “I don’t believe you wrote this book.” And just last week his English teacher had kept him after class to say, “You know, your attitude problem is really starting to bug me. And I thought you might like to know that behavior is counted in my grading.”


  He had been shocked and outraged. What attitude?


  “So what am I doing?” He certainly wasn’t talking in class—he wasn’t talking much in school.


  “Oh, you know, slouching back there with that sneer on your face—if you get your grade knocked down much lower you’ll flunk.”


  “Big flunkin’ deal,” Travis had said, and she’d sent him to the principal. She must have had PMS.


  Now, though, he wondered about this weird impression people were getting of him. Sleazy punk. Was that what everybody thought?


  He stared miserably at the mirror and a wave of homesickness almost knocked him down. He’d been so cool at home…


  He made sure he sat next to Casey’s mom during the pregreen class.


  “You ever get nervous about Casey jumping?” he asked her. Earlier one of the pony-kids’ moms had gotten hysterical when the kid fell off and had the wind knocked out of her.


  “Hell, no, honey. Life’s way too short to get nervous about.”


  Mrs. Kencaide looked older than she was, brown and weather-beaten, her short brown hair teased up like a lot of ladies her age—like at one point in their lives they’d learned The Hairstyle and never ever thought about getting another. Travis’s mom wore her hair almost the same.


  She lit up a cigarette and Travis was suddenly horrified to realize all those little lines around her mouth came from inhaling…


  For the first time in three years he thought about quitting smoking.


  “No, I was a barrel racer myself, and I always thought Katherine would want to rodeo—then my brother took us to the big Charity Horse Show one year, I reckon Katherine was eleven, and we saw the jumping. She says, ‘Momma, I got to do that,’ and I says, ‘Okay, honey, let’s figure you out a way’—’cause I knew Katherine, and her mind was made up.”


  She paused. Travis had had a hard time understanding her drawl—she sounded so country-western, and that was one kind of music he couldn’t stand.


  “So, what’d you do, get her lessons?”


  “Sorry, honey, I was just watchin’ that round. Those ol’ quarter horses are the kind I like. That one is quicker than a cat, ain’t he? Some of these skinny ol’ Thoroughbreds look like poor feeders to me. Oh, yeah, well, I couldn’t afford any fancy lessons, but my brother, he’s a horse trader and an auctioneer and he asked around about jumpin’ trainers, and he heard this lady, Jessie Quincy, was supposed to be the best. And I drove Katherine over there and she talks Ms. Quincy into lettin’ her work in exchange for lessons; Ms. Quincy done that with a couple of other little gals and sometimes it worked out, and sometimes it didn’t; but she never had anybody who worked like Casey, both groomin’ and ridin’. Time she’s sixteen she was gettin’ paid to ride, she was giving lessons.


  “About a year ago she turned pro, and at the same time my brother tells us Ken Harris is lookin’ to lease his barn. There was a crazy bronc out at the Circle J racing stables that keeps jumpin’ out of his paddocks. Real fast, my brother says, but so loco none of the jockeys want to mess with him. The owner was ready just to put him down.


  “Casey came back from lookin’ at him and she says, ‘Momma, this is it.’ ”


  “Is what?” Travis asked.


  He saw that Mrs. Kencaide was watching the entry gate where Casey had ridden up on the bay.


  It took him a couple of seconds to recognize her; she’d been wearing a sweat suit over her riding breeches and white shirt to keep them clean. She was in a dark gray riding jacket and black velvet hard-hat; her long legs in knee-high black boots. She looked like an elegant Park Avenue preppy. It was the first time he’d seen her wearing lipstick.


  “On course, Casey Kencaide on Secret Sam.”


  All the horses had barn names, what everyone called them at home, and show names, that they went by at shows. Travis thought it was kind of goofy. Secret Sam was called Stinker at home.


  Casey made a large warm-up circle, trotting the bay around several of the jumps. A lazy, almost deadhead horse on the flat, Stinker got nervous jumping, and Travis realized Casey was letting him get a look at the jumps. She put him into an easy canter for the first line, got him back under control as he tried to run away after the second—he spooked out at the red brick wall, but Casey made him come back and drove him over it to finish the course.


  There was a smattering of applause from the stands, but as Casey left the ring she looked back to the stands to her mother and smiled.


  “That’s my gal,” Mrs. Kencaide said. “I knew I had me a lion cub right from the start.”


  Travis had a sudden bite of envy, mixed with homesickness, mixed with missing his own mom and being disgusted with himself for it. He left the stands hastily.


  So why does she have to be the only kid I know who likes a parent? he thought sourly as he took Stinker’s reins.


  “Cool him off a little before you untack him,” Casey said.


  She was the first person he’d seen coming out of the arena breathing normally.


  “I’d have whacked him one for running out like that,” he said.


  “He hasn’t jumped enough to know if he likes it. I want him to like it. I hope Amber’s in the schooling ring.”


  Casey ran off and Travis ran the stirrups up the stirrup straps so they wouldn’t flap around.


  “I’ll cool him off for you.” It was Kelsey.


  “No, it’s my job,” Travis snapped at her. He was vaguely aware that Kelsey had a crush on him, just as he realized the mild commotion he was causing at the show. Males were few and far between in this sport. But he was so sick of girls. Just one night, just one night of cruising with his old buddies and tossing down a few beers and talking, really talking…


  Something grabbed him around the leg. The first thing that flashed across his mind was a sex-crazed dog—it was Christopher.


  “Hey,” he said, “don’t scare the horse.”


  “You wouldn’t say hi.” Christopher looked up at him with Teresa’s dark eyes. “We said hi.”


  “Geez, kid, you do live in outer space half the time, don’t you?”


  Travis realized that Ken was standing right in front of him, trying to get his attention.


  “What’s up?” he said finally.


  “We’ve been to get haircuts.”


  It shows, Travis thought. A haircut shouldn’t look, well, new like that. For a panicked second he wondered where he’d go around here—surely there was a SuperCuts somewhere…


  “And your mom called. She’s been trying to tell you she’ll sign the contracts after all. She wants you to call her later.”


  “Oh.” So he’d won! Beat ol’ Stan out on this one! “Great.”


  “Whooee.” Another guy about Ken’s age came up to them, holding a little girl by the hand. He was staring around at the riders. “This is paradise.”


  Dirty old geezer, Travis thought.


  “This is my friend Steve Slade,” Ken said. “My nephew, Travis.”


  “The famous writer?” Steve said, shaking his hand. Travis looked at Ken, who shrugged.


  “So I bragged a little.”


  Travis felt like laughing out loud. Everything suddenly looked brighter. “What’s up?”


  “We bachelor dads are going to go eat pizza and watch football and let the kids kill each other.”


  Travis had a second of longing to go with them … Geez, just to be around some guys—


  “Daddy,” the little girl said suddenly, “I want a pony.”


  “Sure, honey,” Steve said. “We’ll see.”


  “I must have a pony,” she insisted. Ken and Steve laughed.


  Travis watched her watching the ponies, and knew Steve had nothing to laugh about.


  

  “So, you gonna sign the contracts?”


  He didn’t mean to sound so sharp—the day at the horse show had just about done him in. He’d missed Casey’s hunter round on the Star Runner (there seemed to be some big difference between “hunter” and “jumper” classes, but he hadn’t figured out what) because he was rushing around helping Amber tack up—and it turned out to be the wrong class anyway.


  And the Star Runner had slammed on the brakes at a four-foot wall and Casey went over his head to land on it. Travis was convinced she had broken some ribs, but she refused to go to the emergency room and had actually laughed when he suggested not riding tomorrow.


  So even though he was glad to talk to Mom, and excited about the contracts, it was hard to get his mind off the show. It was like his mind had turned into a seesaw, sometimes the book was the high part and everything else disappeared, sometimes it was Casey and these goddamn horses, and sometimes it raced up and down till he was dizzy.


  “Yes, I am, hon. You were right, the book is something you did on your own—”


  “How’s Stan takin’ this?” he asked suddenly. “He’s not beatin’ up on you?”


  “Oh, no, hon, Stan’s never beat up on me. Travis, where’d you get such an idea?”


  Are you nuts? he wanted to shout, but instead said, “Must be my vivid writer’s imagination.”


  “Honey, you know except for those two times when he was unemployed and I was naggin’ him, Stan’s never hit me.”


  Travis didn’t say anything and she added, “And if you’d been halfway nice to him you wouldn’t have gotten hit either.”


  She sounded like she was crying. Travis rolled his eyes. This’d teach him to call home.


  “Hey”—he changed the subject—“how’s Joe doin’?”


  “I don’t know, he hasn’t been around lately.” She sniffled. “How’s the cat?”


  The cat. Travis suddenly realized Motorboat hadn’t been around much lately either.


  “He’s in the barn a lot, there’s mice out there.”


  Motorboat, in fact, had become obsessed with the mice, and Travis couldn’t get his attention. And the cat had sort of fallen in love with Silver Hawk, leaping from the gate to his back, where he huddled and did happy paws, purring like an electric drill. He sat in the pony’s food box while it ate, and rolled in the dirt in front of the jumps when Molly rode, apparently never dreaming he could be trampled.


  And now Travis realized he’d been so preoccupied himself he hadn’t really cared.


  “Well, I’m glad he’s earning his keep.”


  “Hey,” Travis said hotly, “I’m workin’ now, I’m giving Ken some board money.”


  “Honey, I didn’t mean…”


  Suddenly he was ashamed of himself. Mom had stood up to Stan. She probably had been goofy about him when he was little, the way Ken and Teresa were about Chris.


  “Listen. Thanks a lot, okay?”


  “Hon…”


  “I gotta go. I’ll tell Ms. Carmichael to send you the contracts. Bye.”


  The book. The book. He was going to get his book published!


  He lay in his bed, too tired to sleep, too excited about the book again, too worried about Casey, who was supposed to ride the Star Runner in the jumper classes tomorrow.


  He turned some Springsteen music on, low. Suddenly, and savagely, he missed his cat.


  Chapter 11


  He found out the difference between hunters and jumpers. Hunters were judged on form, smoothness, correct striding. Jumpers were judged on two things: getting over the jump and speed.


  You didn’t have to be real bright to figure out which was the most dangerous.


  The jumper classes were the first ones the next morning. There were only seven riders entered; six of them were professional trainers. After the huge hunter classes of the day before—Jennifer’s classes contained thirty riders—this seemed ominous to Travis. There weren’t many who were good enough, or brave enough, to try this.


  By seven he had fed, watered, and cleaned most of the stalls. He wandered over to the arena to watch the jump crew set up the course and got drafted into helping. He dragged poles around while distances and heights were measured and argued over.


  These suckers were high. It was a funny thing, too, that when you were on a horse, the jumps seemed higher than when you were on the ground. He’d noticed that back at the barn, when Jennifer and Kelsey had talked him into riding—at a walk—around the arena. It amazed him how much bigger they seemed from a horse. He’d been scared the whole time he was riding that the horse would decide, suddenly and without warning, to jump.


  “Casey riding this morning?” one of the jump crew asked. The crew were mostly fathers of the riders. “I heard she took a bad spill yesterday.”


  “Yeah,” Travis said. “She’s riding.”


  “That gray horse she’s got, he’s a mean one.”


  “Yeah, but if she ever gets him settled he’ll be hard to beat,” said someone else.


  “He is a good-looking animal.”


  “I like that bay Jessie’s got. Pretty and sane.”


  “Well, you know it was that jughead roan of Pete Wheeler’s that won this class in the last show. Looks don’t count here.”


  After the course was set, Travis went back to the stalls. The barn was relatively quiet—the show had lasted late last night and few people showed up to watch the first two classes. Casey had the Star Runner tied securely in the aisle, wiping him off with a polishing cloth. Braided, groomed, polished, his coat shining like heavy silver-gray silk, the Star Runner stood motionless, his dark eyes fixed on something only he could see. Parallel universe, thought Travis, suddenly remembering a term from his sci-fi stage. It was like the Star Runner’s body was in one dimension and his mind in another.


  Maybe he was an alien being, Travis thought, half joking, half not. After all, nobody said aliens couldn’t be horses. Maybe that was why everyone was uneasy around him, why such a beautiful animal gave people the creeps…


  “Hey, kid.” Casey tossed her cloth onto a lawn chair set up outside the tack stall. “Could you get me my saddle?”


  “My name is Travis, not kid,” he said, ticked off once too often by the way she referred to him. Two friggin’ years difference in their age—it wasn’t like she was old enough to be his mother.


  “Sorry about that.” She didn’t sound sorry; but it wasn’t until he was tightening the girth that he realized this was the first time she’d had anyone tack up for her.


  “I bet you couldn’t pick up your saddle,” he accused her. “You did break some ribs yesterday.”


  She shrugged. “Naw, I just thought I’d get my money’s worth out of you.”


  She checked the girth herself before she put on the bridle. Travis held the Star Runner, who was beginning to stamp and paw, while Casey changed from her navy-blue sweat jacket to her charcoal-gray riding coat, applied her lipstick quickly, without a mirror, and tucked her hair into her velvet hard-hat.


  “Leg up, please.” She stood beside the saddle and bent one leg back.


  “You never needed a leg up before,” he said, grabbing her boot and shoving her up. She could always jump straight up and catch the stirrup—Travis thought that was probably left over from her western riding days. He could picture that, Casey being a cowgirl. He could picture that real well.


  “Stop being such a little mother-hen.” She tapped him lightly on the head with her crop as she nudged the Star Runner into a walk.


  “Get Sandman brushed,” she called over her shoulder. “Jennifer’s in the first flat class, and you know her.”


  The hell I will, Travis thought, and ran over to the schooling ring.


  Casey walked the Star Runner around the ring twice in each direction, trotted him twice, cantered him collectedly in small circles.


  “Boy, she’s got him going well on the flat,” said one of the girls watching from the bleachers. “Now if she could just keep him from going crazy jumping.”


  “Jesse says he’ll never make a good jumper because he never listens in the ring.”


  Travis knew she meant “pays attention.” Oh, yeah, he thought. If he doesn’t listen Casey’ll just yell louder.


  The Star Runner was snorting and blowing, almost panting, in rhythm with his strides. Casey put him over the practice jump once from either direction, then trotted out of the ring.


  “Hey”—Travis ran up beside her where she stood by the entry gate—“is that all the warm-up you’re going to do?”


  Casey was looking at the course. “I thought I told you to groom Sandman.”


  “So fire me. Don’t you need to school some more?” He moved over to miss the Star Runner’s dancing hooves.


  Casey’s face was glowing. She was like a girl with the best date for the prom.


  “Oh, I thought I’d surprise him a little this time. Open the gate for me, would you, ki—Travis?”


  First one on the course, Travis thought wildly, swinging the gate open, doesn’t even get to see how the jumps ride, damn her, and everybody thinks it’s just the horse who’s crazy.


  “On course, the Star Runner, ridden by Casey Kencaide.”


  Travis wondered if she hadn’t schooled more because it hurt too badly, and something about the way she sat up after the first jump convinced him he was right. Should have at least taped her ribs—the Star Runner threw a bucking fit in the corner, Casey got his head up and absolutely charged him at a five-foot vertical—he cleared it by a foot and the small crowd in the stands gasped. The next jump was a four-foot-high oxer with a four-foot spread; the Star Runner flattened out like a leaping cat to clear it. He shot up and down like a pogo stick through the final triple, and Casey had to make two finishing circles to get him back down to a trot.


  Travis raced around to the exit gate, and it wasn’t until he heard her laugh and say, “Well, we know it’s jumpable,” that he even thought about the fact that she’d gone clear—and if anyone else went clear she’d have to do it again, for speed.


  “Well,” he said. She winced a little as she slid off.


  “Well what?” She was panting, like it hurt to breathe. “Here, cool him off a little while I watch the next couple of rounds.”


  “I’m going to get a nurse or something.” He knew there was one around here somewhere.


  “No,” she said, “you’re not.”


  She walked into a small cloud of congratulations around the entry gate, and Travis watched her until a sharp pain in his arm made him jump.


  Goddamn horse had bitten him.


  And it made Travis madder to realize he was afraid to retaliate, afraid to whack him across the nose with the reins like he would any other horse.


  “Come on.” He jerked the reins, careful not to get too close. His arm smarted from the bite—his leather jacket was all that had saved him from having a hunk of flesh ripped off. He walked the Star Runner up and down, listening to the cheers and groans of the crowd, as riders went clear or had a rail down.


  More and more people were arriving, the place was filling up with screeching girls and harried mothers again.


  “Travis! Travis!”


  Jennifer and Kelsey came running up. “How’d Casey do?”


  “She went clear.”


  They grabbed each other and jumped up and down, squealing like a couple of morons.


  “Have they started the jump-off yet?”


  “No, I think that’s the last horse now.”


  And from the cheering it was another clear round.


  “You better get tacked up,” he said to Jennifer. She couldn’t afford for Casey to get any madder—skipping last night’s medal class in favor of piano recital had really ticked her off.


  “I’m done!” Jennifer boasted. “He’s clean and tacked and I’m dressed and ready.”


  “Oh,” Kelsey said, giggling, “you’re bleeding.”


  Travis looked down at his hand, not too surprised to see blood trickling out of his sleeve.


  “I got bit.”


  “Boy, Casey is a grouch at the shows,” Kelsey teased. Travis scowled at her. Some things weren’t funny anymore.


  Suddenly Casey was there, running the stirrups down.


  “How many clear?”


  “Three of us.”


  “When do you go?”


  “First.”


  “Oh, Casey, no,” Jennifer wailed.


  Casey laughed. “Watch.”


  Travis boosted her up, and she trotted toward the schooling ring. She turned suddenly. “Jennifer, if you’re late…”


  The three of them ran to the stands to get a good place to watch.


  “What’s wrong with being first?” Travis asked. He was glad she was first, glad to get it over with.


  “Oh, everything. You really have to go for time, since you don’t know how anyone else will do—you don’t get to watch anyone. Sometimes the last rider knows all she has to do is go clear—first, and you have to be clear and fast.”


  Travis stared unseeingly at the jump crew taking down the top rails of some of the jumps, raising some of the others. The jump-off course was shorter, tighter, higher.


  “You know, I think she broke some ribs yesterday.”


  “That’s nothing,” said Kelsey. “Two years ago she rode all day with one arm in a cast and was reserve champion.”


  “The Star Runner, on course.”


  The Star Runner trotted sideways into the ring, Casey holding him together like a coiled spring. Then the time buzzer sounded and the Star Runner shot forward like the head of a striking snake.


  It was wrong, all wrong. Travis had been watching this stuff for weeks and nobody could jump at this speed, the horse would run right through the fences. Nobody could make those turns, pivoting two strides in front of the jumps, turning in midair like a cat, changing direction like a slammed tennis ball without slowing—


  Casey, with the first visible effort Travis could catch, swung the Star Runner around just in time to keep him from jumping the exit gate.


  She was through, it was over, and they hadn’t touched a rail.


  The crowd was frozen. Then Kelsey yelled, “Yea, Casey!” and a blast of applause boomed across the ring. Usually each barn cheered its own riders—this was the first time Travis had seen everyone in the stands on their feet clapping.


  “Time for the Star Runner: nineteen point nine seven seconds.”


  Behind Travis a voice said, “That will teach me to ride against an ex-barrel racer.”


  Travis turned around, and the two remaining riders, a man in his early thirties, and a girl on a horse rumored to cost fifty thousand dollars, sat shaking their heads.


  “Well, I’m going to save my neck, my horse, and my insurance,” said the man. He did the course in twenty-six seconds with one rail down. The girl made an effort—you could see it really amazed her to hear her time of twenty-three seconds. It wasn’t until after her round that Travis realized he’d been gripping the arena rail so hard his hands were going numb.


  “First place goes to the Star Runner, owned and ridden by Casey Kencaide,” said the loudspeaker. Casey, on foot, trotted the Star Runner into the arena to pick up the ribbon and silver trophy. She took her prizes with a remote smile—a king of a conquering army accepting baubles, still reliving the battle.


  Travis joined in the clapping, moving like a sleepwalker to the exit gate with the chattering girls.


  “Casey, that was wonderful!”


  “Congratulations!”


  “Great, great ride!”


  “Thanks.” She smiled back at every compliment.


  “Let me cool him off,” begged Kelsey. Casey handed her the reins and she walked off with the gray as proudly as a groupie with a rock star.


  “Go get Sandman warmed up while I change,” Casey said to Jennifer. Travis held the ribbon and trophy while she pulled off her helmet. The hairnet went with it, and her hair, shining gold-on-brown, tumbled down her back. “Hurry.”


  Jennifer ran off. Travis followed Casey into the curtained tack stall, and after she’d shrugged out of her jacket he pinned her against the wall and kissed her. He had never said “I love you” to anyone in his life, but he was saying it now.


  When he released her, she was staring into his eyes. Calmly. Not angry, not even halfway surprised.


  “So what’s all this about?”


  “You know,” he said, suddenly convinced she did know. There was something between them. Her upper arms in his hands were strong and warm; he desperately wanted all of her. Strong and warm and unafraid…


  Something like the polite mask she wore for the parents slid over her face.


  “Jennifer’s a sweet girl. I think she could schedule in a boyfriend.”


  “Don’t,” Travis said. It would kill him if she hid from him now. He was terrified that he’d blown everything. “You tell me there’s nothing between us,” he challenged.


  “Okay,” Casey said, “I like you. You’re … brave.”


  “I killed the snake,” Travis said, almost absently. She liked him. He hadn’t even been convinced of that, only that there was this strange tie, bond, fate, between them.


  “Snake, hell. Anyone could do that. You came down to the barn and helped me clean up that mess you made, when I never expected to see you again. You haven’t been afraid to ask when you don’t know things … I like you a lot.” She paused. “All day long people are asking me ‘how?’ and you come along, knowing why.”


  She slipped out of his grip, facing him levelly.


  “But you saw what I just did. It wasn’t being ‘brave’ for nineteen seconds. It was being brave a year ago when it took two people to hold him while I mounted. It was being brave enough to spend money I don’t have on dressage lessons. It was all the time I spent riding instead of movies, pizza—and rolling around in the hay with a boyfriend. Can’t you see that was more than just a jump-off? It was … it was…”


  “It was art,” said Travis.


  Her eyes narrowed like Motorboat’s in front of a mouse hole.


  “How do you know this stuff? You know things about me my own mother doesn’t know.”


  He just leaned forward and kissed her again, softly.


  “With us, it’d be a lot more than a roll in the hay.”


  “I know,” Casey answered. “That’s what scares me.”


  He backed off, knowing if he pressed her he’d lose her.


  The regret in her voice, saying no, thrilled him more than any yes he’d ever had.


  Chapter 12


  He did his first interview on television. It wasn’t a big success. Ken’s friend, Steve Slade, managed a local TV station and asked him to be on the noon news. Not a long interview, just a couple of minutes, nothing in depth. A piece of cake.


  Travis said sure. He wasn’t certain what indepth was anyway; a couple of minutes shouldn’t be too hard. He might as well start getting used to it.


  Ken arranged to get him out of school for two hours, and drive him to the station.


  “I’ve got to see a realtor anyway.”


  Travis was trying to figure out what he ought to wear; it took a long time for his mind to replay that last statement.


  “What you going to see a realtor about?”


  “I’m putting the place up for sale and looking for a house in town.”


  “What about Casey?” It popped into his head and it bounced right out of his mouth before he could stop it.


  It certainly wasn’t the first thing Ken expected him to ask. His eyebrows twisted upward.


  “What about Casey?”


  “Well,” Travis said, “is she gonna have to get another barn or something?”


  “Probably. I’ll give her enough notice. Afraid of losing your job?”


  Travis shrugged. He had thought of something else. He didn’t know how to ask if there was going to be room for him in the new house.


  “You won’t mind changing schools?”


  His neck muscles relaxed so suddenly he felt limp.


  “Naw. I won’t mind.”


  A new school. God, he’d love a crack at a new school. Maybe it’d be a bigger one with more different kinds of groups, he could find some people to hang out with and not be stuck playing the Invisible Man.


  “Thanks,” he said absently.


  Ken didn’t say, “For what?” He said, “You’re welcome.” So that saved a lot of embarrassing conversation.


  “You want to sell the place?” Travis asked.


  Ken sighed. “Kid, your mind travels in the strangest directions. Most people go from A to B to C—you go from A to maybe Q and end up at L … I’ve got to sell it. I don’t have the time or the capital to get into horse ranching, especially in this economy. I don’t like to spend as much time driving as I’m doing. I think it’d be easier for Christopher if I were in town too.”


  “I thought maybe you guys were going to get back together.”


  “I don’t know. You know what I dread? Dating. God, it used to be bad enough, asking ‘What’s your sign?’ Now, it’ll be ‘How’d your blood test?’ ”


  Travis shook his head. These old guys, they could think of the weirdest things. Dating.


  “Aw, it’ll be fun,” he said, trying to cheer him up.


  “You have no idea how much fun a Saturday night at home with your wife and kid and a pizza can be.”


  Travis sighed. The day a Saturday night home with a wife and kid and pizza looked fun to him, he was going to blow his brains out.


  “Don’t wear black,” Ken said suddenly. “Steve told me to tell you not to wear black.”


  He wore his olive-colored long-sleeved buttoned undershirt, and when he realized how cold it was going to be here in the studio he left his jacket on too.


  It was a big warehouse kind of room, the set was just a desk in front of a wall, a lot smaller than he’d thought it would be. There were cables lying around all over the floor. He tripped on two.


  “Let’s get you miked,” Steve was saying. He’d introduced them to the newscaster, a young black woman who looked like a model, and the camera crew.


  He sat behind the desk while they clipped a mike onto his collar, hiding the black wire under his jacket.


  “Nervous?” asked Steve. He probably didn’t leave his office for everybody they had on the noon news. He was taking the time because he was friends with Ken.


  “Naw. If I goof up you can just shoot it again.”


  “What?”


  “That’s what we did in mass communications class. In sixth grade we taped a news show.” Travis was growing uneasy, because this seemed to be a big joke to everyone.


  “This is live,” Steve said.


  Travis felt his tongue starting to swell. It was a very weird sensation. It swelled until it felt as big as a dinner plate.


  This was live.


  

  “You were okay,” Ken said. “You look good on camera.”


  Travis stared out the window. He hadn’t been okay. He’d been god-awful. He must have looked like a moron. He’d been so nervous he’d actually gotten tears in his eyes—Ken said you couldn’t tell, but Travis knew he’d still looked like a moron. A good-looking moron, maybe.


  “You just have to learn to speak in sentences, you know, answer questions with more than yeah and naw. Get glib.”


  Get glib.


  “On TV, you don’t have time for a lot of pauses. Every second seems like a minute, a minute seems like an hour. You’ve got to remember your medium.”


  “So who made you a director?” Travis muttered. Who the hell cared? His medium was writing, not talking.


  He wanted to do this, interviews and stuff. For the first time he realized how bad he wanted to do this.


  I can learn it, he thought. Next time’ll be different. In his mind he started writing answers to the questions she’d asked him. Writing answers in sentences. Getting glib.


  He’d hoped maybe one of the teachers would ask him where he’d been that morning; he would be casual as hell while replying, “Oh, I was on the news,” or maybe, “Doing a television show.” He was getting a little antsy to let them know they were dealing with a real writer here.


  But nobody asked him anything. Everyone had left him alone and now they thought he wanted it that way. They had made him into a loner and then acted like it was his idea. Travis had never before realized how much your status depended on other people. He’d thought you got to choose your group. Well, you didn’t. But he tried to pull off the loner role with as much dignity as possible: When the guys in the smoke hole talked about going to the river to do some long-neckin’ (he had picked up on some of the local jargon: longneckin’ meant drinking beer) he didn’t beg to go too. Bunch of hicks in a four-wheel drive, sitting in the sand chugging Coors—how cool could that be?


  He walked off to spend his lunch hour in the library. If they got the impression he was some kind of psycho who’d come to school with a gun someday, well, that was their impression.


  He wanted out of this school so bad. Even if it meant not seeing Casey every day. He had to get out of here before he broke down and begged to go long-neckin’ with hicks.


  When he answered the phone that afternoon he wasn’t too surprised that it was Joe. He’d been thinking about the guys so strong, he’d even had a feeling that it was Joe when the phone rang. Sometimes he was kind of psychic about phone calls and stuff like that.


  “Travis?”


  “Yeah. Joe?”


  “Yeah. Can you come and get me?”


  “I can’t hear you, man. This is a lousy connection.


  “I’m at the Quik Trip over on Highway Fifty-one. Can you come and get me? I can’t walk, man, I jumped outta the car and messed up my leg…”


  Travis could hardly understand him, his voice had no air behind it, he was surprised now he’d recognized it—what the hell was going on?


  “How’d you get here?”


  “I hitched, man, and I had to jump outta the last car, the guy was getting weird with me, I guess I better get used to that…”


  It sounded like Joe was sobbing. Or maybe just too tired to even talk. Something was really wrong.


  “What’s up?”


  “It’s bad, Travis. Really bad. Can you come and get me?”


  “I don’t have any wheels, man. My uncle won’t be home for hours.”


  “Oh, don’t tell your uncle. Don’t tell anybody, man.”


  “Hold on.”


  Travis ran to the kitchen window. Casey’s Jeep was parked by the barn.


  “Listen, I think I can get there.” He paused. “How bad?”


  “The twins are dead.” Joe’s voice sounded flat. Flat and old.


  “Orson killed them. And I helped him.”


  Travis felt so spacey. For a second he thought he was going to drop the phone. He didn’t ask if this was some kind of sick joke.


  “Stay there. I’ll get a ride.”


  “Okay,” Joe said, and hung up.


  “I need to borrow your Jeep.”


  Casey looked up from her record books. “I don’t think—what’s wrong?”


  “Just for a couple of minutes—to go to the Quik Trip.”


  “Hey, this is some nicotine fit.”


  Travis wanted to smack her across the room, but she said quickly, “What is it?”


  “I need to pick up a guy at the Quik Trip, he hitched this far, it’s real important—you drive if you want, but let’s go, okay?”


  She got to her feet, looking at her watch. “I’ve got a lesson … what the hell, they’ve been late for me—”


  She drove even fast enough to suit him, raced down to the highway like she did across the fields, chasing the Star Runner. Travis gripped his seat, too scared to think. He could think later, when Joe told him what had happened—the twins dead?


  He could remember the last time he’d seen them, the night before his big fight with Stan, they were working on the Trans Am, he was sitting on the washing machine in their garage watching them, drinking Pepsi because their mom was home. He remembered how pale they looked under garage light, skinny, Mike under the hood and Billy laughing at whatever Travis was saying. He’d been lying extravagantly about something, he couldn’t remember what, they wouldn’t allow smoking in the garage, they thought they were such hotshot mechanics…


  Joe was sitting on the curb in front of the Quik Trip. He almost fell as he got up, and limped to the Jeep. To Travis he seemed like someone stumbling in his sleep, exhausted by a nightmare he couldn’t awake from. Travis was stunned. Joe was thinner, dirtier, and older. And he knew these changes were recent—for the first time he could believe stories he’d heard about people turning gray overnight.


  He jumped out of the Jeep to help him. Joe yelped when he grabbed his arm.


  “Sorry, man,” he muttered, heaving himself into the front seat. “I think I tore some muscles or somethin’.”


  He gazed at Casey.


  “She’s cool,” Travis said, hopping in back, and Casey proved it by not asking any questions, just speeding back to the barn.


  In Travis’s room Joe stretched out on the bed, not even taking his shoes off, staring straight up at the ceiling. Travis couldn’t figure out what to do. In a little while Joe started shaking, and tears ran down his face, but he didn’t even seem to notice, like this had happened so much he was used to it.


  Travis went to the kitchen and poured out a couple of good shots of bourbon and dropped a handful of ice cubes in it. He’d worry about Ken later.


  Joe pulled himself up into a half-sitting position, leaning back against the headboard. He gulped the bourbon like it was water—Travis realized he should have brought water to begin with, but Joe did quit shaking so much.


  “Got anything to eat?”


  Travis doubted it—he came up with a couple of cold weenies in stale buns, but Joe ate them without complaint, slowly, not bothering to wipe the streaking tears off his face.


  “So what happened?” Travis asked finally. He dreaded knowing.


  “The twins are dead.”


  “Yeah. So how?”


  “Orson killed them. Took a twenty-two, oh, God—”


  Joe finished off his bourbon.


  “He tried to make me shoot Mike, but I wouldn’t. You think that might help, at my trial, that I didn’t pull the trigger? I thought he was ready to kill me, too, and he still couldn’t make me—”


  “Start from the start,” Travis said.


  Joe munched along on his hot dog, obviously rewinding his story in his mind, trying to decide where “start” was.


  “We’ve been working for Orson,” he said—he meant himself and the twins, he wasn’t used to the fact that they were past tense yet. “I wrote you that, or told you, right?”


  Travis nodded.


  “It wasn’t dope,” Joe said. He didn’t seem to know what to say next. “We were doing houses…”


  Doing houses? thought Travis. Painting or something? He couldn’t imagine Orson organizing house painting, or why it would cause him to kill someone. But he just let Joe work on his second bourbon, because he was remembering vividly how it felt to be scared like that.


  “Robbing houses. Orson would scout neighborhoods and me and the twins would break into the houses he picked, you know how good they are with tools and stuff, it wasn’t too hard, a lot of times I just stood lookout because they could get in small windows, we just took easy stuff, you know, Orson fenced it, he said people’s insurance covered it, nobody was really getting hurt, and he paid us, you know, like for each job. If we got a lot of stuff it was more. He knew how to get rid of the stuff, so we just took whatever he gave us.”


  Joe closed his eyes and sighed. Travis was sick with cold apprehension. Joe was in big, big trouble. And even in the middle of his terror for his friend came the selfish, unbidden thought: Thank God it’s not me!


  “I quit,” Joe said. “You think they’ll believe me when I tell ’em I quit?”


  His sad olive-brown eyes fixed on Travis, desperate for hope, but Travis couldn’t even nod.


  “We did this one house, we thought it was empty, but just as we were packing up the silver this old lady came in and started screeching—Billy shoved her and she fell, we ran out of there, she wasn’t hurt because it was in the papers, but I got to thinkin’ about Grandma, what if somebody shoved her, old ladies break bones real easy, you know. And I didn’t want to do this anymore and I quit. The twins said they quit too.” He sighed. “But they didn’t. They did one more job and didn’t tell Orson.”


  Travis’s mind raced around and around. Ken could help him, he knew the law, he could … And at the same time he told himself over and over, it couldn’t have happened to him. Oh, no. Suppose he had stayed at home, had been hanging out with them, he’d never have done anything so dumb. Robbing houses and … He’d never have been so dumb.


  He stared at Joe and thought of all the reasons why it wouldn’t have happened to him.


  “Orson came by and got me. He said he’d heard the twins pulled a job without cutting him in. I think they found a different fence, I don’t know, I quit and I thought they did too. Orson said he was going to kick ass. That’s all I thought he was going to do, honest, he said he was going to do a little ass kickin’ and teach them a lesson. He’d been drinkin’ and smoking grass and coke too. I was scared to get out of the van—he wasn’t mad at me and I was trying to keep it like that. The twins were hanging out in the parking lot by the park and Orson got out and got them and they just climbed in; we’ve been doing more grass since you left, Travis, it’s easier to get than booze. They were pretty stoned. And all the way up the mountain, he was driving up the mountain road, toward the reservoir, we kept drinking and smoking and it was like a foggy bad dream, like you can’t wake up from, Orson ranting on and on about how they double-crossed him, how he was going to fix them. It was scaring me, man, but it was like it wasn’t happening either. It just wasn’t real. You ever have something happen, and it just didn’t seem real?”


  Travis nodded. He knew Orson’s van. He could picture everything, the black night out the windows, the heavy smell of the grass, the glare of the dashboard lights on Orson’s mad face. Crazy mad, drunk and stoned.


  He pictured the silent twins, passing a bottle back and forth. It wouldn’t seem real to them either.


  “Anyway, Orson drove down one of those side roads, a dirt one, it was too bouncy to drink. Then he stopped and got out and rolled the side door open and made them get out. And me too. They ended up sitting on a log, Orson was still yelling and I was too scared to sit down with them. And he was waving a gun around. I thought it was just to scare them. I thought that right up to when he shot Billy in the head and he went over backward. Mike just sat there, staring at the ground. Orson said to me, ‘You do this one,’ but I wouldn’t. I didn’t say anything but I wouldn’t. Then he was yelling, ‘Look at me, damn you,’ at Mike, but he kept staring at the ground, shaking his head. Orson shot him too. I thought I was next, but he drove me back to town, saying I knew better than to tell anyone.


  “I got a bus to St. Louis and then hitched the rest of the way—the last guy got a little weird with me and I jumped out of the car…


  “You know what I keep thinking about? Leaving them up there on the mountain, it was a real cold night and they didn’t have jackets…”


  Joe started shaking so his ice cubes rattled.


  Travis finally said, “You sure they were dead?”


  Joe nodded.


  “When did this happen?”


  “I think it was two nights ago, I ain’t sure anymore.”


  Travis found himself shaking. But it wouldn’t happen to me, he kept thinking. I’d have jumped out of the van, grabbed the gun, knocked Orson out … He kept running it over in his mind, changing the story, fixing it.


  Fixing everything.


  Chapter 13


  It crossed Travis’s mind to try to hide all this from Ken, but he soon realized that wouldn’t work. For one thing, Joe sacked out into a sleep that resembled a coma, and Travis would have to take Christopher’s bed; but mostly Travis wanted somebody else to lay this on—he wanted help.


  What was going to happen to Joe? He tried to keep that question at the top of his mind, but if he let down his guard for a second, he found himself dwelling on how close he had come to being in the same mess.


  If he had hit Stan just a little bit harder…


  Ken took it a lot more calmly than Travis had expected. They stayed up till two o’clock talking about it—at least they ended up talking. At first Travis tried to persuade him to get Joe on a plane out of the country. When Ken refused even to discuss that option Travis got a little wild, but by midnight he was worn out and facing facts. Ken was going to call the authorities first thing in the morning; he was going to do all that was legally possible; he was going to help find a good lawyer. Joe was going back.


  It was settled and Travis had known all along this was how it was going to be settled and he didn’t think Joe was going to be too surprised.


  He wasn’t. Travis finally had to go shake him awake the next morning; he ate his toast and drank his coffee and listened to the plans with dull indifference. Travis remembered when he’d worked for the vet: a couple of times people brought in dogs that had been hit by a car—they had the same look.


  And Joe was tired. He was too tired to think of showering, but Travis made him, and ran his clothes through the washer and dryer. It might be his last private shower for a while.


  For some reason that thought made Travis cry. He leaned on the washer and cried. The machine was noisy, nobody could hear him.


  Joe was ready at last. He seemed to be walking in his sleep. Travis couldn’t help remembering the bouncing bravado he’d managed himself, when the cops came for him, but then Stan hadn’t been a friend, or really dead. He let Joe sit up front, even though he hated being scrunched up in the back.


  “What’s that?” Joe sat up and looked around, like someone trying to wake up.


  “Thunder,” Travis said.


  “We’re under a severe thunderstorm watch,” Ken said. It seemed like a last-ditch effort for a normal conversation; they were reduced to talking about the weather.


  “Does that mean like tornadoes and stuff?”


  “Naw.” Travis reassured him with the line he’d heard: “Not this time of year.”


  “I don’t know,” Ken said absentmindedly. “A few years ago we had one on Christmas.”


  Now he tells me, Travis thought. Actually, he hadn’t really noticed the dark gray sky, it seemed such a natural extension of how everything was going—he would have been shocked and depressed by blazing sunshine this morning. The distant zigzag flashes through the blacker clouds to the west were like his thoughts, racing across his mind, the growing thunder like the march of doom.


  Nobody tried to talk again. It was over quickly. They were in some building. It didn’t seem like a police station, but there were policemen waiting to take Joe, men in suits to talk to Ken—Travis tried to take notes in his mind but everything blurred. Everything but the quick hug he gave Joe.


  He was shaking.


  “So what’s going to happen?” he asked, finally breaking silence on the way home. The lightning was closer now, crackling like skeleton fingers across the sky, the thunder booming and rolling (giants bowling, he remembered from when he was little, he’d thought thunder was giants bowling—had he thought that up or had he seen it in a cartoon a long time ago?). But it wasn’t raining yet. The hairs on his arms, on the back of his neck, stood and wiggled.


  “Do I look like God?” Ken said. “How should I know?”


  Not much, Travis thought, not with those bags under your eyes.


  “I mean legally.”


  “Sorry. Legally. Well, it depends on whether or not they catch this other guy. How much of his story is corroborated by the evidence. And a big factor is whether he’s tried as a juvenile or an adult. How old is he?”


  “Sixteen,” Travis said, then remembered, with a sinking feeling, that Joe’s mom had held him back a year, before grade school. Joe was the only person he knew who’d flunked kindergarten. “Seventeen.”


  “It could go either way.”


  Travis stared out at the trees dancing in the wind.


  “It wouldn’t have happened if I’d been there,” he burst out. “I never liked that scuzz-ball Orson. I’d never have let them get suckered into working for him—if I’d stayed home this wouldn’t have happened.”


  “Maybe something else would’ve happened,” Ken said. Maybe it would have been you and your stepdad murdering each other. Fate and will—it’s baffled better minds than mine.” In a minute he added, “Fate’s what happens to you, and will is what you make happen to you.”


  Travis just nodded, thinking, Geez, does he think I’m a moron?


  “You know,” Ken said slowly, “I’ve got a friend who just got out of a Spanish prison a few years ago. He was in for twelve years, for five ounces of hash. And it could have just as easily been me. He’s still in Spain, bartending. He didn’t exactly pick up marketable skills in there. Why him and not me?”


  “You used to do hash too?” Travis was shocked beyond belief. Sure, he knew adults smoked; the twins’ stepfather had always shared his stash with them. Straight-arrow Ken? Never.


  “What do you think—your generation invented sex, drugs, and rock and roll?”


  Travis was quiet. Well, we’ve perfected it, he thought.


  “We were in Spain at the same time, he came over on the freighter with me and Teresa—he tried to cross the French border, holding—we chickened out at the last minute … Here is old Achilles, kid, to tell you: You are not going to believe you were ever that dumb. Goddamn!” A bolt of lightning struck so close they heard the sizzle; the immediate thunder boom rattled the car.


  Will and fate—he could will himself into writing a book, it was fate that got the right person to read it. Fate had kept him from one murder, God knows, at the time he’d meant to kill Stan: he was sure will would have kept him out of this one. What was it in the end? Which one had the biggest say in your life?


  A gust of wind pushed at the car.


  “You sure this isn’t a tornado?” Travis gripped the dashboard.


  “I’m not positive. I just hope we don’t get caught in a flash flood.”


  Flash flood. Great. Like there weren’t enough complications in life with people—nature had to get its two cents in.


  “She’s filed,” Ken said suddenly.


  “What?”


  “Teresa. She’s going ahead with it.”


  Travis looked at Ken’s drawn face. Maybe this was why he’d been so detached through Joe’s ordeal, why he hadn’t bothered to give Travis a be-careful-how-you-choose-your-friends lecture (although, at this point, Travis was having doubts he’d ever meant to—apparently some of Ken’s friends weren’t upstanding citizens either).


  “You know what’s one of the worst things about this? It’s humiliating—it puts us in the same class as all the other jerks divorcing. I thought we were better than that.”


  “I thought maybe you guys were going to get back together.”


  Travis was thinking about the time Teresa’d spent the night. He’d been so sure it was a good sign.


  “I thought so too. Maybe.”


  A crackling fork of lightning lit a black cloud. It was incredible how far up that cloud went, like a tower. There was so much energy coming off this storm, it was more exhilarating than scary.


  “What did you mean, that time you said, ‘It all started with the Cuisinart’?”


  Ken gave a short laugh. “I’m sure it started long before that, but at the time, the Cuisinart got me to thinking, Now, what the hell does she need that thing for? Cooking is not Teresa’s favorite pastime. Then I started thinking: Now, why did we buy an old farmhouse and redo it to look like a redone old farmhouse? I’d very carefully research cars, twelve years ago, to see what the best was. You know what I got? A BMW. I got rid of the thing last year, same time I got rid of the horses. But even as far back as college, the year Teresa and I backpacked around Europe, every goddamn college kid in America was backpacking around Europe.”


  Ken, thought Travis, you are not making sense. He really hoped ol’ Ken wasn’t cracking up.


  “Then we took up skiing. And skiing was on the cover of Time. And suddenly I knew what Brie was, and then Teresa, who doesn’t have a sweet tooth, developed a taste for chocolate. Just the same time Brie and chocolate swept the nation. I’m sick of feeling like a lemming. I’m sick of stuff.”


  “So, what does Teresa say?”


  “She says let’s enjoy a few things. She says, ‘You hate your job, get another one!’ She says she’s too old to sleep on sidewalks.”


  “You going to get another job?”


  Travis was trying to make some sense out of all this, and he wondered if Teresa felt the same way. She was the sensible one, it seemed to him.


  “Another job? In this economy? I’m lucky to have a job. I have to think about Christopher—that’s another thing. I used to always say I’d never send my kid to a private school unless I could guarantee him a private life, but now, what’s going on in the public school system scares the hell out of me.”


  Hell, he’ll live through it, Travis thought, but then, why not a private school if that’d be better?


  “I think you’re really messing up, man,” Travis said.


  “I probably am,” Ken agreed. “It won’t be the first time.”


  “Yeah, but it’ll be the worst. Was my old man this stubborn?”


  Ken laughed. “You think that’s it, I’m just being stubborn?”


  “I don’t know what you’re being but, geez, man, you want to keep Teresa and Chris, do something!”


  Ken tightened his grip on the wheel as the car swayed in the wind. “Well, it’s a lot more complicated.”


  Oh, sure. That was a good excuse for not making a move. Travis promised himself, he swore, he’d always make a move. Even if it was the wrong move, at least he’d know he did something besides balk like a mule and mutter “complicated.”


  

  As they pulled into the drive, they could see Casey racing around, trying to catch Sandman in the paddock. The rest of the paddocks were empty, except the one where the Star Runner was plunging and bowing, whirling and charging.


  Why didn’t she get him in first? Travis thought. He’s going to jump out in a second. Then he knew: Of course, she’d look out for everyone else’s horse first.


  They both jumped out of the car—Travis had a hard time getting his door shut against the wind. The temperature was dropping rapidly. It was almost as dark as dusk, except for the weird strobing effect of the lightning.


  “Don’t touch the railing!” Ken yelled at him, then threw the gate open and ran to grab Sandman’s lead rope from Casey.


  “I’ll get him in! Get the Star Runner!”


  For a second Travis was surprised to see how easily Ken handled the nervous horse. Then he remembered: That was what Ken had wanted to do with his life, raise horses. He hadn’t ever seen Ken near one…


  There was a ripping sound, the sky splitting, and a finger of light touched the pecan tree at the back of the house. A crack and an explosion that deafened him.


  This was death dancing around him in the skies, and for a second Travis wanted to run; then he broke loose from fear into a kind of crazy exhilaration. The Star Runner covered the paddock in one leap and took the five-foot railing in the next. Travis felt what it was that Casey felt: the Star Runner, to tame that Star Runner, it would be conquering worlds…


  The railing was humming. The steel poles were vibrating and pulsating with energy. Don’t touch it, Travis thought, it’s death. He turned and jumped into the Jeep with Casey, he’d been aware of her, the sky, the storm, the battlefield play of earth and air, all at the same time. Their eyes locked for just a second, and they laughed out loud at the same time…


  He seemed to hear Ken calling out, warning, but he was far behind now, they were racing like the wind, the earth was moving like a live thing under the wheels, the whole landscape was changed, charged, a different color, nothing familiar except that dark racing figure ahead.


  The pasture gate was leaning, nearly flattened by the wind, and they charged on across it without stopping. They could gain on the Star Runner here, a long flat stretch except for the gullies that nearly threw them from the Jeep. They were gaining now, not chasing him, joining him.


  Travis looked at Casey laughing into the wind and thought: I’ll remember that profile to the day I die. No matter how it works for us later, I’ll always have this…


  The sky opened, lit to the ceiling, a light brighter than he could ever have imagined, showing huge towers and spires reaching to heaven—


  He lay tasting dirt and aching and wondering at the stillness. The wind still tore across the land, the sky was still flashing, but it was quiet as a tomb.


  He wondered if he was dead, then decided he hurt too much to be dead. He felt sad, as if he’d been awakened from a wonderful dream.


  Casey! He pushed himself up and looked around wildly. The Jeep lay overturned in a small gulley. But then something stirred just a few feet away, and Casey slowly forced her way to her feet. He, too, got up. The center of the storm was farther away now, flashing behind them. He felt a few pelts of water. He limped up to stand beside her and she took his hand, winding her fingers in his.


  No heat, no passion, just gratitude for a human touch.


  “What is it?” he said. He realized then that he was deaf. And it didn’t shock him like the desolation of her face.


  There was nothing. Just the windswept pasture, the overturned Jeep, and the line of trees. The acrid smell of electricity, the smell of something burning … flesh burning.


  Nothing. He gazed at the empty pasture.


  It was raining now, harder. It felt like tears, it felt like blood, on his face.


  Chapter 14


  Travis lay on his bed, going over his manuscript. He was absentmindedly correcting things, the technical stuff mostly, cutting description, fiddling with a comma, trying to figure out how to let people know what a character was saying without writing word for word what he was saying. “He swore” worked pretty good, but he needed something else too…


  He turned down the music.


  Through the open window he could hear the mockingbirds fighting over what was left of the pecan tree. He rolled off the bed and pulled his desk chair to the window.


  The revisions were beginning to bore him, now that the novelty of the editor’s marks had worn off. The book was okay, and the reality of publication (it was really going to happen!) could still stop his breath, but he wasn’t living this book anymore. He just wanted it done.


  He listened to the birds. He had a great appreciation of the sense of hearing now, after being stone deaf for two days and panicked that it might be forever.


  He folded his arms on the windowsill and rested his chin on them.


  Spring wasn’t bad. Fall was always his favorite time of year, but spring wasn’t bad at all.


  There was the realtor, in her navy suit and plasticized hair, showing someone around the property. The economy was bad, it was a bad time to be selling, but every once in a while someone came to look.


  He had to keep his room straighter.


  Teresa had filed for divorce, but now she was dragging her heels about going through with it. Christopher had started bed-wetting and both Ken and Teresa seemed unduly freaked out about it. Travis thought if it’d bring them together again he’d personally load Chris up with juice every night. And a couple of nights he had.


  He was tired of their story and wished for a happy ending.


  But now he thought stories didn’t have endings, only pausing places.


  Joe’s story was still stuck on whether he was an adult or a juvenile, but Orson was going to get to sit on death row while his ending was being debated.


  It was funny, the thought of what might have been, had he stayed—“what if?”—could still make Travis sick with dread. But the memory of the storm, of racing lightning, when he had been so close to death he could have reached out to touch it—that only brought an odd kind of joy.


  Faintly, he could hear Casey yelling, “Heels. Heels! Heels!” He smiled. They were good friends now, close in a real funny way, free to fuss at each other, or laugh when no one else got the joke; she only had to raise an eyebrow to let him know what she was thinking, and sometimes she seemed to read his mind. They had a deal together, to quit smoking.


  But something was gone. The intensity of a flaming candle, a laugh in the face of danger. He tried to remember the heat he had felt for her before, but it was fading now, like the memory of the storm, like the memory of the Star Runner, who, after all, had been just a horse.


  Casey was still a good trainer. She still did well at the shows, she had a waiting list of people who wanted to ride with her. But there was something missing … he still loved her, but not the same way.


  But he couldn’t, wouldn’t, believe that he missed the horse.


  He could hear the realtor, in the house now, chirping about moldings, whatever they were.


  He didn’t much care about the place selling—Casey had already found another barn—except maybe it would cheer Ken up. Ken had promised him he could transfer to East River High, and it looked like he’d get to start with summer school, since he was flunking English. (This was going to be great in interviews, he thought. “The year I sold my book I flunked English.” Ha!)


  He would be in classes with Jennifer. He had gone with her and some of her friends to get pizza, to movies, they were a little preppy for him but he could get along with them. He had never felt so protective of anyone as he did of Jennifer.


  He looked at his manuscript. It was just a stack of paper, pretty soon to be a book, but it wasn’t the whole world anymore. Nell (he could call her Nell now) was nagging him to begin another one right away, so he’d have a good start on it before this one came out.


  “Get going now,” she warned him, “or you’ll freak at the reality of the audience, once reviews come in.”


  Yeah, yeah, sure, Travis thought. But anyway, he did have an idea…


  He pulled his chair up to the desk and rolled a blank piece of paper into his typewriter.


  He sat there, waiting.
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  To David

  Who never seemed to mind

  when Tim dropped by


  

  I want to thank my friend Teresa Miller

  for all her hard work

  in making this book possible


  The Missed Trip


  “Not till you’re twelve. That’s the rule,” Uncle TJ said.


  “That’s a dumb rule,” Terry said. “That’s two more years.”


  Mike didn’t say anything, knowing it was useless, but Terry never took a “no” he didn’t have to.


  “At least you guys will get to go together.” Mike’s dad loaded the last of the camping gear and guns into the car. “Think how poor TJ felt, getting left behind for four years, seeing me and Grandpa and Great-uncle Jack go off without him. He even stowed away in the trunk one year. When Grandpa found him, we were a hundred miles out, and he turned right around and brought him home.”


  “And he blistered my butt besides,” Uncle TJ said. He rubbed Terry’s head. “Two more years, pal.”


  “Well, you two ready to go live off the land?” Mom and her sister, Aunt Jelly, came out of the house.


  When the men left, the moms would joke for days about them “living off the land.”


  “They stop at Safeway, the meat market, and the liquor store before they leave city limits,” they laughed.


  The boys knew better. Still, there were probably secrets to this trip their dads made every year, sometimes for a long weekend, sometimes for a week. They never missed it. The men had gone deer hunting in October every year since they were twelve years old. Only missed the years Mike’s dad was off to war.


  The boys knew they were supposed to continue this, and someday bring their kids, too. When those kids were twelve.


  The trip was supposed to mean something. Mark something. It wasn’t just the deer hunting, or the first driving lessons Terry was so crazy for…


  Mike’s dad kneeled down and said, “Don’t be too anxious for this, Michael. It’s the beginning of the end of childhood. That’s exciting, but a little sad.”


  Mike was ashamed to think he didn’t want to grow up too fast, not like Terry who was always grabbing at things out of reach.


  This childhood seemed perfect to him: the two families mixed together, two brothers who had married two sisters, his cousin who was more his twin.


  It was like having two dads, two men who didn’t just give them balls and bats but played along with them, who preferred the boys to fishing buddies on long trips to the lake, who taught them to water ski and handle guns and helped them mow the yards.


  But each boy loved his own dad best. Mike couldn’t understand how you could talk about anything serious with Uncle TJ, who had a joke for anything…


  Terry couldn’t see the pleasure Mike found in silent hours with his father, sitting in a boat or in a duck blind.


  “Me and Terry can sometimes feel what the other one is thinking,” Mike told his dad once.


  His dad said, “Yes. We could see that even when you were babies.”


  Uncle TJ would have started his long story about the moms wanting twins but not wanting to be pregnant with them, so they divided the set … It was a funny story and Mike and Terry still rolled with laughter even after they no longer believed it.


  But still, Mike liked his dad’s answer best.


  “Come on in, boys, you’re going to freeze,” the moms said after their hugs good-bye.


  But Mike and Terry stayed to watch the car drive off.


  “I can’t wait,” Terry said.


  “It’ll be better if we’re ready.”


  

  In his search to find something to blame for what happened after, Mike even hoped Uncle TJ had been driving—he was a careless driver, everyone knew that. But no, there was nothing to blame except God or bad weather, and that was so useless Mike gave it up after a few years.


  But in later years, when he tried to think of reasons for other things, Mike often thought if he and Terry had had this trip, things would have turned out different. This trip that was to start the end of childhood.


  Maybe they wouldn’t have wrecked and wasted all the gifts they had been given, like kids who couldn’t understand what some things cost.


  

  The moms had done the best they could—no blame there—Mike’s step-father’s resentment probably no more damaging than Terry’s mom’s indulgence.


  

  But by the time the boys were twenty-five, good memories grew tainted with a sad relief that the dads never saw the sorry mess made of their hopes and cares and dreams…


  In the darkest part of the darkest nights…


  When Mike woke sweat-drenched, still half-drunk and more than half hungover…


  And Terry lay listening to the snores of his cellmate, concentrating on the snores of his cellmate so he wouldn’t hear the other sounds…


  When even across two hundred miles they could feel each other’s mind, trying to find something to lay blame to:


  Bad company, little money, less thought


  Luck and fate and choice


  Reckless, careless, stupid


  Remorse, regret—the only feelings left sometimes…


  

  They mostly blamed themselves, and only rarely blamed each other.


  They never took that easy out, the one you heard a lot these days.


  They’d had a happy childhood. It was more than most people got.


  [image: ]


  Full Moon Birthday


  “Just think,” Terry said. “It’s Friday the thirteenth, a full moon, and your twenty-first birthday. Anything could happen, man, just about anything.”


  “I know what’s going to happen if you don’t behave,” Mike said.


  Terry had been playing eye-tag with one of the four young ladies seated behind them. There were four men sitting there, too.


  “Now just who is buying you your first legal drink here?”


  “I haven’t seen you fork over the money.”


  “What are you looking at, kid?” said a voice from behind them. Big guy in a hunting cap.


  Mike choked on his drink when Terry answered: “Just admiring your lovely granddaughter, sir.”


  Surely Terry’s famous luck had run out with that one…


  But the guy just said, “She’s had enough of your admiration. And she’s not my granddaughter.”


  Terry shrugged apologetically and turned back to the bar.


  “Full moon, anything’s likely to happen,” he repeated. “And you got to admit this was a good idea.”


  He set his drink down and wandered off in the direction of the john.


  Mike agreed with him there. Coming to Colorado to fish was a good idea. Different scenery, different weather. They had caught their limit and then some.


  The ones you ate on the spot didn’t count, Terry said.


  Mike was going to start a new job in a week, on a street crew. It was nice to get a little vacation in first.


  Terry had been gone for a while, Mike noticed, when he heard a chair scrape behind him, saw hunting-cap head for the john.


  But instead of going in the door marked “Bucks,” he kicked open the one marked “Does.”


  And there was the girl, sitting on the sink, her legs wrapped around Terry’s waist, her arms wrapped around Terry’s neck, and it was a pretty good bet she had her tongue wrapped around Terry’s tongue.


  Mike slapped down a bill to pay for the drinks and charged out the door, knowing Terry was so quick he’d probably beat him to the parking lot—and he almost did.


  The four guys chasing them cut them off from the truck, so they ran across the road and down into the woods.


  The roar of the river got louder, and Terry yelled, “Jump in and swim for it!”


  Hearing the crashing through the woods behind them, Mike thought this was as good a plan as any, and they both hit the icy water at the same time.


  The river was fast, but not furious; it was likely they’d freeze before drowning. They floated and swam downstream as long as they could before crawling on shore.


  “I told you, full moon,” Terry said through chattering teeth as they walked down the moonlit dirt road, totally lost. “It makes things happen.”


  Mike, hugging himself, shivering, was too miserable to punch him.


  A truck drove by, slowed.


  “You boys fall in the river?” The woman was about thirty, a little weather-beaten, but pretty.


  “Yes ma’am. Fishing.”


  “Well, you’ll freeze out here at night, wet like that. You look harmless enough. Hop in.” She had a low, husky voice. A kind voice. “Name’s Chris.”


  Back at her place, she gave them some of her ex-husband’s sweats to wear when they got out of the shower, while she ran their clothes through the washer and dryer. He must have been a tall guy. They fit fine.


  Terry walked around, looking at the old photos on the wall. Mike sat in front of the fire. It was a nice cabin. He was glad she didn’t have a TV. It was the kind of a place where you didn’t want a TV.


  “Great place you got here, ma’am,” Terry said, when Chris came back with some beers. She was smaller than she’d seemed in the truck.


  “Don’t call me that, it makes me feel old. You want a tour?”


  “Sure.”


  Mike stayed where he was, watching the fire. Twenty-one…


  They were gone a long time. When they came back, Terry was wearing a damn goofy grin; Chris was wearing a robe.


  Mike felt a jolt like electricity when she put her hand on his hair.


  “I hear it’s your birthday,” she said softly…


  

  The truck was still there the next morning. But their ice chest, the tackle were gone.


  “Dammit!” Mike said. “That was my favorite rod.”


  “Could have been the tires,” Terry said cheerfully. “You got to admit it turned out nice.”


  Almost killed, almost drowned, almost froze, but by the time Terry was through, Mike’s twenty-first birthday would sound like the best one on record.


  Mike glanced at the sky, the faint moon still in sight. My birthday moon … Oh God, just once, let me see Terry get worried.


  They stopped in Trinidad for lunch, tacos and margaritas.


  “You two twins?” the waitress asked, puzzled, when she checked their IDs. They’d been asked that before—the same last name, the strong family resemblance…


  “Yep. Twins. But born two months apart.”


  “Cousins.” Mike cut that story short. He was still pissed.


  Terry watched another customer get up, leave.


  “Weird-looking dude,” he remarked.


  “Or dudette.” The waitress set down their drinks.


  “What?”


  “Trinidad’s the sex-change capital of the world. We got the best nut-picking doctor in the States. You see a lot of strange-looking strangers around here. They do it in stages. But some of them turn out right pretty.”


  Terry shuddered violently.


  “Hey.” Mike was struck by a thought. “You don’t think Chris? …”


  “Dammit,” Terry said desperately. “Don’t even think it!”


  Mike grinned to himself. He didn’t think it. He wasn’t the hound Terry was, but he knew a woman when he tripped over one in the dark.


  “It was kind of strange, the way she had men’s clothes laying around?”


  “Shut up,” Terry said.


  Mike sipped his margarita.


  “Her voice…”


  “Shut up.” Terry’s face was sweating. He looked a little green.


  It was was nice to see him worried.


  “You’re gonna keep this up all the way back to Oklahoma,” Terry accused.


  “Yep.” Mike ordered another round. To celebrate.
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  Different Shorelines


  SPRING 1987


  Mike’s feet touched bottom, and he staggered onto shore.


  “I won,” he gasped out, falling onto the towel.


  His cousin Terry dropped down beside him, panting.


  “This time,” Terry admitted.


  Terry won the short races, Mike usually won the long. They were like that at everything they did. Terry was quick but couldn’t pay attention for long; Mike was stubborn.


  “Wonder what the suckers back in school are doing.” Terry pawed through his clothes, found the cigarettes.


  Mike knew what at least a few of them were doing. History test. One he’d studied for, too.


  Mike had made up his mind. He wasn’t going to drop out, flunk. It would give the step-bastard too much satisfaction, the way he kept predicting something like that.


  But Terry had made a lot of sense, saying today would be better for the lake. No people, no crowds. Not that he minded; Mike was the shy one.


  Terry knew the way to get Mike to skip school. He could always read his mind. Cousins, but it must be something like having a twin, Mike thought. They were closer than most brothers.


  “You want to head back now?” Terry asked.


  If they left for home now, no one would know where they’d been—though it wouldn’t matter much to Terry.


  Aunt Jelly would believe anything he told her, or he’d sweet-talk her out of being mad in five minutes. She’d say he was grounded, but that wouldn’t last long…


  Mike would be facing the step-bastard, who would yell a lot and then take off his belt, his mom would just watch.


  “No,” Mike said. “The fish will be biting after sundown. We don’t want to waste bait.”


  “You can be a real mule, Mike,” Terry said.


  Mike lit his own cigarette, lay back to look at the sky.


  It was a real nice day for the lake.


  

  SUMMER 1994


  “We’ll get a boat,” Terry said.


  “What we need is a truck.” Mike took a long hit off the joint and passed it back.


  “Travis Fish & Ski.”


  Mike hadn’t thought about details, but since fishing and skiing were two of his three favorite things, that brand of boat sounded fine.


  “Chick magnet.”


  Well, there’s number three, Mike thought.


  “I’ll tell you what, you get the truck, I’ll get the boat. We’ll have enough money for both in a couple of months.”


  Mike stared out at the lake. Boat sounded good. He felt like he was on one now, just drifting along, nice breeze…


  “What is your problem?” Terry asked.


  “Who says I have a problem?”


  “You just usually do.” Terry dug around in the cooler, got out another couple of beers.


  Mike didn’t say anything. Even if he was stone-cold sober, Terry could talk rings around him. No use trying to argue now.


  “We’re not hurting anybody, Mike.”


  “Yes. I know.”


  “It’s not that dangerous. We know the guys.”


  “Yes,” Mike said again, and popped open his beer.


  “We’ll never get our hands on money like this.”


  Mike tried to hang onto his nice, fuzzy high, ignore the uneasiness in his gut.


  “You know what your problem is?”


  Mike said, “I worry too much.”


  Sometimes he thought the first words out of Terry’s mouth must have been, “Mike, you worry too much.”


  “Well, yeah,” Terry said. “That and the constant farting.” Mike choked on his laugh, his beer, and threw what was left at his cousin.


  But Terry was already in the lake.


  

  FALL 1996


  “We used to bring you kids here when you were little,” Aunt Jelly said.


  “I remember,” Mike said.


  There were still some little kids determined to stay in the water; it was likely to be the last warm weekend of the year. Already the water was cold.


  “Just a little while longer?” they’d whine when their moms made them get out. Their teeth would be chattering, their lips blue, and all they could think of was getting back in.


  Mike could remember whining like that. He picked up his cigarettes from the picnic table, tapped another one out.


  “He says it’s not as bad as you think. His cellmate is fine. They have a window.”


  Sometimes Mike thought Aunt Jelly must have had a stroke or something, since Terry … left.


  She seemed so stunned. Strange. She was not a stupid woman.


  Mike knew damn well there was no window.


  “It’s not forever.”


  Mike looked across the lake. It was years. Sometimes it seemed like forever to him, and he was not in there.


  He looked at his truck. He was going to sell it, trade it. He’d never have a chance to get another, new, but the sight of it made his stomach turn.


  The boat was gone. They took it.


  The truck was in Mike’s name.


  “It’s not your fault,” Aunt Jelly said suddenly, fiercely. She put her hand on his arm. “Terry knew what he was doing. He knew the risks.”


  “Yes,” Mike said. After all, it was the truth.


  “And it’s not your fault you’re not in there with him.”


  “Just a little while longer?” the little kids whined.


  They could not tell it was cold.


  

  WINTER 1999


  Mike walked along the shoreline. He should have brought his fishing tackle, he thought.


  But he hadn’t planned where he’d go today, just got in his old truck and drove.


  He took the stick Amos brought back, and threw it as hard as he could. Then sat down on a log and stared at the water.


  Forever wasn’t over yet. It still had years to go.


  Amos came back with the stick, dropped it. Put his head on Mike’s knee and whined. He was a real quiet dog. It wasn’t often he whined.


  Mike stood up, zipped his jacket. It was too cold to stay. It was getting dark; he needed to go to work.


  Something was his fault. He was sure about that.
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  The Will


  “You didn’t need to get all dressed up for this,” the step-father said.


  Mike looked at him but said nothing. He had come from work; he would go back to work from here. You didn’t get all dressed up to work on a street crew.


  His cousin Terry winked at him. Terry was dressed fine, but he was between jobs as usual and had nothing better to do.


  Aunt Julie smiled at Mike. He had come to the reading of the will because she asked him to. She wouldn’t care if he didn’t dress up.


  I hope it says something about Dad’s guns, Mike thought. Because I am taking them one way or the other.


  The woman who was Aunt Julie’s sister, his step-father’s wife, had just died.


  To Mike it seemed like his mother had died a long time ago.


  He was glad he went to see her in the hospital, though. Glad Terry had made him.


  “You will be so sorry if you don’t, man,” Terry had said, and Mike was glad he had listened. He could see it meant a lot to his mother.


  He held the step-father’s eyes again.


  I am twenty-three, not seventeen, Mike thought. Your yelling would not make me nervous now, and if you make one move to take off your belt I will strangle you with it.


  Mike had thought his life was ruined when he was ten years old and Dad’s car went off that icy bridge. Then two years later his mother had married this man, and Mike found out what ruined was.


  The lawyer was saying something about the jewelry going to Aunt Julie. It wasn’t much, but Mike was still glad she would get it and not the step-father.


  He could tell Terry was trying not to laugh. He always saw the comical side to things, and this lawyer, he sounded just so damn … lawyery.


  (But after the funeral, Terry had sat in Mike’s truck with him and hugged him while they both bawled like babies.)


  The lawyer was talking about the house now, the house he had grown up in, Mike heard the address. Then heard, “… to my son, Michael Timothy” and looked up to make sure he was hearing right.


  One look at the step-father’s face told him.


  Of course the guy started fussing and protesting, and dimly Mike heard the lawyer saying the house had originally been Mike’s father’s, left to his wife and son, and yes maybe the terms could have been changed—but they weren’t. In fact, she had seen the lawyer about a year ago to make sure Mike got the house.


  I’ll paint it back white like it is supposed to be, and Terry can get off his lazy butt and help me if he wants to move in, Mike thought. And yank up that god-awful carpet…


  He’d get a dog, not like Bingo, who was sent to the pound for biting the step-father, but another … Yeah, he would get one from the pound, that was a good idea.


  He stood up. So did the step-father.


  “I have to go back to work.”


  He had grown a lot since he was seventeen; the other man had to look up to meet his eyes.


  “She told me she changed that will,” the step-father said.


  “She once told me she married you because she loved you,” Mike said. “Guess she lied to us both.” He paused. “You got twenty-four hours to get your stuff out of my house.”


  Those were the exact same words he’d heard six years before, when he thought he had left that house forever.


  Mike hoped the step-father remembered saying that.


  “Fuck you,” he started to add, but then realized Mom had said it for him.
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  What’s Your Poison?


  Mike had the draft in the mug before the customer sat down. He didn’t know the guy’s name, but he knew what he wanted. Bud draft, a package of chips. And to tell the story about the UFO.


  It would take three beers, but the story would come out.


  How he was driving down the highway. No drugs. No booze. No one else in the truck. The white light. The engine dying. The three things in the road. Yeah, they looked like the pictures—small, gray, a slit for a mouth, big eyes … He’d passed out or something, came to on the road with a splitting headache and four hours behind schedule.


  Mike would nod, listen. Give the guy what he was thirsty for.


  “Yeah, that is spooky man. It would freak anyone out. Nobody could go on driving a truck after something like that. No, I never seen one, don’t want to. Sounds like hell. Sure, nobody wants to go on disability, especially mental…”


  On the third beer the guy quit shaking, on the fourth he was talking sports.


  Four beers in an evening never hurt anybody, and it was easy for Mike to do his job.


  

  He’d worked here for three years now, since he was twenty-five and needed a steady job. It didn’t pay much, but right then he didn’t want much. Just something steady. He was the bouncer, too. Mike would rather keep a fight from happening than try to end one, and he was good at that. He had an eye for spotting the ones who were thirsty for a fight.


  He had gotten real good at knowing what people wanted.


  There was one woman, just a few years older, though sometimes, the way she carried on, you’d think she could be his mother. She didn’t have any kids. Maybe that was it.


  She stopped in on her way home from work. It was quiet then. Sit at the bar and order a rum and Coke.


  Mike could tell which days she needed more rum than Coke.


  Her arms were bruised sometimes; once or twice she had a split lip. From work, she said. She worked in an old-folks’ home. It would surprise you how strong they could be. Violent.


  Mike would set her drink down and hear about the old people, the mean ones, the sweet ones, the families who visited, the ones who didn’t.


  Then she’d say she had to get home, hubby would be worried, mad, haha, you know how men are.


  Mike knew how some men were, so he would nod.


  One weekend when he visited his aunt, he got the name of some agency, some place you could call when hubby got mad like that. His aunt had a friend who had been in trouble.


  “What’d ya give me this for?” the customer spat at him when he gave her the number. “I don’t need that.”


  She gulped down her drink and left. Mike felt bad. He wasn’t a damn social worker. That wasn’t his job.


  So next time, when she came in, he acted like nothing had happened. Poured the rum and Coke.


  And when she asked for a third, he said, “Maybe you better get on home. Your husband might be worried. Men lose their tempers quick, sometimes, when they get worried.”


  She brightened up at that.


  “Yeah, it’s funny, the way it takes you sometimes. Love.”


  Mike nodded, and she left happy. That was his job. Give them what they were thirsty for.


  The guy who had fits about his daughter. Seeing the frigging therapist. They hypnotized you these days, made you say whatever they wanted. You couldn’t believe the garbage, the filth—and they had the poor kid believing she really remembered…


  It just broke his heart.


  His wife’s, too.


  Mike said, “It’s a shame the way people can mess with your mind.”


  Gave him another Jack Daniel’s. His money was as green as anyone else’s, even if he did give Mike the creeps.


  Ed, the other bartender, never said much while they worked. Ed was a lot older. There wasn’t much in common outside of the job. Once, half-kidding, Mike told him, “My name is not Fool Kid.”


  And Ed said, “You seem to think it is your job description.” And he wasn’t kidding a bit.


  But after the bar was closed, when they were cleaning up, Ed would say a few things. Women. How rotten they were. He ought to know; he was married four times. They just made your life hell.


  Mike said, “If you quit marrying them, maybe you would like them better. Nothing wrong with a lady friend.”


  And Ed would scowl, mumble. Then mention, there was this gal he’d seen at church … She did seem nice…


  Mike said everyone could use a friend.


  Mike wasn’t any talker. But he could listen good. It was like he could hear a whole other conversation under the words they said. The stories—the wife, the boss, the brother-in-law, the goddamn cops…


  Sometimes, late Saturday nights, when he worked till 2:00, Mike would take a few tips, buy himself a couple of shots of whiskey. He could still work fine—watched out for fights, ladies who needed an escort to their cars, glasses needing to be refilled, cleaned.


  Which words they wanted to hear.


  Three years here.


  It didn’t seem that long. Saturday nights, late, the bar was so full of smoke it was like a heavy fog; the music and noise had melted together where you couldn’t tell which was which, it was like being in a dream.


  It was a good job, far away from that mess he and Terry got in. The paycheck didn’t bounce.


  Besides, he didn’t know what else to do.


  But he couldn’t help thinking how this place would look twenty years from now…


  His mind went strange places that late at night. He’d have another whiskey. But it wasn’t what he was thirsty for.
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  The Girl Who Loved Movies


  It wasn’t the first thing he thought of when he remembered her, but it had to be the second.


  How much she loved movies.


  Not the new ones, the ones you saw on the big screen, at least not often. Most of the new ones she scorned.


  “That is so clichéd,” she’d say, yawning while the rest gasped in horror, laughing when others wept.


  These were the only times he ever heard her say anything harsh. She was unnaturally kind.


  But she loved the old ones.


  They went in together to buy a VCR, rented movies instead. Neither one of them had any money, it was cheaper.


  Stretched out on the couch, Sunday afternoons in particular, they’d watch for hours.


  She knew all of the actors.


  “You’ll never believe who was up for this part,” she’d tell him. “It would have ruined the whole thing. Casting is really important.”


  He’d nod, not paying attention, thinking it odd how one girl’s head on your shoulder, one girl’s arm on your chest, one girl’s leg wrapped around your leg was just a better fit than any other’s.


  She loved black and white.


  “Look at the shadows,” she said. “Color would spoil it.”


  He liked colors, so instead he’d look at the top of her head, the twenty shades of gold and brown it took to come up with her hair, the natural pink of her nails … notice that when she wore one of his T-shirts it was always the green one…


  “They did such a good job on lighting.”


  And he’d see how the sunlight lit the hairs on her arms into silver; he’d just have to stroke them … How rain brought out the depth of her eyes.


  “Listen to this,” she said. “This line is classic.”


  “So what’s the difference,” he’d ask, not really caring, “between classic and cliché?”


  “Cliché is just the same old way to say something. Anyone can mouth a cliché. Classic is taking something everyone feels and putting it so true, so different, so right, it’s the best way anyone could say it.”


  So he learned some classic lines:


  “Here’s looking at you, kid.”


  “We’ll always have Paris.”


  “You know how to whistle don’t you? Just put your lips together and blow.”


  She knew how movies were made, which ones were adapted, which were written from scratch. She talked about conferences, backstory, and improv. The most important part of a movie, she told him, was story. Most of the new ones didn’t have story.


  He would think of their story, how they had met.


  He worked on a street crew; they were repairing a neighborhood road. It was a hundred degrees, and the men were surly and mean.


  And she came out of a house with a pitcher of lemonade and real glasses—like she wasn’t afraid of their germs.


  And she passed it around, with thanks for their work. It was the first time that happened.


  You could tell she wasn’t afraid they’d say rough things, get nasty. And nobody did.


  When she looked at them, she looked under grime and saw people. She had those kind of eyes.


  And when he went back later, clean, nervous, cursing himself for a fool, and knocked on the door—she was the babysitter, he found out—she could still see him. She didn’t mistake shy for sullen or take lack of words for no thought. It was the first time anyone had seen him that clearly.


  Women usually saw what he could be; this was the first who loved what he was.


  

  It surprised him, much later, to find out how much he knew about movies. Who Alan Smithee was and what POV stood for, the difference between a medium and a long shot. It made him think about other things he’d learned from her: how to start trusting again, what a useless thing a grudge was, how to see people when you look at them. To look for the backstory.


  No, she didn’t mind the sad endings, though they did make her sad. It happened, she said. That was why good movies were real life…


  So that was always the second thing he thought of when he remembered her. How much she loved movies…


  But the first … the first was always:


  I miss you.


  I need you.


  I love you.


  I should have never let you go.


  It was cliché, he knew. But he meant it classic.
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  Sentenced


  “He looks good,” Aunt Jelly said. “Better than you’d think. Too thin, maybe, but he says the food’s not great.”


  Mike hadn’t supposed the food was great.


  “He wants to know if you’re getting his letters. He says he hasn’t heard from you.”


  “Yeah I get them. But you know I’m not much on letter-writing.”


  What was he supposed to say? “Dear Terry, how are you? Having fun in that place? I am walking around free as a bird while you have years to go”?


  But he’d get mail from Terry anyway. Every week or so.


  “Dear Mike,” he wrote once, “too bad you’re not in here with me. We young guys are real popular.”


  Mike never showed his letters to Aunt Jelly. They were different from the ones she got.


  “There’s good things about this place, cuz,” he wrote once. “After a couple of weeks you can smuggle watermelons”.


  Mike had crumpled that one up and slammed it into the trash. And the last one. Full of sick jokes and fake cheerfulness. Then one line, after his signature, so different and shaky you wouldn’t know it for Terry’s handwriting: “I am not going to make it, Mike.”


  And he’d spilled something on it. Or cried.


  Oh God.


  “I told him you’d come up to visit with me sometime.” Aunt Jelly made that drive every Saturday. Four hours there, four back.


  “I work late Fridays and Saturdays,” Mike said. “Sometimes I don’t get home till four or five.”


  He didn’t want to know what that place looked like. He didn’t want to set foot inside the doors. He’d never be able to forget the smell, he knew it.


  Aunt Jelly put the bacon-and-tomato sandwich in front of him. She had lathered on the mayonnaise the way he liked it. But no onions. Terry was the one who liked onions.


  Then she got the ice teas and sat across from him.


  Mike looked away. Her eyes were the same color as Terry’s. Kind of brown and green mixed up.


  Through the back screen door he could see the tomato plants straining at the stakes, full of green and light tan fruit.


  He and Terry always bitched about that when they were kids, having to dig up that garden every spring. Funny, they didn’t mind it so much when they were older. Probably because they could think about the sandwiches they’d be getting, instead of how they could be playing ball.


  Last spring, and this spring, Mike had done it alone, and set the plants out, too.


  “Well, maybe sometime when you get a night off.”


  “Sure,” Mike said. He took a bite. Terry loved these things, with the tomatoes right off the vine. He’d eat a half-dozen easy, if Aunt Jelly would keep frying bacon.


  The bite stuck in his throat, and he washed it down with tea. He could get through one sandwich this way, but she had left the bacon out, expecting him to eat three at least.


  You two eat like horses for such skinny boys. They had heard that all their lives. Then they hit twenty and filled out, like someone had colored in an outline, and people said no wonder you two ate so much.


  Mike wondered what Terry was eating this afternoon. Maybe they got something special on Sundays.


  He put his sandwich down.


  “I saw Amber at Dillard’s. She said to say hi.”


  “I don’t need to hear from her,” Mike said. “We’ve been broke up a year.”


  “Well,” said Aunt Jelly.


  That last night he spent with Amber. Starting off sweet and slow like always, getting hotter and fiercer. He was settling on top of her, and then he had to go and think, “Terry can’t do this.”


  And then think what Terry might be doing instead. He lost it fast, like he’d heard you could, but it was the first time for him.


  The feel of someone else’s skin on his had made him sick; he had the flu, he told her, after he ran to the john to puke. And sure enough, he shook all night with chills.


  He got drunk, picked a fight with Amber the next day, scared if he tried to get close to her again it would happen just the same. And the day after that. It surprised him how long she stayed with him. But she had finally left.


  “So any new girl, then?”


  “Maybe.” Mike didn’t mean to sound so rude. He had always loved talking to Aunt Jelly. Sometimes even more than to his own mom. Especially after the step-bastard. He had spent a lot of time at this house after the step-bastard.


  But it was hard to talk to her now. The room felt so empty without Terry.


  Mike shook himself like a wet dog. He had to quit thinking like this. He’d go nuts if this kept up.


  Last Thursday, at the ballpark, high up in the stands, he got to thinking how when they were little, they’d come up here to drop peanuts on people. Then in high school, to cruise for girls. Then, the last few years, to watch the game.


  When the crowd got up and left, Mike did too. He had no idea of the score.


  “So what are you doing the rest of the day?” Aunt Jelly asked. She had seen it was no use making another sandwich.


  “Change the oil in the truck,” Mike said. “Next week I’ll do yours.”


  He looked after her car now, but even before he’d done most of it. Terry’d hang around and talk while Mike did most of the work. Mike didn’t mind; Terry was a good talker.


  Holy shit. Was he never going to quit thinking this way? It had been over a year now.


  He couldn’t lay in the grass and look up at the sky and not think, “Terry can’t do this.”


  He couldn’t go fishing, play catch with the dog, stop in the grocery store, take a nice long hot shower without thinking, “Terry can’t do this.”


  He got up and carried his plate and glass to the sink.


  In the distance, a police siren wailed. The glass broke in the sink.


  Aunt Jelly said, “Never mind, honey.”


  But Mike didn’t hear.


  

  He was back in that deserted parking lot. It was real late at night. He and Terry sat in the dark car, smoking.


  “They’re late,” Mike said.


  They were messing with stuff they shouldn’t have been messing with. Dealing with people they shouldn’t have been dealing with.


  They knew better. They were smarter than that. All the stuff he heard later, it was true. It didn’t change a thing…


  “Aw, they’ll show up. They just better have all the money this time,” Terry said.


  They weren’t too nervous. After four or five times you got used to thinking nothing would go wrong.


  Through the alley, across the street, you could see the lights of an all-night Jiffy Stop.


  “I’m going to get a slurpie,” Mike said. “I’ll be right back.”


  “Well hurry. Get me a beer while you’re at it.” Terry said. “Slurpie? Geez, Mike, how can you drink that shit?”


  Mike got impatient with the clerk behind the counter. It wasn’t like he had all night. A beer and a grape slurpie, how long could that take to ring up?


  The clerk was watching TV. Columbo was about to nail the murderer. And then the screen was filled with a radar map and some weather guy blithering about tornadoes.


  “Goddammit!” The clerk pounded on the counter. Then he looked at Mike. Then past Mike’s shoulder. “What’s going on over there?”


  There were flashing lights behind the building across the street. You could see them down the alleyway. Now there were more flashing lights coming down the street. And then they turned on the sirens.


  Mike and the clerk and the two other customers watched out the glass storefront. Someone said fight. Someone said mugging. The clerk said probably a drug bust; there was so much of that around here.


  Mike drank his slurpie without saying anything. When the others left, he did too.


  And when the police showed up to question him the next day, he said he’d been home all night. Watching TV. Columbo. But the goddamn weatherman had ruined the whole thing.


  That fit with Terry’s story, that he’d been alone. And even though Mike could have read Columbo’s plot in the TV Guide, he wouldn’t have known about the weather bulletin.


  If he had been anywhere near the drug bust.


  

  Mike couldn’t bring himself to go to the trial, see Terry all scrubbed up and in that suit he’d bought only a couple of months before, for Grandma’s funeral. To have Terry see him walking around free.


  But he heard about the sentence. The fucking gun in the car added three more years. He had told Terry they didn’t need a gun in the car. Stupidass bastard.


  He stared out the kitchen window at the mimosa tree in full bloom. It was a lot bigger now than when they were kids. It smelled so strong.


  “I love that smell,” Terry had said. “That is pure-dee summer.”


  Aunt Jelly gently pushed him aside, picked the glass pieces out of the sink and put them in the trash. She wiped her hands on a towel.


  She hugged him for a minute.


  “It’s such a comfort to me,” she said, “to know, at least, you’re free.”
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  After The Party


  “Just want to say thanks for the great party.”


  The female voice in Mike’s ear woke him up. He’d only been half-asleep, though, with those weird dreams mixed with memories you get when sleeping drunk. He looked toward the door and saw that it was shut.


  “What time is it?”


  “Close to noon.”


  “People still here?”


  “A few. Couple passed out in the other room. Some having breakfast. Cody’s asleep on the couch.”


  “He still got his virtue?” Mike yawned.


  “Still.”


  Mike’s chuckle made his headache worse. About halfway through the night before it became obvious a few of poor Cody’s old girlfriends were going to give the groom-to-be one more try. The result was Cody appearing with a combination lock hung through his belt buckle.


  Mike, headache or not, couldn’t help laughing at the memory of Cody’s drunken declaration: “Only Angela has my numbers. The rest of you ladies stand back.”


  Good party. Damn great party.


  In a minute he sighed.


  “You got a nice way of saying thank you.”


  “Bet you have a nice way to say you’re welcome.”


  

  It was close to three in the afternoon when he woke up next. As bad as he wanted a beer, he had to get his teeth brushed, cold water on his face. He shook his head at the sight of his reflection. It had “good party” stamped all over it.


  Someone had made an effort to clean things up—some of the dishes were washed. Had to be the girls. Mike couldn’t remember one of his buddies ever tossing an empty in the trash can. Where was the chili? There had been more than enough. Someone had put it in the fridge, still in the pan. He took it out and set it on the stove, took the leftover baked potatoes out of the oven, threw them in a pot with some water to heat.


  There were still a few cars in the driveway, but the only person he found in the house was Cody, sitting up now, staring blankly at a soundless basketball game. Mike sat down and handed him a cold beer.


  “Where’s the rest of them?”


  “I think in Bill’s camper. They decided it’d be better than the floor.” Cody sipped his beer automatically.


  “The cops were here, right?” he asked after a while.


  “Twice.” Mike said. “First for the music being too loud, then Starla was running around screaming her head off in the back yard. I think the neighbors thought she was being attacked.”


  Cody shook his head. “I take it nobody was arrested.”


  “It was pretty clear everything was consensual,” Mike said. “But they said if they had to come back again, they’d be taking people with them. At least it got quieted down.”


  Mike went back to the kitchen. He couldn’t stand the noise of the mixer, so he mashed the potatoes by hand, adding cheddar cheese and a small jar of jalapeños. Then he fixed two plates with mashed potatoes covered with chili and took them back to the couch.


  They ate and stared at the game.


  “You sure there wasn’t any film in that camera?”


  One of the girls who was losing at poker had hopped onto Cody’s lap. Mike whipped out his camera and shot off a half-dozen flashes. He had enjoyed Cody’s misery for at least an hour before he confessed to no film.


  “I’m sure.” Mike heard the cars starting up in the driveway. In a few minutes Bill’s camper pulled out too.


  “Great party,” Cody said. Mike was glad he thought so. In the beginning poor Cody had been so worried Angela would find out, show up, he couldn’t have any fun. And some of the teasing had bordered on mean…


  “It’ll be the last one like that I’ll have,” Cody said. “Short leash from now on.”


  “Yes.”


  Mike’s heartbeat picked up a little at the thought of the wedding. He ran over his list in his mind. Got the tux rented. Made sure the other guys did, too. Had Cody’s plane tickets and confirmation numbers in a safe place. Would get the ring, the license from him the day before. Had part of the toast written down … Just knew it’d sound stupid…


  “Good stripper,” Cody mused.


  “Ought to be at that price.”


  “Probably my last stripper.”


  Poor Cody…


  

  Mike went for a couple more beers. Somebody’s shirt was on the porch. Yes, he remembered now. Bill had fallen down, landed in dog shit, chasing Starla around the yard. That was when she was screaming so loud the neighbors got worried. Guess they couldn’t tell she was laughing. Damn great party…


  Mike tried to get interested in the basketball game but didn’t even care who was playing.


  “You nervous?”


  “Not really,” Cody said.


  “You sure? No more parties…”


  “You remember grade school, Mike? Playing war? Then that wasn’t so much fun. Then middle school, we got so serious about baseball. Then cars … You just keep happening into different kinds of fun. Being married just seems like the most fun thing I can think of right now. The kind of fun that can last damn near forever.”


  Cody’s phone started ringing, and he dug his jacket out from under the sofa cushions to answer.


  “Hi, sweet thing. Nothing. Just over at Mike’s watching the game. You have a nice time at your grandma’s? Dinner at your parents? Sure. Pick you up about seven? Sure, honey. Loveya too.”


  Cody put the phone back in the jacket.


  “You’re whipped, man,” Mike said.


  “Yep.” Cody took another pull on his beer. “Your turn next, bud.”


  “Not a snowball chance.”


  “Poor Mike.”


  Cody got a damn goofy grin on his face. You could tell it wasn’t from remembering the party.
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  Jailed


  “I told you I couldn’t pay you back till tomorrow.”


  Mike unlocked his door. He had been real surprised to see the other bartender, Ed, waiting on his front porch when he drove up. He couldn’t figure out what the older man would be doing there.


  “I didn’t come for my money,” Ed said. “I told you, no hurry.”


  He followed Mike into his house without an invitation, set a box down on the coffee table.


  “You got to quit running around like a chicken with its head off.”


  “What?” Mike’s nerves were humming, his temper short—he hadn’t slept in three days. Yes, he owed Ed big time right now, but also he was in a really bad mood right now. The guy had better start making sense.


  “You went back to the bar, didn’t you? To act it out.”


  Mike stopped pacing for a second. That was where he had been. But the closed, deserted bar had provided no answers.


  “Sit down,” Ed said. “Breathe.”


  “What the … I am breathing.”


  “No, you’re not. Sit down. Think about it. In. Out.”


  Mike, too buzzed to argue, sat down, took a breath. Then another. Then another. His mind cleared a little. His heartbeat slowed. He breathed.


  Ed came out of the kitchen carrying two glasses. One was water. He handed it to Mike, who drank it without protest. The other was an ice tea glass full of whiskey, and he handed that to Mike too.


  “I will kill the next cop who tries to cuff me,” Mike said after a long swallow.


  He looked at the marks on his wrists. There had been no need for that. He wasn’t resisting arrest.


  “I don’t think so.” Ed sat in a chair across the table, opened the box. It was pizza.


  “I’m not hungry.”


  “You’re starved,” Ed said.


  Mike was getting tired of this. Ed always treated him like a kid. Even called him that most of the time.


  “I won’t go back to jail.”


  “You won’t have to. Not for this. The guy is going to cool off, drop charges. You get paid for throwing jerks out of the bar; you were just doing your job. He swung first. There’s a dozen witnesses. You won’t even get a fine.”


  Mike slugged some more whiskey. He had been real surprised to see the cops come into the bar. It wasn’t a normal occurrence. More surprised when they cuffed him, shoved him into the back seat. Surprised at his own violent reaction.


  If he hadn’t been cuffed, they couldn’t have shoved him around. He had yanked at the cuffs, making them tighter.


  “Hang on, kid.” From somewhere he had heard Ed’s voice. “I’ll get you out. Hang on.”


  Mike’s heart had pounded. A rage flickered. He couldn’t remember being helpless like this.


  “Open a window, willya?” he had said at last. The cops paid no attention, and Mike didn’t repeat his request.


  If he could have gotten the cuffs off, he would have killed them. He knew it.


  “Look,” Ed said now. “I’ve watched you bounce bozos outta the bar for three years. I’ve never seen you do anything you’d serve time for. You sometimes drive when you shouldn’t, that’ll do it, too. But you’re good at your job. Don’t worry.”


  Mike was remembering being in the cell. The other guys hadn’t bothered him; he wasn’t the first person you’d pick to mess with. But he could not breathe in that place. He looked at his watch every two minutes, sure that hours had passed. He’d paced back and forth, like a dog on a chain.


  He would have skinned himself live to get out of that place.


  He was halfway through his whiskey. He finally admitted what was on his mind.


  “Other guys get jailed. Do time. Laugh about it. I shouldn’t have freaked out like that.”


  “You’re claustrophobic, kid. You know that.”


  Mike hadn’t thought about it. But it was true he always had to have a window open, in a car, in a house, no matter what weather, had to work the window end of the bar. He could not get into an elevator, but Saturday night he’d been shoved into one anyway…


  The pizza was half gone. He drank some more whiskey.


  “Terry…” he said.


  “Yeah, cousin Terry’s doing hard time, and you should be in there with him.”


  Mike looked up.


  “You talk more than you think when you’re drinking. And you sure as hell drink more than you know.”


  “If I was in there with him maybe we could watch each other’s back or something.”


  “I doubt it. You’d be in the nut bin by now. He like you?”


  Mike was puzzled. They were the same age, had the same long-boned build, the same color of hair. People always took them for brothers…


  “I mean with this claustrophobia thing.”


  “No.”


  Terry was bad about heights. Mike did not know if there were any heights in that place.


  He never went to see.


  Mike wondered what it would be like to wake up in the morning and not wonder, first thing, if Terry was still alive.


  “Well, he may come out of it okay. Some of them do. I did a year in a county jail. It was a piece of cake after ’Nam. Take off your boots.”


  “Why?”


  “You’re going to pass out in five minutes, and I don’t want to do it for you.”


  It was hotter than hell when he woke up. It had been one of those stifling Oklahoma nights. Must be in the nineties. Was the air conditioner out? No, the small window unit was still pumping out cold.


  Then he knew, without looking, that all the windows, both doors were open. It had happened before. Sometimes he even remembered doing it.


  Mike rolled to sit up, rubbed his head. He was so sick of hangovers…


  He wondered if Terry was still alive.
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  Class Time


  Mike watched the teacher walk back and forth in front of the blackboard. She was a little thing, maybe five-three or-four, barely came up to his shoulder. She looked to be about twenty-five, a couple of years younger than he was.


  He had expected to be the oldest one in this American Short Stories class, but there were several students far older than he was. Just a few looked fresh out of high school. It had been almost ten years since he’d been in high school. And he sure didn’t remember any teachers that looked like this.


  Once in a while she would stop, look down at her notes on her desk. When she did this, a piece of hair would fall forward over her face, and she would absent-mindedly brush it back behind her ear.


  Mike kept thinking he would like to smooth her hair back like that. She had pretty, light brown hair, a gleam like silk to it.


  He should be paying attention to what she was saying. Something about Henry James. He hadn’t been able to read the Henry James story, though he did like the one by Hemingway…


  He started thinking about the first time he saw her. He had thought she was a student. He was taking a computer class for work. The boss had a bright idea about getting all the inventory, the records, on a computer, and since the other bartender would not touch a computer, Mike volunteered.


  The class was fun in a way, and he was thinking maybe he’d take another one, something different. It was a community college. You could take things for no credit, it didn’t cost much. He was getting a little restless at the bar.


  He was wondering what to take, when he saw a very pretty student in the hallway. She was looking at the bulletin board, and Mike, who was not shy about pretty women (though he was about most things), stopped and asked, “You know of a good class to take?”


  She looked directly at him, didn’t seem to be afraid of him, although he scared some people. Tall, long-haired, tattooed, he looked more like a janitor than a student, and he knew it.


  “I hear the American Short Story is good.”


  “You going to be there?”


  “Yes.”


  Mike had walked off and signed up for the class. It was a day class, he worked nights, what the hell.


  And when he walked in and saw she was the teacher, he had to laugh.


  It was a good class. He read his first book ever for this class. To Have and Have Not. It was the first book he tried to read that seemed to have something to do with real life. He liked hearing what she had to say about the writers.


  But best of all he liked watching the teacher. She was so pretty. She moved as graceful as a deer. She always wore long skirts and light sweaters. He liked to picture what she looked like underneath…


  

  Everyone got up to leave, and Mike realized class must be over. He gathered up his notebook and book.


  “Michael,” she said. “Could you see me after class for a minute?”


  When she’d first called roll, she’d asked each person what they preferred to be called, which was nice. He’d said “Michael,” though no one ever used it.


  Now what? he thought. So far he hadn’t made a good impression on her. Two weeks ago he forgot and wore his gun to class. When she spotted it under his jacket, she called him out into the hallway and gave him what-for.


  “I have a permit.” He still shouldn’t wear it into a school building, he knew that.


  “I don’t care if you have a handwritten note from God Almighty. Get that thing out of here.”


  He had, and she made no objection when he slipped back into class.


  Now he stood next to her desk, trying to think of what he could have done. Maybe his staring had bothered her.


  She looked up at him, and paused, and seemed to change her mind.


  “Would you mind not wearing your ball cap in class?” she asked. “It really makes it hard to see your face.”


  Mike took it off. It was so much a part of him he felt like she’d asked him to go half-naked.


  “That’s much better.” She had dark blue eyes, the color the sky got ten minutes after sunset. “You have nice eyes.”


  He was startled at hearing her repeat what he had been thinking.


  “Can I ask you something?” she said.


  “Okay.”


  “I don’t mind you always sitting in the back, but can you tell me … why you are always watching the class? When I bore people, they usually look out the window. You’re always looking at the other pupils, watching for something. What is it?”


  Mike, relieved she hadn’t said anything about watching her, tried to think. Suddenly he laughed. He knew what she meant.


  “I’m a bouncer in a bar,” he said. “I have to watch for fights building up.”


  “You think the class is going to break into a fight?”


  “Well, when Mrs. Greemore said Henry James was better than Twain, I thought Mr. Lewis was going to pop her one. Sorry. It’s habit.”


  She laughed, too. “Well that solves that. Thanks for taking off your hat.”


  Mike nodded. She must have been looking his way a lot if that bothered her so much.


  He didn’t wear the hat the next day. He knew she could see him better, and tried to keep his eyes on his book. But sometimes he had to grin to himself. He could feel her watching him.
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  Visit


  “So how’s it going?” Terry asked.


  He looked different, but not as different as Mike had thought he would. Anyone would change in almost five years. Hair a little longer, messy. A tooth missing. New scar on his upper lip—just new to Mike though, you could see it had been there a while.


  “Okay,” Mike said. They didn’t have to talk through a glass wall on a phone, just sat at small table. He could have hugged Terry if he felt like it, but he didn’t.


  “Mom says you’re a bartender now.”


  “Yes.”


  “Kind of like putting a fox in a hen house ain’t it?”


  They were the same age, but Mike could see Terry now looked older than he did. Was older than he was.


  “You still hitting the booze pretty hard?”


  “Sometimes,” Mike said. He was going to tonight, that was for sure. For a second he wished he had a bottle out in the truck.


  “You can get it in here. You can get just about anything in here. Except a woman.”


  Mike couldn’t think of anything to say to that.


  “Mom told me you and Amber broke up.”


  “A long time ago. Not too long after…” Amber, the one girl Mike had who thought she chose the right one—but she had loved Terry, too, loved him the way a guy wanted his girl to love his brother.


  The old Terry, anyway, the happy-go-lucky one, who had always been able to talk his way out of anything.


  “Sorry to hear it. She was a real nice girl.”


  “Yes,” Mike said.


  They sat quiet for a minute.


  Mike had been a loner all his life, but this was the one person he could always talk to. They had been raised as brothers, were closer than twins, this face was once as familiar as his own reflection in a mirror … Now the cousins sat silent.


  “You’re up for parole next year,” Mike said finally.


  “Yeah,”


  “You want to move back in with me?”


  “Mom wants me to stay with her for a while. We’ll see how long that lasts.”


  No use thinking things would be the same as they used to be, Mike thought. But still…


  “I might be able to get you a job,” Mike said. “We’re havin’ a hard time getting honest help in the bar.”


  Terry looked at him and gave a short, ugly laugh, nothing like the laugh he had before.


  “So they’d hire a felon?”


  Mike hadn’t thought about that. But still, Terry was very honest, in his own way. No thief.


  But as he looked at this man, this stranger, he knew there was no telling what Terry was these days. Who he’d become. What he might do.


  God, Mike thought.


  They’d shared everything from the beginning—family, blood, and history. Their moms were sisters, their dads brothers, they had the same sets of grandparents. You’d be hard put to find a baby picture of one without the other. They’d shared a playpen, a dog, a first duck hunt. Learned to water ski the same day. Helped each other figure out how to smoke. Terry had gone after it so hard he made himself sick. “Slow down,” Mike had said. “We’ll get it…”


  Shared the mind-numbing grief the day their dads were killed in a car accident. First drunk. First joint. Swapped notes on the first sex. Had the same friends, both the good and the bad…


  And they should be sharing this—but Mike was walking free.


  “Thanks for looking after Mom,” Terry said.


  “You know I’d do that.”


  “Yeah. I knew you’d do that.”


  Quiet again.


  “Sorry I have not been good at writing,” Mike said awkwardly.


  Terry’s letters had scared him. Bitter funny, not funny like he used to be. Strange. Sometimes so weird Mike was sure he’d gone nuts.


  “Don’t worry. You were never big on words.”


  That was true. Terry could talk rings around anyone,


  Mike was shy—yet Mike had known Terry listened to him, needed him, to keep him grounded, steady, to supply the common sense. Then the one time that could have made a big difference, Mike shrugged and went along…


  The guard said “Time,” and both stood up. Mike wondered if his cousin was as relieved as he was. Still, something he had wanted to say for almost five years was fighting to get out.


  Mike looked down but said, “Man, I … I am so sorry. It was just a piece of goddamn luck. I should be in here with you…”


  Still, Mike thought, it’s not like I really got off scot-free.


  He felt a hand on his shoulder, and met Terry’s eyes. The same ones he knew so well…


  “There’s not a day goes by,” Terry said, “that I don’t thank God you are not in here with me.”


  

  Out in the parking lot, Mike took a deep breath. He’d had a fear, all these years, that if he ever went into that place, he’d never get out. But here he was…


  He’d been scared, too, that if he ever saw Terry in there, he’d start crying and not be able to stop. But he waited until he was in the truck for that.
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  The Sweetest Sound


  Mike wasn’t sure what woke him up. Cat fight, maybe. The thunder was beginning to roll away, and Mike could sleep through thunder anyway.


  Then he heard another sound, a cry or a moan, and he slipped out of bed and down the hall to his parents’ room.


  Everything seemed wrong, disturbing—the bedside lamp on low, his mom kneeling on the side of the bed, her arms around his dad’s shoulders, his dad sitting on the edge of the bed, in his boxers and T-shirt, his head in his hands.


  Mike had never been in that room at night, couldn’t make any sense of the scene. Then his mom saw him, wiped at her eyes with her wrist, and said, “It’s okay, honey. Your dad was having a bad dream.”


  The grown-ups didn’t have bad dreams, everyone knew that. Mike was still confused.


  Then his dad lifted his head and saw him, and Mike was more terrified than he’d ever been in all his nine years.


  Not of his dad, Mike was never afraid of his father. But the fear, the despair, the helplessness he saw in those hollow dark eyes…


  Mike’s dad could fix plumbing, change the oil in a car, filet a fish, gut a duck. He wasn’t afraid of the drunks stumbling in and out of the bar next to the hardware store. He knew what to do when a tornado was coming. He could hold a steady job whether it bored him or not, while Uncle TJ was always running off to try something new. The one time he got a ticket for speeding, Mike could tell he wasn’t afraid of the policeman.


  “Michael?” The voice was hoarse, almost not recognizable.


  His father held out his arms, and Michael went into them, was immediately pulled in between his dad’s legs, gripped tightly. His dad buried his face in Mike’s neck, sniffing hard. Mike shifted, a little uneasy; he’d taken a half-assed bath after playing ball with Terry, helping mow the lawn before the storm. He didn’t think he could smell too good.


  But his dad breathed in like he was trying to smell the blood in his body, like it would smell like wildflowers instead of grass and dried sweat. He was listening to Mike’s heart intently, as if it would drown the pounding of his own.


  As if it was the sweetest sound, the sweetest music.


  Mike stood, knowing he was needed. But the sense of dread overwhelmed him. What did the grown-ups have to fear?


  He knew when he was grown up, his own fears would be gone—like not being able to find his room first day of school, that maybe driving a car would be beyond him, that he might not be good enough for big-league baseball after all.


  Maybe there was so much more out there than Mike realized. When he put his arms around his dad’s neck and clung, he wanted reassuring, although he realized that was his own job right now.


  “Sorry, Son.” His dad slowly released him. “I know I must have scared you.”


  Mike didn’t want to nod, so he said nothing.


  “You go back to bed now. I’m fine.”


  Mike’s dad twisted the chain on his neck, flipping the tags that hung from it.


  “Go on, honey,” Mom said. She was rubbing Dad’s shoulders now. Mike went back to bed and fell asleep immediately. Nothing was mentioned the next day.


  When Mike was a grown-up, when he could fix plumbing and filet a fish, and the only thing that scared him about the drunks around the hardware store was that he might end up just like them, he realized that changing the oil in his truck was no safeguard against anything except a burned-up engine…


  He knew what to do when a tornado was coming, but that knowledge was useless if there weren’t any around…


  And that wasn’t the kind of stuff he wished he could ask his dad about now, anyway.


  Mike would never be wise like his father. He quit a job that paid good money, just because he didn’t get along with his boss. He cursed at the cops who kept giving him tickets, instead of not driving too fast.


  But maybe he learned something in the ten years he had with his dad.


  Because for a short while, he too had someone to cling to, when the bad dreams got heavy. Had someone whose skin smelled like wildflowers. Whose heartbeat drowned the pounding of his own.


  And it was the sweetest sound, the sweetest music.
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  Homecoming


  Aunt Julie was cleaning up the mess in the front room when Mike came back in with the beers.


  In the kitchen, the women were taking advantage of her absence, their shushing whispers revealing the topic of the conversation as clear as shouts.


  Except for Uncle Hiram and his fat-assed Jr., rooting and snorting around the leftovers, most of the men had left, preferring to take their speculations to the tavern.


  Mike helped Aunt Julie stuff paper plates and cups into the garbage bag. The “Welcome Home Terry” banner was hanging by one tack, and Mike yanked it down and stuffed it in the bag, too.


  It had been like watching kids poke a bear with a stick.


  “He looks good, don’t he?” Aunt Julie said.


  “He looks tired.”


  Mike had never seen Terry tired like this. Exhausted maybe, after a long day of water-skiing, a weekend of bar-hopping, but not … worn out. Faded.


  “He’ll be fine.” Aunt Julie patted Mike’s shoulder. “They didn’t break him, honey. Terry’s still here. Don’t you worry about him.”


  There was a shocked titter from the kitchen, and Mike clenched his teeth.


  Aunt Julie’s face hardened for a moment. Then she said, “Family’s good for two things. Bring you joy,” she gave him a quick hug, “or teach you patience.”


  Patience. That was it. In all their twenty-nine years, Mike had never seen Terry patient before now.


  Lazy, hell yeah. Terry could be damn lazy. He’d always let Aunt Julie wait on him hand and foot, and they both acted like he was doing her a favor. Mike couldn’t count the times Terry had conned him into doing his chores, his homework.


  But Terry never took bullshit from anyone.


  Terry came in, dropping on the couch next to Mike, putting his boots up on the coffee table.


  Mike handed him a beer. “I bet you could use this.”


  “No shit.” Terry gulped half the beer down. “I didn’t see all these people claiming to be related to me at the trial. And they sure weren’t filling up the visitors’ room on weekends.”


  Mike mumbled, “Uh … I…”


  “I didn’t mean you, bro.”


  “They’re really pissin’ me off. Half of ’em are acting like you’re going to jump up and cut their throats.”


  “Can’t say the thought didn’t occur to me.” Terry paused. “You know what they’re all dyin’ to ask me, don’t you?”


  Mike changed the subject. “I might be able to get you on at the bar.”


  “Don’t think the parole board would go for it. This’ll shock you, but you do associate with known felons in that place.”


  Mike laughed.


  “Naw,” Terry went on. “I’m going to hook up with LeRoy, go back to framin’ houses. He owes me one. One of our best customers in the old days.”


  Darlene wandered into the room, a scrawny girl in her late teens sporting a big frizzy perm with the front curls ironed in place, the rest hanging down her back in a tangle. Mike remembered her as a little kid, finger either in her nose or in her mouth, sneaking around, trying to catch them drinking beer or smoking, so she could run tattling to the grown-ups.


  Now she wagged her finger at Terry, shooing his feet off the coffee table. Terry removed his boots, straightened up a little. Darlene sat down on the table, leaning forward conspiratorially.


  “I just want you to know, Cousin Terry, I was praying for you every day.”


  “I appreciate that, Darlene.”


  She glanced around. “You always were my favorite cousin.”


  Terry looked toward Mike and said, “Try to live with it, bro.”


  Darlene didn’t seem to catch it. She was still leaning forward, an unhealthy excitement in her whisper.


  “Can I ask you something? It won’t go no further than me, I swear. When you were … in there…” she took a breath and went on, “did … did anyone ever … do you?”


  The answering voice gave Mike chills: “Any doin’ that got done, I did it.”


  Darlene’s eyes popped.


  Terry relaxed, gave her a friendly smile. “Seems like you woulda grown us some boobies by now, Darlene. You low on woman juice or somethin’?”


  Darlene screwed her face into a persimmon. “Aunt Julie!” she hollered. “Terry’s makin’ fun of my titties!”


  Aunt Julie hollered back, “Terrance James MacIntosh, you behave!”


  “Yes ma’am,” Terry called.


  Darlene was still sniffling, staring at him accusingly.


  “Tell you what, Darlene. I know something that could remedy that problem.”


  “You do?”


  “Yep. Got it from a reliable source. You go get you a wad of toilet paper and come back in here.”


  He and Mike looked at each other as she left.


  Darlene came back in with a thick fold.


  “Now you take that and rub it right down there between them.”


  Darlene pulled her T-shirt down a little, reaching to rub vigorously between her small breasts.


  “That’s right,” Terry said. “You just do that every morning and you’ll see some big changes soon.”


  After a minute she said, “I still don’t see how this will help anything.”


  “Worked for your butt, didn’t it?”


  A moment of silence, then Darlene’s jaw dropped in horror. She fled the room, her wail of “Aunt Julie!” trailing after her.


  Terry sighed contentedly, put his feet back up on the table. Mike hooked an elbow around his neck and pulled him over to kiss the top of his head.


  They clinked their beers together.
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  No White Light No Tunnel


  Mike forgot to lock the front door before he started wiping tables.


  It had been a busy night in the bar. He had pulled beers, poured shots, washed glasses, stopped three fights, listened to half a dozen sad stories. When the last customer left, surprisingly early for a busy night, it was not yet two.


  He meant to turn off the flashing “Open” sign, too, but didn’t. So when he heard the front door open behind him, he had only himself to blame.


  “Sorry, man,” he said. “We’re closed.”


  He turned and saw the gun. Funny, how he concentrated on the guy’s face, trying to remember details—knowing, sick, why he probably hadn’t bothered to put on a mask. At the same time all he could see was the gun. It was a .38.


  “The cash.”


  “Sure,” Mike said. Ed had the cash in the back. He was wondering how to break that news when they both heard a noise from there.


  Mike couldn’t remember if he had made a move or not. The next thing he knew he was flat on his back. He felt like someone had slammed him in the chest with a tire iron. He had never been shot before but somehow didn’t picture it feeling like this.


  There was a scramble at the door—Ed jumping over him to chase the guy into the parking lot. Mike heard the boom of the bar’s shotgun. He hadn’t heard the first shot. It was like his mind skipped right over it.


  Mike looked around. The bar looked different from this angle. Gum and God-knows-what stuck under the tables. Stains on the ceiling tiles.


  For some reason he had it in his brain that he could ask for do-overs, go back fifteen minutes, get it right this time. It was starting to hurt now.


  “Mike!” Ed ran back in, knelt beside him. Ed grabbed a bar towel off the table, yanked Mike’s shirt open, pressed the towel against his chest. That hurt too, but Mike didn’t say anything except, “You get him?”


  “Yes. Stay down,” Ed ordered. Mike was used to taking orders from the older man; he wasn’t going to argue now. Then Ed jumped up, and Mike almost grabbed at him.


  “Medics and cops,” he heard Ed bark into the phone. He gave the bar address slowly, with a couple of simple directions and, “Medics and cops. You got that?”


  Ed was beside him again, clasping his hand in a grip. It felt strong and warm.


  “That was from ’Nam, wasn’t it?”


  “What?”


  “Saying ‘medics’ instead of ‘ambulance.’”


  “I guess so,” Ed answered.


  Mike said, “My dad was in ’Nam.”


  “I know.”


  Mike’s fingers were rubbing at the floor, like they were trying to get a grip on it, and it felt too sticky.


  “The floor’s wet,” Mike said. “That’s not beer, is it?” “You’re a pretty good drinker, kid, but you’re not going to bleed beer.”


  “Ouch,” Mike said. It hurt to laugh. He paused.


  “He never told me anything about it. ’Nam I mean. He died when I was ten. Maybe he was just waiting till I got older.”


  “It’s nothing you want your kids to know about.”


  After a minute, Mike said, “I don’t see any white light. No tunnel.”


  “Just as long as you don’t see any yawning red pit with imps you’ll be fine.”


  “Man, if I had known it would make you be funny, I would have got shot a long time ago.”


  Mike was out of breath when he finished that sentence. Now it really hurt to breathe. It felt like there was an elephant standing on his chest.


  “Hang in there, Michael.”


  “Thought my name was Dumbass Kid.”


  “Sometimes you act like it’s your job description.”


  “My dad called me Michael.”


  “I know.”


  Mike was quiet for a minute. Then he said, “You think that bozo’s crawling around the parking lot like a half-squashed bug?”


  “We can hope. You want me to go check?”


  “No! … no.” Mike shifted around, trying to escape the pain. “Shit! Fuck this, man! It hurts.”


  “I know,” Ed said.


  God, Mike thought. God … He remembered the last time he had been in a church. He must have been nine. In the middle of whatever the preacher was saying, Mike’s dad got up, took Mike by the hand, and left the church.


  He was going to write that story sometime, he’d thought, the way his dad had smoked one cigarette after another, pacing, while they waited for church to be over, for Mom to come out. How upset he had been.


  “That’s not God,” Mike’s dad said finally. “What that preacher was saying. God is not fire insurance. God would like to help people, Michael. It upsets Him to see how bad we screw ourselves up. People make their own hell. God doesn’t send them there.”


  “Okay,” Mike had answered, ashamed to admit he hadn’t really been paying attention, just waiting for church to be over, thinking about getting home, playing ball.


  His parents had had a fight about it, one of their rare ones, but his dad never went back to that church. And wouldn’t let Mike go either.


  He meant to write that story, except he couldn’t think of an end. But now it helped, picturing God the way his dad had told him.


  “He’d been in a war, maybe he found out something…” Mike said aloud. “You find out things in a war, don’t you?”


  “Yes.”


  Mike tried to sit up, but Ed gently shoved him back down. They could hear a siren now, in the distance.


  “Damn,” Mike said, “this is going to be one mother of a hospital bill.”


  “Work-related. You’re covered.”


  Mike couldn’t see Ed too well now, his vision was blurry. But he heard him ask, “Anything else you’re scared of?”


  “Hell, yeah,” Mike gasped. “Lots of stuff.”


  He was terrified, things to be scared of lining up in his mind, waiting their turn…


  “I’ll tell you something I learned. Pick one.”


  “What?”


  Ed said, “Pick one thing to be scared of. But one thing you can handle if you concentrate.”


  Mike thought. The siren was closer now.


  “I’m scared I’m going to yell, make some kind of noise when they come to move me. I don’t want to.”


  “All right,” Ed said. “You concentrate on that.”
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  Interviews with S.E. Hinton


  Conducted by Teresa Miller


  

  “It was cliché, he knew. But he meant it classic.”—Tim


  The Outsiders
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    My father’s typewriter, which I learned to type on.—S.E.H.
  


  

  JULY 13, 2006—TULSA, OKLAHOMA


  I have visited with Susie Hinton in her home before, but this time is different. Susie is going on record about her career as one of America’s most popular writers. It is an especially warm day, and before we formalize our conversation, we take a moment to admire the caladiums lining her front walk, some red and some white, their deep green veins accentuating the contrast. Inside, Susie’s fifteen-year-old Australian shepherd, Aleasha, is asleep on the kitchen floor and doesn’t budge as we make our way to the refrigerator. I’d noticed once before that Susie has the same Franciscan apple dishes my grandmother had left to me, and this afternoon she explains that they had belonged to her mother. The dishes, like her early stories, place us in the same generation, andI note that for such an accomplished person, she seems very relaxed in ordinary circumstances. She offers me a glass of wine, a Beringer chardonnay, and we settle in her den to talk. The focal point of the room is an old Underwood typewriter mounted on a roll-top desk.


  Even though The Outsiders is true to the 1960s, when teenagers were known as “Socs” and “greasers,” what is it about the book that makes it timeless?


  If you’ve got ten kids in a class, they’re going to divide into the in group and the out group. I get so many letters from kids saying, “We don’t call them ‘Socs’ and ‘greasers’; we call them ‘jocks’ and ‘punks’; we call them ‘preps’ and ‘skaters.’” The names change, the uniforms change, but the groups go on forever, and kids instantly recognize that aspect of the book. Another thing is the emotional intensity. I wrote it when I was sixteen. When I read it as an adult, the emotions seem a little over the top, so I couldn’t have written that book later. I wrote it at the right time in my life, because that was exactly what I was feeling, and that’s exactly what the kids who read it today are feeling, too.


  Most scholars agree that The Outsiders created a whole new publishing genre, young adult literature. Was there anything missing from your own life that motivated you to write beyond traditional frameworks?


  One of the reasons why I wrote The Outsiders was that nothing realistic was being written for teenagers. If you were through with the animal books and you weren’t ready for an adult book, there was nothing to read except Mary Jane Goes to the Prom and Tommy Hits a Home Run. I couldn’t find anything that dealt with teenage life as I was seeing it, so in one sense I wrote it just to have something to read.


  What sort of books did you read?


  I was a very eclectic reader. I loved Shirley Jackson’sThe Haunting of Hill House. Naturally you can assume from readingThe Outsiders that I had readGone with the Wind. Actually when I re-readThe Outsiders, I’m amazed by how literate Ponyboy is. He mentions readingGreat Expectations.


  Your father was dying while you worked on the book. Do you think that on some level you were trying to process your grief through the story you created?


  Oh, absolutely. At the time I didn’t make the connection. Now it’s so obvious, looking back, that I was writing it to escape my own reality. There are a couple of deaths in The Outsiders, too, so I was dealing with death in my own way, but I write so much from the subconscious that it takes me years to figure out what a book’s about.


  Clearly you had an extraordinary gift as a writer, even at an early age. In what ways were you a typical teenager?


  I wasn’t really typical of the female culture at that time, because all girls got to do was rat their hair and outline their eyes in black. I didn’t want a boyfriend with a hot car; I wanted my own car. I think about the actors who are in my movies. Off camera, they were just these goofy, normal prank-playing teenagers, but when the camera was on they were serious artists. And in a lot of ways I identified with them. When I got behind my typewriter, I was serious. Not that I took myself seriously; I took my writing seriously.


  You told me a story about getting your first typewriter.


  Oh! My first typewriter. I taught myself to type on my dad’s old Underwood, and I still have it. I must have had fingers of steel to type on that thing. I’d been writing for a long time at that point; I started in grade school. When I was in the ninth grade I had my cocker spaniel bred, sold her puppies, and bought my first Underwood. It wasn’t electric, but it was still easier to use than my dad’s Underwood.


  How did you fit writing into your overall life as a high school student?


  Writing actually was my life as a high school student. I wasn’t the kind of kid who had to be hanging out with people all the time. I had a boyfriend; we went out once a week. But I was very serious. I was not unhappy being alone. I’m still not unhappy being alone. I’m not scared of hearing a thought go through my brain—unlike people with cell phones glued to their ears. I have a great imagination, and I love using it.


  Did you write regularly or just when ideas or stories came to you?


  I wrote regularly, and I read a lot of cowboy stories, a lot of horse stories. I had this mythical cowboy town called Clearwater County. I even made up a newspaper for Clearwater. So I’d done a couple of other books by the time I wrote The Outsiders. The year I started The Outsiders I was absolutely immersed in it. I took it to school, wrote it on the dinner table. The first draft was about forty pages, single-spaced, but I kept writing more flashbacks, adding more detail.


  Critics have noted how beautifully you structured the book.How important do you think the circular ending is to the overall story? We begin and end with Ponyboy.


  I love that ending, and I wish I could say I originated it, but actually in the seventh or eighth grade, during my sci-fi period, I read a short story that did that same thing. I’m sure that’s what gave me the idea.


  Did your family members realize how dedicated you were to your writing?


  No it was just like, “Oh, gosh, she’s going to outgrow this sooner or later.” My mother was upset I wasn’t watching television with the rest of the family.


  What about your friends?


  My close friends knew that I wrote, but I was always kind of a loner. I was eccentric. I had friends in different groups, but I couldn’t even conform to the nonconformists.


  Was it hard to get a publisher to take you and your work seriously because you were so young?


  Actually not. I’ve always had strange coincidences happening in my life. A friend of mine’s mother read The Outsiders, sent it to an acquaintance of hers who was a professional writer, and got the name and address of her agent. The agent, Marilyn Marlow at Curtis Brown, Limited, in New York, called to say, “I think you’ve caught a certain spirit here, and I’m going to see what I can do with it.” She sold the book to Viking Press, the second publisher that saw it. I got my contract on graduation day that spring and stayed with Marilyn as my agent for thirty years—until her death.


  Is it true you almost got an F in your high school creative writing class?


  The year I was writing The Outsiders I made a D in creative writing. It’s probably because I was so focused on the book that I wasn’t doing my work. Also I found out that publishers don’t count off for spelling.
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    My first letter to my agent, Marilyn Marlow.—S.E.H.
  


  

  Publishing contracts always trump grades. How did your family respond to the news that you had sold The Outsiders?


  My mother never read The Outsiders until after it was published. At first she was shocked senseless. She was running around asking, “What are the neighbors going to think? What is the family going to think?” Then, when it started getting good reviews and making some money, she began saying, “Wasn’t that a nice little book that Susie wrote?” My sister was actually the person who sent the book off to Marilyn, because in idle conversation one day with my mother, I said, “If I sell my book, can I get a car?” My mother replied, “Oh, yeah, you sell a book, you can get a car. Right.” My sister overheard and really pushed me to get the book bundled up and in the mail. She walked around for years afterwards, going, “I sent the book off, I sent the book off,” and I said, “Yeah, and you put the first dent in the car, too.”


  Did you have any notion at that point that this book would take off like it did?


  No, I didn’t. I thought kids would like it, but I never dreamed it would have the impact that it’s had. I mean, it’s sold over fourteen million copies. It’s in use in most middle schools and high schools in America, and it’s been translated into twenty-seven languages. I just got a fan letter from a kid in Greece. And older people, who read the book when they were young, now write to say, “You literally changed my life, the way I think about things.” I feel scared and humbled, because I don’t think of myself as somebody who can change lives or should be changing lives. I tell them it’s the message, not the messenger. I feel different about The Outsiders than I do my other books. The Outsiders was meant to be written, and I got chosen to write it.


  You’d grown up in Tulsa, Oklahoma, and suddenly you were on a national stage. Were you anxious at all when you planned your first trip to New York?


  I’d never been out of Tulsa, except to go to Texas to visit my grandparents, so I was excited about the trip. My mother was wringing her hands, saying, “An eighteen-year-old cannot go to New York City alone.” So she sent my fifteen-year-old sister to take care of me. I had a great time, but The Outsiders was not an overnight bestseller. My first royalty check was for twelve bucks. Even in those days twelve bucks didn’t get you more than three tanks of gas, so I went on to college. I ran into my statistics teacher a few years ago, and she said she hoped I knew she had cut me a lot of slack. I said, “I know you did, and bless you!” I did everything but kneel at her feet. I also had some professors who graded me very fairly.


  Were you still writing?


  I developed a really bad case of writer’s block, which lasted for over four years. For the first time, I was aware of the audience. When I was writing The Outsiders, it was for me; I wasn’t thinking about getting published. I still envy those days. I’ve never written anything with the idea, “Oh kids will like this,” but in the back of my head now I know that somebody’s going to review me. Not all reviews of The Outsiders were favorable. I remember Kirkus absolutely hated the book and said, “You can believe a kid wrote it, but kids are never going to believe a thing it says.” Well.


  Famous last words.


  Yeah, famous last words. Finally my boyfriend, David, who is now my husband, got annoyed with me for being so gloomy. I’d been writing all my life and couldn’t use the typewriter to type a letter. He told me that if I didn’t write two pages a day, he wouldn’t take me out in the evening. That was the great motivation for my second novel. I wanted to go out, so I’d write the two pages. I was very careful about each sentence. I was reading a lot of really good writers in college, and I’d magnified everything that was wrong withThe Outsiders. I told myself I was going to do the new book right. The book, which turned out to beThat Was Then, This Is Now, required very little rewriting. Technically I think it’s a better book thanThe Outsiders, but it doesn’t have its emotional impact.


  Your given name is Susan Eloise. How did you become S. E.?


  My publishers asked me if they could just use my initials because of the subject matter. They thought if reviewers picked up The Outsiders and saw that a girl had written it, they would read it with bias. The initials sounded great to me. I liked having a public name and a private name. At first, reviewers would mention that a young man had written the book, but after a while I wasn’t a secret. I was on television; I was on radio.


  Earlier you talked about your focus on male characters in the book. I wonder if you might elaborate on that a little bit more. Why exclusively male characters?


  I had two close cousins who were like brothers to me, and I ran around with them and their friends. I liked to play football. I liked to hunt ducks. I liked to go fishing. I just thought if I wrote that girls were doing these things, nobody would believe it. It’s easier for me to write from a male point of view. I know I’m convincing because I get letters from guys to this day saying, “Mr. Hinton, I like your books.” The only book I’ve written from a female point of view is The Puppy Sister, an elementary-age book told from the viewpoint of a female Australian shepherd puppy. I switched gender and species. Other than that, I usually stay with the male characters.


  How closely did you identify with your narrator, Ponyboy Curtis, in The Outsiders?


  Ponyboy Curtis is probably the closest I’ve ever come to putting myself in a book, even down to the physical description. He had my ideas; he had my personality. And he and I both liked sunsets. My mother would yell, “Why are you taking so long to get the garbage can back in the house?” It would be because I was standing outside watching the sun set.


  Wasn’t Different Sunsetsyour original title for the book?


  It was, but I had a wonderful editor, Velma Varner, who thought that title would be too “soft” for the story. I agreed. The Outsiders encompasses so many different levels. I’m glad I changed it.


  Is the novel based on any of your actual high school experiences?


  When a friend of mine got beaten up on his way home from school one day, I began a short story about a kid who got beaten up on his way home from the movies. That turned out to be the beginning of The Outsiders, but I didn’t base anybody in the book on real-life people.


  One story has it that you researched the book and got a feel for greasers by carrying a knife. Fact or fiction?


  Fiction, fiction, fiction. I did carry a knife, but it wasn’t like I was researching a book. I thought it was cool. I didn’t use it for anything. It did come out in the washing machine once, but I told my mother it was a letter opener.


  Why do you think so many myths abound about you and your writing?


  I have no idea. People have written saying they knew my college roommate; I didn’t ever have a roommate in college. I’ve had offers from people who want to do a movie of my life, and the very thought makes my skin crawl. I’m a real private person. That’s why I rarely have my picture in the newspapers. I don’t like being recognized in public. It startles me when I’m wandering around in the grocery store, usually in sweat pants and without makeup, and someone yells, “S. E. Hinton!”


  And I’m sure you get lots of fan letters.


  It’s the guilt trip of my life that I can’t answer all my mail. I just can’t. I live a very simple life. I don’t have help; I’m not in a castle with a big staff. I’m trying to keep myself as domestic as possible because I don’t want to get isolated from realities. I think that’s very important to my work.


  Who is Jimmy, the person to whom you dedicated The Outsiders?


  Jimmy is my cousin. We were closer than a lot of brothers and sisters, and I was hanging out with his friends when I was writing The Outsiders.


  How did Jimmy respond when he found out you dedicated the book to him?


  He didn’t say anything. That’s Jimmy. He’s a quiet person.


  One of the book’s outstanding achievements is the way you’re able to depict your male characters, all close in age and circumstance, so distinctly. How did you avoid teenager stereotypes?


  I’m a character writer. I know my characters’ astrological signs; I know what they eat for breakfast. It doesn’t matter whether those details show up in the books themselves. I have to become my narrators the way actors become their characters.


  What astrological sign is Ponyboy?


  Ponyboy has the same birthday as I do, July 22; he’s a Cancer, on the cusp of Leo.


  Your characters’ names add to their uniqueness. Instead of “Tom” and “Mark,” we have “Ponyboy” and “Soda.” How did you decide on these nontraditional names?


  I don’t know where “Ponyboy” came from, but I did know a guy whose name was “Soda.” And I think the name “Johnnycake” probably came from Johnny’s last name, “Cade.” Kids love those names. One of my readers saw the TV show My Name Is Earl, and a character mentioned hanging out “Ponyboy-style.” If he’d said “Bill-style,” nobody would have known what he was talking about.


  After Ponyboy, which character in The Outsidersis closest to your heart?


  Actually every character any writer writes is a part of her; writers are the filter. As much as I was Ponyboy, I was every one of the characters in that book.


  Johnny’s an especially moving character. Did you know when you started the book that he was going to die, or did you discover that in process?


  I discovered that in process. To me that’s the way the story happened. I didn’t make Johnny die; he died. I didn’t have a clear frame for The Outsiders when I started it. I just sat down and began writing. I’d get stuck, go to school, and say, “I’m writing a book. This is what’s happened so far. What should happen next?” I was taking help whenever I could get it. I came across a Robert Frost poem, “Nothing Gold Can Stay,” in an English class, thought it said what I wanted to say in The Outsiders, and so I wrote it into the book.


  “Nothing Gold Can Stay” seemed to give the book a central theme. Is it true that some people actually think you, not Robert Frost, wrote the poem?


  That is true, which is not the worst thing that can happen to a writer! Sometimes I go to speak to librarians or teachers, and they’ll introduce me with that poem. I’ll get up and say, “I hope everyone knows that was actually written by Robert Frost.” But it is definitely very, very tied into the novel. Even in casual references to the book, people say, “Stay gold.”


  That’s how you sign your books many times.


  Yes, people ask for me to sign with “Stay gold” all the time. A lot of fans ask Ralph Macchio to sign his autograph that way, too.


  Why do you think that poem resonated so much with you and your readers?


  Because it’s about the loss of innocence and about how the idealist in you has to come up against the compromise of living in the real world.


  Did you ever consider telling this story in any point of view other than first person?


  No. I’m very comfortable with the first-person narrative, but I do have to have the resources emotionally to bring me into the character.


  AsPonyboy, you write some wonderful lines. In the heart of the novel, Ponyboy looks at Johnny resting on the couch and says, “Maybe people are younger when they are asleep.” Do you remember where you were literally and figuratively when that insight came to you?


  I have to admit that I don’t know where a lot of that came from.


  Also Ponyboy avoids pat descriptions of the people he loves.He speaks of Soda’s “finely drawn, sensitive face that somehow manages to be reckless and thoughtful at the same time.” Were you seeing Soda through Ponyboy’s eyes or was he seeing Soda through yours?


  I was seeing Soda through Ponyboy’s eyes. I mentioned somewhere that Ponyboy likes to draw, to draw and sketch. He even talks about how he liked to sketch Dallas because he could get him down in a few lines. He’s thinking like an artist.


  You mentioned earlier that your editor wanted you to change the title of the book. What sort of editing process did you go through with The Outsiders?


  Velma didn’t tell me what to write. She just told me how to deal with what I’d already written. The Outsiders is very much my book, but it’s a better book because Velma gave me suggestions. She was specific. I’ve developed lifelong friendships with my other editors—Craig Virden, George Nicholson, Ron Buehl—and they became a great part of my writing life, but Velma was the one who opened up my eyes to the editing process.


  As you look back at the book as a more mature writer, do you view the adult characters any differently?


  All kids like to think that their little land is completely off the map for adults. I wasn’t ready to do adult characters at that point, so I don’t miss them. The kids don’t miss them. The one adult character that pops up is the guy at the church who doesn’t rescue the kids because he’s too fat to get them down.


  When the book was first published, critics commented on what they viewed as the religious symbolism in the story, but you insisted that that was just their notion. Do you still feel that way?


  If you want to look for religious symbolism in the book, you will find it. About the third time I got somebody’s dissertation on religious symbolism in The Outsiders, I re-read the book with that in mind and, by golly, it’s there. But lo, I bring you tidings: I didn’t do it consciously. So much of my writing is subconscious. I keep hoping to find a way to take a nap and wake up with a chapter done. Johnny Cade is a Jesus figure who dies saving people. He comes back from death with his message of brotherhood for Ponyboy, and he dies between two thieves, Dallas and Bob. I mean, he writes in the dust of a church, “Be back soon,” and signs it “J. C.” The book even opens and closes with the line, “When I stepped in the light from the darkness.”


  At one point, The Outsiderswas the second-best selling paperback for young adults in publishing history, topped only by Charlotte’s Web.What’s your opinion of Charlotte’s Web?


  I love Charlotte’s Web. Charlotte’s Web and The Outsiders are both about the same things. They’re about death; they’re about friendship; they’re about sacrifice; they’re about resurrection.


  What do you think of the recent young adult bestseller Harry Potter?


  I haven’t read Harry Potter. I never was into fantasy. I’ve seen a couple of the movies, and I’ve enjoyed them. My reading time is so precious to me that I want to read what I want to read. But any book that gets kids into reading is great.


  Earlier you said that you felt you were destined to write The Outsiders—it was meant to be. Could you speak a little more about the role you feel destiny played in the book?


  The Outsiders almost died on the vine because it was published initially as a mass-market paperback, a drugstore paperback. Dell was about ready to stop printing it but noticed it was starting to sell well in several places and did some research. Teachers had found that they could get nonreaders to read it, and they were ordering books for all their classes. Teachers are my heroes anyway, but I’ll tell you, they’re the best damn advertising a writer can have.


  You talked about the hundreds of fan letters you’ve gotten, people telling you that The Outsidershas changed their lives. How has it changed your life?


  Well of course it’s changed my life drastically. I’ve had the luck and the leisure to be able to write and make a living out of it. Frankly I could live offThe Outsiders, so it’s given me a lot of freedom as a writer. I can write what I want to without worrying about the audience. And it’s given me a lot of satisfaction to be part of something that has touched so many peoples’ lives and hearts. I just had somebody on the radio ask me how it felt being known for my first book. I said, “From what I hear, it beats being not known at all.”


  Sequels
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    “He’s okay, but I don’t share the pillow.”—Mr. Smithers
  


  

  JULY 18, 2006—TULSA, OKLAHOMA


  Even though I’ve learned to expect the ceramic Siamese curled up in Susie’s living room chair, it still startles me. The cat is territorial and seems to pounce on any imagination that bypasses it en route to the den, the room where Susie is most comfortable. Susie already has tumblers of wine waiting for us, and we assume the same places on the sofa that worked for us during our first interview. Ours is a relaxed conformity. We know where to plug in the tape recorder—there is an extension cord under the coffee table—but we also allow ourselves “unplugged” time in between questions to top off our glasses. Another Siamese stares at me from a portrait above the large-screen television. Like its ceramic counterpart, it flirts with the notion of being real. “That’s Mr. Smithers,” Susie says, but she is referring instead to an actual cat that has joined us to sit rigidly atop the coffee table. Smitty, an orange tabby, looks porcelain. Susie claims as an aside that she keeps him because he matches her décor—the oranges and browns—but her affection is obvious as she explains he can disco dance on command. He isn’t in the mood, so our thoughts grudgingly turn to fiction, real life, and some fuzzy distinctions.


  So many wonderful things came to you courtesy of The Outsiders: international recognition, financial security.


  I was making about two cents a book. I’ll call it financial help in the first few years, but it certainly wasn’t security.


  During our last visit, you talked about the writer’s block you developed after The Outsiders when you were working on That Was Then, This Is Now.


  In the ending of That Was Then, This Is Now, when Bryon says he’s emotionally drained from caring about people, he reflects my own state of mind. I was emotionally drained from having lived The Outsiders and then having it be over. It just wiped me out.


  You’ve said what a help your boyfriend, David, now your husband, was to you while you were writing the book. Did that strengthen your relationship?


  It’s funny, because I got the contract on our wedding day. Before, when the contract for The Outsiders arrived on graduation day, I thought, Graduation is nothing; I sold my book! But when my contract came for That Was Then, This Is Now, I was thinking, This is nothing; I’m getting married.


  Many writers—Harper Lee is an example—write such successful first novels, they wonder if they can ever write at that level again. Did you experience any of those feelings after The Outsiders?


  I still think I can write something better than The Outsiders, but I’ve given up hope that I’ll do anything that’s as well loved. That doesn’t bother me. How can you top something that has touched people the way The Outsiders has? I don’t even worry about that.


  Was there a defining moment for you when you realized that, because of your newfound celebrity, you were going to have to establish some boundaries for yourself and your fans?


  At first I was as accommodating as I could be about giving speeches, but I’ve learned when to say no. I can be either a writer or a speaker. I hate speaking, love writing, so the choice is obvious.


  You realized the story of The Outsiders so completely that readers felt as if Ponyboy, Soda, and Darry were personal friends. How much pressure did you feel to write a sequel?


  I felt a lot of pressure to write a sequel. I still do feel a lot of pressure to write a sequel. If you go to fanfiction.net, there are more than two thousand Outsider stories, and a lot of them are sequels. I’m fine with fanfiction.net if that helps kids get the feel of writing, but to me The Outsiders stands where it is. I ended it at the right place. I’m not sixteen, no matter how well I remember being that age. I could not capture that moment again, and I don’t want to capture that moment again. But I may write a sequel and put it in my safety-deposit box to be opened after my death, just to keep another writer from doing a sequel after the copyright expires. As much as I don’t mind fanfiction.net, I’m uncomfortable with the thought of somebody else seriously messing with my characters.


  Did the title of your second novel, That Was Then, This Is Now, become a personal statement—as well as a great name for your new story?


  My subconscious works so well that, yes, it could be a personal statement, now that I look back on it. But at the time I wanted to use it as a metaphor for growing up and suddenly realizing you can’t go on being a little kid. You’ve got to make some tough decisions. Sometimes they’re not going to be the right decisions, but you’ve got to blunder your way through them.


  When we first visited, you said that you feel That Was Then, This Is Now is a better book technically than The Outsiders. Can you elaborate on what, in your opinion, makes it better technically?


  Because I had a little more control of my emotions; some of The Outsiders is over the top emotionally. You’ve got to control emotion with technique. Talent plus discipline equals art; you can’t have one without the other.


  In reviewing That Was Then, This Is Now, the New York Times described it as mature, disciplined. What did you learn writing The Outsiders that made you more proficient when you were writing on That Was Then, This Is Now?


  Going through revisions of The Outsiders, I learned not to be overly descriptive, but I’d been writing for many, many years and had been teaching myself the whole time.


  You were enrolled at the University of Tulsa when you were working on That Was Then, This Is Now. Did it seem strange to be sitting in a freshman comp class when you’d already made publishing history?


  It certainly didn’t make it easier for me to get through freshman comp; that was a hard class.


  In what ways are Bryon and Mark, your lead characters in That Was Then, This Is Now, different from Ponyboy and his extended family of friends?


  Oh, they’re very different. I try not to repeat my characters at all. When I wrote about Mark, I kept thinking of him as a lion on Bryon’s chain. And Bryon isn’t Ponyboy in that he isn’t as sensitive. He isn’t aware of society until it knocks him in the head. He can’t just sit and observe.


  Did you ever find yourself slipping into Ponyboy’s voice when you were writing as Bryon?


  I’d left Ponyboy behind by that time, so I never had any trouble with Bryon’s voice.


  In That Was Then, This Is Now you do allude to Ponyboy from time to time. He’s become a local hero of sorts; your character Cathy wants to date him in the final chapters in the book. Did referencing him give you a sense of continuity as a writer?


  It did in that I wanted to mark the time and place for That Was Then, This Is Now. It happened a few years after The Outsiders, so I have Ponyboy do a walk-through. Also, Bryon, especially in the beginning, didn’t like Ponyboy. He thought he was stuck up, thought he was vain because he was so good-looking. I wanted kids to see how easy it is to make wrong assumptions.


  I mentioned how much I admired your edgy description in The Outsiders, your ability to view your characters beyond stereotypes. In That Was Then, This Is Now, you demonstrate that same talent. When Bryon goes to visit Mark in the reformatory, he notes, “He had lost weight but somehow it had stretched his skin over his bones and slanted his eyes. He hadn’t lost his looks but exchanged them.” How distinctly do you see characters in your writer’s eye?


  I usually see my characters very, very distinctly. Sometimes I even dream about them. When I do, they’re not the actors; I see the characters. I guess that comes through, because usually people visualize my characters when they’re reading them.


  Why do you think some of your readers were frustrated with the way you ended That Was Then, This Is Now?


  I’ve always said if you threw the book across the room at the end, you understood it. I wanted to show that there’s not a happy ending for every story. In a lot of ways, growth is betrayal. Things change, no matter how much you’d like them to stay the same.


  After the surprise success of The Outsiders, did the publication of That Was Then, This Is Now seem anticlimatic?


  Maybe a little bit, but on the other hand it was certainly validation. The first book could have been called a fluke, but with the second, I could safely say I had a career.


  Is it true that your third novel, Rumble Fish, actually began as a short story?


  Yes, I wrote it for a creative writing class, but I knew it should be a novel. After David and I got married, we went to Europe and were hippies for a while. When we came back and moved to California so he could attend graduate school at Stanford, I started thinking about writing again and pulled out Rumble Fish. Plot is the hardest part of writing for me; I’m good with characters and dialogue. But with Rumble Fish, I already had the plot and finished it in about four months.


  Didn’t you originally write it from the viewpoint of Steve, Rusty-James’s friend?


  Yes, and I couldn’t stand it. Steve is a very observant, articulate, smart kid. Like Bryon and Ponyboy, he could see a lot; he could say a lot. But I’d done that before. So I rewrote the story from the viewpoint of Rusty-James, who is not observant, not intelligent, and yet he still has to convey the identity of the Motorcycle Boy, who is so complex. I’d write a sentence and be proud of it as a writer, look at it again, think Rusty-James could not say that, and cross it out. As a writer, I’m most proud of Rumble Fish, because it’s very straightforward; there’s no foreshadowing.


  You’ve commented in the past that Motorcycle Boy kept haunting you, goading you to tell his story. Did you ever consider telling it from his point of view?


  I haven’t got any more clue to what that guy’s mind was like than anybody else does. He’s an enigma to me. I couldn’t tell the story from his point of view. He’s way smarter than I’ve ever been. I was involved in mythology when I wrote this book, and the Motorcycle Boy was doing his community a service by becoming a local myth. At one point he says to Rusty-James, “I’m tired of being the Pied Piper for these people. I can’t lead them. I don’t know anywhere to go.” When he does finally commit suicide by releasing the fish and liberating the pet store, so to speak, he knows he’s creating a bigger myth than if he’d just gotten killed in a rumble.


  I’ve heard that you first got the idea for Motorcycle Boy from a magazine photo.


  That’s true. I was flipping through a magazine, cut out a picture of this guy with his motorcycle, and then put it away with the idea of writing a story one day. Years later, when I was getting ready to write the book, I looked at the picture again and saw that I had cut it so close to the edge that I couldn’t make out the name of the magazine. After Rumble Fish was published and I was on a publicity tour for my next book, Tex, I was in Washington, D.C., to appear on a television panel with some high school kids. While I was waiting for them in the studio, their teacher walked up to me and pulled out the same magazine photograph. I almost fainted. I had never mentioned the photo to anyone. The teacher explained that he’d thought it was an interesting photograph, had cut it out, then made the connection when he read Rumble Fish. He’d left wider borders, and I could see it came from Saturday Review.


  You’ve had so many interesting synchronicities in your life. Did Rumble Fish become representative of your own changing philosophical views? You’d been raised in the conservative Christian tradition, then suddenly became exposed to differing views through higher education and travel.


  Early on I rejected organized religion. As a child, I went to a very fundamentalist church and saw a man preaching hellfire and brimstone under a sign that said “God is Love.” It turned me against organized religion for the rest of my life. It did not turn me against God. To me, organized religion is like organized social classes, based on exclusion. God is inclusive.


  You’ve described Rumble Fish as very stylistic and set in a vague way. Were you concerned at all about how the book would be received? In Rumble Fish, there are no allusions to Ponyboy and your anchor characters; it stands on its own.


  Because I was thinking mythically, I wanted the book set in as vague a time and place as possible. When Rusty-James is recalling the good old days with gangs, he might as well have been thinking about when there were knights at the round table. Francis Coppola, who directed the movie version, understood this and told his actors that the story was set two years in the future.


  How did the last two pages of Rumble Fish reinforce the overall point you wanted to make with the novel?


  All through the book Rusty-James is saying, “I’m just going to be like the Motorcycle Boy.” By the end of the book, he’s staring at a body of water; he goes deaf for a minute; he’s not seeing; he’s not feeling. He has become the Motorcycle Boy, but it’s not what he thought it would be. My point: do not identify with something you don’t define, because you may be getting it all wrong.


  After Rumble Fish was published, one critic declared you a brilliant novelist. What was your husband’s reaction? He’d been your primary reader for the book.


  David’s the only one I let read works in progress—usually. He’s a mathematician and doesn’t really like to read. I’m a writer and don’t like to add. But I can always count on David to say, “That’s nice, honey,” when I show him my stories. After the critics liked Rumble Fish, he said, “Aren’t you kind of surprised that Rumble Fish is getting such good reviews?” And I’m like, well, no.


  All of your young adult novels seem to stand out for you in different ways. What makes Tex your personal overall favorite?


  I just loved being that character. I began writing Tex when I was still working on the galleys for Rumble Fish. By the time I was finished with Rusty-James, I felt like I’d been pounding my head against a wall—a stone wall—and I wanted to be somebody happy for a change. And Tex and his brother and his friends were all characters I had actually used in grade school or middle school for a completely different story and setting. It took me over three and a half years to write. I’d get busy and then realize I’d gone sixty pages off on a tangent. I’d put the book in the drawer for a long time, then pull it out and start writing again. It’s the only one of my young adult novels I have ever thought I might like to write a sequel to, maybe using one of the Collins kids as a narrator.


  You’ve described Tex as the least tough of your characters. Why is he still so admirable?


  He’s the least tough, but he’s the strongest. He’s not going to let things break him. I think of Tex as the counterpoint to That Was Then, This Is Now. Tex learned a bad truth about his family, and it could have turned him against his brother forever, but he didn’t let it.


  Mark, your troubled character from That Was Then, This Is Now, reappears in Tex. What unfinished business did you as a writer need to take care of with him?


  I really believe that, even though I didn’t realize it at the time, I was writing a different version of That Was Then, This Is Now, showing another road not taken. Something made me put Mark in as the hitchhiker in the story; it’s done very subtly. Even though Tex and Mark are half-brothers, they live in separate worlds.


  All your novels seem to revise our conventional definitions of family. How does Tex’s encounter with Mark help you build on that theme?


  Mark and Tex are very much alike—so much so that Tex even says the hitchhiker reminds him of somebody, but he can’t think who. They came from different backgrounds but had the same genetic material. There was just something about Tex, though, that was stronger—maybe not so self-indulgent. Mark showed no regret for the way his own immediate family had been lost, whereas it devastated Tex to learn that the man he thought was his father really wasn’t. But he learned to forgive and accept much more than his brother, who actually was Pop’s biological son.


  Critics have pointed out that Jamie in Tex is one of your most fully developed female characters. Did you consciously work on building her persona, or did she evolve naturally?


  Naturally. I think girls who have a lot of older brothers are, most of the time, pretty spunky. They’ve got to hold their own, and Jamie was making the point that she had a lot more common sense than the guys, so it wasn’t fair that she couldn’t have a motorcycle, too. I felt the same way.


  You set Tex in a fictional suburb outside of Tulsa rather than in the city itself. Did that provide you with some flexibility?


  I spent a lot time in the country when I was a kid—my grandmother had a farm out in Nowata, and I loved being on that farm. When I was writing Tex, I was living in Bixby, and to a certain degree, it’s a suburb. In small towns there’s a difference. Not that the kids don’t get into their little groups, but economically everybody’s about the same. So the Collins family is an anomaly in Tex.


  How closely does Tex’s devotion to his horse parallel your feelings for your own animals?


  Negrito in Tex is based on my horse Toyota. I raised him from a colt and broke him to the saddle. I was always one of those horse-crazy little girls, but I had to wait until I was an adult to buy a horse of my own. I was twenty at the time and spent the last seventy-five bucks I had in the bank to buy this four-month-old colt. He still needed milk supplements. When we moved to California, I took him with me and put him with a regular trainer. He turned out to be a champion jumper. I just let him decide what he wanted to do. He died at twenty-three, and I was right there holding his head.


  Are horses still as much a part of your life as they were back then?


  Not quite as much, because I don’t have the time or the energy. After twenty-five years of showing and riding around the ring, I bought myself a little trail horse.


  Not only have you loved horses, you became an accomplished jumper. What makes the sport worth the risk to you?


  I like an adrenaline rush. I like challenges. Even as a kid I was braver than I should have been. When I was going to New York to do the publicity for The Outsiders, I’d never been on a jet, but I wasn’t scared. Any time you try to start a new book, it’s damn scary. But there’s something about me that likes to push that button in me that’s scared.


  You’ve described your fifth young adult novel, Taming the Star Runner, as a horse story and a love story. Would you agree with novelist Jane Smiley, herself a horse lover, that all horse stories are love stories?


  There’s something special about girls and horses, because horses are so big and so powerful, yet they’ll befriend you. They want to know what you want them to do.


  You discovered you were pregnant right after you started Taming the Star Runner. What did that do to your writing schedule?


  I wrote my editors, told them I wouldn’t be able to do the book for a while, and asked if they wanted their money back. But they told me just to write the book whenever I felt like it, so I mentally retired with my box of chocolate-covered peanuts and a book of baby names, never giving the novel another thought until Nick was about four. I enrolled him in a preschool, where he went three days a week from nine to two, and I rented an office on the same block. I still had my outline for the book, and the characters were in my head. I identified a lot with Travis, because he was a writer, and we’d had some of the same experiences. He sold his first book when he was sixteen, and there’s nobody at home to tell but the cat. People think it’s autobiographical, but it’s not really. Travis seems especially self-centered.


  He’s trying to figure out who he is. That’s the way you are at that age. He’s a good-looking kid; he knows it and is constantly checking in the mirror, but by the last page of the book he’s looking out the window at other people. So he’s maturing. Basically I think Taming the Star Runner is about an artist trying to learn discipline. Travis watches Casey, who’s very talented. She understands the importance of discipline as she works to transform a horse into a wonderful piece of art. By the end of the book, Travis realizes what they’ve got in common—he’s sitting at his typewriter waiting for his next book, and she’s waiting for the artistic challenge of her next horse.


  Did you realize as you wrote Taming the Star Runner that it would be your last young adult novel for a while?


  I didn’t. I was so identified with the genre, I didn’t even think about that at the time.


  Unlike your other early novels, Taming the Star Runner is in third person. Do you think you might have been subconsciously distancing yourself a little bit?


  When I’m writing a first-person narration, I really have to become my narrator, and I have to be totally involved with, that narrator. My son was only four years old at the time, and I was emotionally involved with him. I didn’t have anything to spare to become Travis at that point. But I did think I could write a book about Travis. As a writer, I wanted to prove to myself that I hadn’t lost it. It had been eight or nine years since I’d written Tex. But in that time, I had worked on the movies, and I’d had my child and worked on him.


  And the book’s dedicated to Nick.


  Actually it was supposed to be dedicated to Nick and David. David’s been in all my dedications since That Was Then, This Is Now, but the editor left out the comma between “Nicholas” and “David.” “Nicholas David” is Nick’s full name, so for lack of a comma, a dedication was lost.


  As you think through all your young adult novels, do you see a character-writer progression? For example, did you need to write as Ponyboy in The Outsiders before you could ultimately write about Travis in Taming the Star Runner?


  Definitely. Ponyboy is so much like me. But as you get older, you appreciate other qualities in people or hidden qualities in yourself. Travis is very different from me, and he’s certainly different from me as a teenager, though some of his thoughts on writing and some of his experiences in getting his book published were very similar to mine. As a mature writer, you realize there are other people/characters in the world besides you.


  Where do you think Ponyboy, your alter ego, would be today?


  Ponyboy would be writing mystery novels under the name of P. M. Curtis.


  Movies
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    Hollywood meets Tulsa. —S.E.H.
  


  

  JULY 20, 2006—TULSA, OKLAHOMA

  It is already 105 degrees by the time I get to Susie’s, and she is waiting at the front door for me so I don’t have to ring the doorbell. Hers is a quiet life—no unnecessary doorbells ringing, no music playing in the background, no television voices emanating from back bedrooms. Before we start taping, she explains that she prepares for heat waves the same way she prepares for snowstorms, stocking up on everything she might need so she won’t have to leave the house. Extremes, I suspect, have become her discipline, and as she sits barefoot on her favorite couch, her only concern is that readers understand that she is not Cherry Valance, that she is not a Soc. As if on cue, we’re interrupted by a double whistle. “That’s the two o’clock bird,” Susie explains, acknowledging a clock her son has given her. “There’s a different bird call every hour, but I only know the birds by their times, not their species.” We also listen as Aleasha sighs in the background and as the day’s mail takes its own time sifting through the window slot. Otherwise, the house pretty much stays on low volume and even routine conversations resonate.


  Like you, Ponyboy Curtis in The Outsiders loves movies. What extended role did movies play in your life when you were growing up in Tulsa?


  As a kid I was just interested in seeing a good story. I can’t tell you how many times I watched Old Yeller. The first movie I ever saw in my life was Peter Pan. I was five, and my mind went berserk with all those images, all that story. I developed a huge crush on red-headed boys all through grade school. I used to think of myself as a movie buff, but later in life I met movie buffs, and I lag way behind. But I’ve always been interested in movies as a form of storytelling.


  What were some of your other favorite movies when you were a teenager, Ponyboy’s age?


  I liked Lawrence of Arabia, but I was a little older than Ponyboy when I saw that. And Bye Bye Birdie—I thought it was great. Then, of course Disney movies, especially the documentaries on animal life. In my twenties I had a couple of traumatic movie experiences, one with The Godfather. Little did I know that Mr. Coppola and I would have a relationship one day. But I got so involved with the movie that, when it got violent, I came out of it shaking. And very shortly afterward, I saw In Cold Blood. I had read the book but didn’t expect the flashback to the actual murders. I was so traumatized I quit seeing movies for a couple of years. I’ve always liked sci-fi; Bruce Dern’s movie Silent Running is still one of my all-time favorites. I also like good scary movies—The Haunting, The Others.


  When I was younger I was more intrigued with movie stars than movies; I have the feeling it was just the opposite for you.


  When I was in grade school, I was totally entranced with Little Joe Cartwright. I couldn’t have cared less who Michael Landon was, but Little Joe Cartwright was such a hottie. As I grew older, I wasn’t the kind to form actor crushes, but I really like actors. I’ve found that they talk like writers, except there’s absolutely no sense of competition, so you can have a good conversation with them.


  Ponyboy “loned” it at the movies, because he felt that going to the movies with friends was like having someone read over your shoulder. Do you ever “lone” it at the movies?


  Occasionally. I did with Brokeback Mountain. I ran out of people to see it with but wasn’t through seeing it myself. I was going to see it once a week for a long time.


  When you were writing your early novels did you see them as movies in your mind’s eye?


  I just saw them as books. I wasn’t even sure, especially with The Outsiders, that I wanted them to be movies.


  Why do you think Tex was the first of your books to make it to the big screen?


  My fans helped me with Tex. Tim Hunter, who later directed Tex, had done a screenplay called Over the Edge, and he told me later that whenever he asked kids on the set what they read, they said S. E. Hinton. Matt Dillon, who was one of the actors in Over the Edge, even said, “Like, man, if you ever do get an S. E. Hinton movie going, I want to be in it.” Disney was going into PG movies and called me. At first I didn’t want Disney to do the movie—I mean, Tex Meets the Seven Dwarfs. The next thing I knew, an executive from Disney was on my doorstep wanting to go to lunch.


  On your doorstep in Tulsa?


  On my doorstep in Tulsa! We went to lunch, and he offered me the standard amount for a young adult film; I told him the money was okay. He asked if I’d like an expense-paid trip to Disneyland, and I said sure, I loved Disneyland. But I was still just staring at him, and he finally asked what else it was that I wanted. I said, “I’ve got a horse that’s perfect for the horse part.” My horse got the role, and Disney got the book. Toyota played Tex’s horse in the movie and did a wonderful job. He loved the movie-making process. He just knew all of those cameras and lights were for him. And he adored Matt Dillon, Tex. Matt came in early, and I gave him riding lessons for a couple of weeks. I also taught Matt to always have carrots in his pocket. There’s a scene in the movie where Toyota is nuzzling Matt’s pockets, looking for his carrots.


  A lot of writers aren’t even allowed on the sets of their films. How involved were you with Tex?


  The director, Tim Hunter, came to Tulsa and asked if I wanted help scout locations. I drove him to the Camelot Inn, across the street from where Tex tried to make a phone call after being shot by a drug dealer. And I drove him out to Bixby, where I lived, and showed him the area. Scouting locations is so funny. You just drive around until you see something you like, walk up to the door, and say, “We’d like to put your house in our movie.” It’s amazing. People always say, “Yes, take the house! You like the dog, take the dog; you like the kid, take the kid!” Then he had me help on wardrobe; he let me in on everything. One day when he was shooting a scene from a big, high angle, there wasn’t room for anybody but essential crew on the platform, but Tim got me on, and I got to watch that shot.


  You said in a previous interview that Tex is your favorite of your young adult novels. Was it hard, even though you liked Tim Hunter, to turn your story over to him?


  After I talked to Tim, I wasn’t afraid of him, but after my first meeting with Matt, I was scared to death of him. Tim had told me: “I’ve got this kid. He’s going to be big, and he wants to do Tex.” So, I’m in New York, imagining Little Bixby Cowboy, when up walks this street punk, who says, “Hey, S. E., I thought you was a man!” And I thought, Oh, dear! I hope this kid’s a good actor, ’cause he can’t play himself. Matt later told me one of the hardest things for an actor to do is to act innocent when he isn’t. I still think Tex is one of his best performances.


  How did you come to make your acting debut in the film?


  Tim asked if I’d do a cameo. After weeks of watching other actors, I thought it looked easy, so finally I said okay. He cast me as the typing teacher, and at first I got nervous, but it worked great. The typing teacher is supposed to be a wreck; the kids had put caps on the typewriter keys. I ran in, hit my marks, and said my lines without even glancing down—did it in a couple of takes.


  What was it like seeing Tex in the theater for the first time?


  It was great, especially since it opens with a long montage—Matt riding Toyota. Anytime I think of Toyota now, I can get out the DVD and see him in his prime.


  Did Toyota develop a star complex at all?


  He had a big ego to begin with—he was a champion jumper—but for months after the movie I couldn’t get him to move without yelling “Action!”


  What sort of synchronicity brought Francis Ford Coppola into your life?


  A group of kids in California wrote Francis a letter, telling him The Outsiders was their favorite book and asking him to please make it into a movie. Francis was intrigued—he really does love kids—and had his producer get in touch with me. For years I’d had people calling me, saying they were interested in doing The Outsiders, but I was afraid it was going to end up being Ponyboy Meets Beach Blanket Bingo. So I was reluctant to hand over The Outsiders to anyone until I realized I was talking to Francis Coppola’s studio. Just a couple months before, I’d seen The Black Stallion, and had thought that if that movie had been based on one of my books, I would have been thrilled.


  Since you were such a fan of Coppola’s work, were you nervous at all about meeting him?


  Francis was holding huge casting calls all over the country, one in downtown Tulsa, and I went to the auditorium. I was nervous about meeting him, and as I walked down the aisle, I realized he was kind of nervous about meeting me. So I walked up, shook his hand, and told him, “Mr. Coppola, I do have a problem with your doing The Outsiders. The Godfather is better than the book, and The Black Stallion is better than the book. Are you going to do that to me?” He laughed—and relaxed. So did I. After I drove him around some Tulsa neighborhoods, he decided he wanted to shoot on location. He asked me to help with the script and with the wardrobe. I was going, “Yeah, I can do this; I’m experienced.”


  How well did you and Coppola work together when you actually started developing the screenplay? To borrow Ponyboy’s phrase again, you’d pretty much “loned” it as a writer.


  Francis took a copy of the book, outlined the introspection in one color, the action in one color, the dialogue in one color. Then he cut it up and literally pasted it on sheets in the form of a screenplay and had someone type it up that way. By the time he handed it to me, it was the size of a phone book, and he asked if I minded cutting it for him. I hadn’t done any writing on the script for Tex, except once in a while, when Tim would say he needed transition lines. But I’d learned a lot about movies from watching what Tim did with the script. He always said you cannot have actors saying more than three sentences or it sounds like they’re giving the preamble to the Constitution. So I was interested in keeping The Outsiders moving.


  You were in your thirties when you were working on the screenplay. How did it feel coming back to your story as an older writer?


  I had learned to accept a lot of the book, partially because of the response to it. But I couldn’t help coming up with better lines and dialogue. Francis had no problems with anything I cut, but if I changed a line, he’d ask if that was how it had been in the book. And I’d say, “No, but it’s better.” Then he’d remind me that we were making the movie for the readers and needed to keep it like it was.


  Many of the film stars—Matt Dillon, Patrick Swayze, Emilio Estevez, Tom Cruise, Diane Lane—went on to become show-business superstars. Did you see that potential in them as you watched them on the set?


  I don’t know what virtue there is in being able to see talent in front of your face, but it was obvious that they were going to be great. I actually got Francis to ask Matt to read for Dallas, because I thought he would be perfect for the part. After Matt’s first reading, Francis told him to go home, and Matt thought he’d blown it. He didn’t find out until later that Francis was saying, “You’ve nailed it; go home!”


  You’d also worked with Emilio Estevez before, on Tex.


  Emilio was very professional, but he was so good at improv. The whole scene in The Outsiders where he looks like he’s going to help Ponyboy clear the table but takes the chocolate cake and a beer and sits down in front of the TV—that was total Emilio. Another time when Two-Bit, Johnny, and Ponyboy were walking home from the movies, a hat blew by, and Emilio grabbed it and put it on. It had blown off the head of a cameraman. Emilio just used it as an opportunity.


  You mentioned how closely you collaborated with Matt on Tex. How closely did you work with the actors on The Outsiders to give them new insight into the characters?


  I worked with the actors quite a bit. They were turned loose here in Tulsa with no adult supervision, and I immediately took it upon myself to be their mother. Rob Lowe even called me “Mom” half the time. I’d run lines with the boys. They were really sweet kids. I tried not to go to the hotel where they were staying very often, because I knew, even as a mother, there would be only so much that I could do, and I really didn’t want to know what was going on. The night the Socs were drowning Ponyboy in the movie, the other cast members, in a show of camaraderie, were pretending to drown each other in the hotel fountain. A few years later, I went back to the hotel and the fountain was gone. I think I know why.


  C. Thomas Howell played Ponyboy, the character you say is most like you.


  Yes, and he had the flu—bad—the night we were drowning him in the fountain. It was in the upper thirties. We did have heaters around, but by the time you were dragged out of that fountain and put in front of a heater, you could get pretty cold. Tommy toughed it out, though. Nobody whined.


  Have you stayed in touch with the cast?


  I’ve stayed in contact with Matt more than the others. He lives in New York, and I visit the city a lot. As for the rest of us, we can go years without getting together, but when we do, we pick up where we left off, so that’s nice. Emilio and I e-mail once in a very great while. Tommy Howell and Ralph Macchio came back to Tulsa in 2006 for the premier of The Outsiders: The Complete Novel, the new DVD edition of the movie. And that was so much fun. They hadn’t changed a bit. Between interviews we took the limo that was at our disposal and visited our old haunts where we’d shot the film—the park, the Curtis house. Johnny’s house had a pig on the porch, which was kind of startling. The same man who lived in the Curtis brothers’ house during the shoot is still living there. He came out on the porch and talked to us. He said people from all over the world come to take pictures of that house.


  How important was it to you for the movie to be shot in Tulsa?


  It was great for me, because I got to go home at the end of the day instead of having to head back to a hotel. And the movie really looks like Tulsa, not L.A. One night when I was fourteen, a girlfriend and I were watching a movie at the Admiral Twin Drive-In and saw some “hoodie” guys trying to pick up these Soc girls. A few years later, I wrote that incident into the The Outsiders. When Francis came into town, the Admiral Twin was one of the first places I showed him.


  Didn’t you once drive past the Admiral Twin Drive-In at Tulsa and catch a glimpse of your Outsiders characters at the drive-in themselves, watching a movie within a movie?


  Many years later, as I was driving home from the airport, I looked over toward the Admiral Twin and saw the drive-in scene from The Outsiders playing on the screen. It was like looking into mirror, into mirror, into mirror—way back to that time when I was fourteen.


  Your talent brought all of this wonderful artistry to your hometown, but after the films were over, your new colleagues moved on to other projects, other cities. Have you ever considered relocating?


  No, I’ve never considered relocating. In fact, halfway through The Outsiders, Francis said we worked well together, and he liked Tulsa, did I have anything else we could shoot while he was in town? I told him I had this weird book, Rumble Fish, but nobody got it. One day he walked in, waving the book, going, “I love this book—it’s so weird; we’ll make it weirder. We’ll shoot it in black and white; the fish will be in color. And we’ve already got a cast here.” During the shooting of Tex, Matt had told me that Rumble Fish was his favorite of my books, one of his dream roles, and if he wasn’t too old when it got off the ground, he wanted to play Motorcycle Boy. He said if he was really old—like twenty-seven—he’d direct.


  You actually wrote the script for Rumble Fish while you were finishing up The Outsiders?


  Yes, we were still shooting The Outsiders, sometimes putting in sixteen- to eighteen-hour days. Francis and I wrote Rumble Fish on Sundays, and we got the first draft done in two weekends. Tex was coming out. So at one point in my life, I was shooting a movie, advertising a movie, writing a movie. But Rumble Fish was not a fun shoot. It was hot, and we shot all of it at night. I’d made a vow that I was not going to get close to any of the actors on the new shoot. Except, of course, Matt. I just wanted to stick with my screenwriting job at that point, and I did. Rumble Fish is Francis’s movie. He did everything else.


  You yourself have said that Rumble Fish was a different sort of story. Were you concerned at all in the early stages about how it would translate to the screen?


  I wasn’t concerned, because Francis was one of the few people I’ve ever talked to who understood the book. It was about myth-making. The movie’s much more visual, much stronger than the book, actually. It was an amazing experience for me as a writer to see Francis’s interpretation, because it was just what I was thinking.


  After your first movie appearance in Tex, you also had cameo roles in The Outsiders and Rumble Fish. What parts did you play?


  In The Outsiders, I played the nurse in Dallas’s room, which was so easy, because I was so used to being hassled by Matt at that point. I was really kind of proud of myself, because I had to walk in, hit my marks, say my lines, set props down, and bump into Emilio and Tommy, who were coming to visit Matt’s character.


  What about your role in Rumble Fish?


  I played a hooker. When Francis asked me, I didn’t think about the fact that we’d be working with the same crew from The Outsiders. There were thirty guys on the set and two women, and I was sitting around in that hooker outfit for days, because we’d get behind on the shooting. That was not fun, though it’s funny now that I look back at it. In the scene, I end up grabbing Vincent Spano, who played Steve, and start unbuttoning his shirt. Did I do that? Oh, my God! When I watch all these movies now, they’re more like home movies. I’m thinking, that’s the day we were all sunburned, or that was the day I made Tom Cruise throw up because he ate too much.


  Were you uneasy at all about being directed by Coppola? That put your relationship on a whole different footing; after all, he’d directed Pacino, Brando, the all-time greats.


  Francis was always really sweet to me. I’ve kept my SAG [Screen Actors Guild] card all these years in case he ever calls again. I’m ready.


  Do you believe that working so closely with Coppola in the films also made you a better novelist?


  It certainly gave me a different take on my writing. I started thinking in terms of scenes.


  Earlier you spoke of the new 2006 DVD release of The Outsiders, subtitled The Complete Novel. Is the movie even better now?


  I think so, because we shot the whole book. Francis was very adamant about that, but there was a lot of studio pressure before it was first released, and he cut the heck out of it. I was shocked the first time I saw it in the theater. So much of it was missing. I didn’t say anything; I’m not a movie director or a movie editor. But it was chopped up into one action, one action, one action. Francis—it turns out—started getting the same letters I was getting, wondering why favorite parts of the book had been left out. Finally, he replaced twenty minutes of deleted footage. Francis is the only director I’ve ever heard of who went back and re-cut a movie because fans of the book asked him to.


  He also added a lot of period music to the soundtrack.


  I think Francis was right to add the music. The original music was a little too grandiose for the story. I’m not very musically oriented, but I like Stevie Wonder’s “Stay Gold” very much. And the music for Tex fits the rockabilly nature of that movie. I loved the soundtrack for Rumble Fish. Very startling at the time, and I’ve noticed that it really has influenced other soundtracks since then.


  Your friend Emilio Estevez wrote the screenplay for That Was Then, This Is Now and starred in the film. Why do you think it hasn’t received the same level of recognition as The Outsiders, Tex, and Rumble Fish?


  People wondered why I was letting a twenty-year-old kid write the screenplay, but I was the same age when I wrote the book. Emilio knew a lot more about screenplays than I did—so why not? I told him, though, that the studio would make him change the ending, which would ruin the whole impact of the story. As much as Emilio had been around movies, he still didn’t realize how powerless the screenwriter was. There are a lot of good things about that movie, but it turned out to be wishy-washy.


  Do you think there will ever be a film version of Taming of the Star Runner?


  There might be a film version. One time I did a screenplay for it and got paid, but it’s hard, because the book’s so introspective. As a matter of fact, when I was writing it, I was thinking no one’s going to be able to make a movie out of this—two of the major characters are a kid and a cat. But I’m not concerned; I didn’t write it to be a movie.


  Ultimately, how well do you think the films have complemented your novels?


  I’m extremely happy with Tex and Rumble Fish, because they captured the spirit of the books so well. I’m happy with The Outsiders because not only was it a wonderful, wonderful experience for me, it also got recognition for some brilliantly talented boys. And it satisfies my fans. Kids wanted the movie.


  You continue to admire good films. Earlier you mentioned Brokeback Mountain. Why do you think the movie appealed to you so much?


  Brokeback Mountain is one of the first movies I’ve seen in ages that I’ve wanted to re-watch and figure out. The director, Ang Lee, made that movie work with his transitions from scene to scene. It’s like a piece of literature that resonates in your subconscious. Every time I see it, I see something new. I also re-read books constantly. I re-read all of Jane Austen at least once a year.


  Do you see any connection between Brokeback Mountain and your own stories?


  Not really, except that both are very character-oriented; and I always start with characters. I wanted to see Brokeback Mountain because I’d read the short story by Annie Proulx, which blew me away. It’s so straightforward and sparse, it grabs your heart. Proulx’s metaphors—and some of her dialogue—are incredible. The people who made the movie had the sense to stick with her story.


  Have you ever considered developing a property directly for the screen?


  Yes, I’ve written two screenplays, one a paranormal western. If I don’t get it made into a movie in a few years, I’m going to novelize it. That’s how much I love it. And then I’ve got another one I developed with my friend Tim Zinneman. I hope to see that get to the screen, too. I’ve always said writing a novel is like doing an oil painting. You can make it minimalist; you can make it abstract; you can make it photo-realistic. But writing a screenplay is like drawing a coloring book, because other people—set directors, directors, actors—are going to come in and add their shades.


  You’re still showing up in movies from time to time. What can you tell us about your most recent cameo appearance?


  Tim Hunter gave me a call last year—he knew I’d kill to be on the set of a western—and said he was shooting a low-budget western, The Far Side of Jericho, in New Mexico. He invited me to visit for week and arranged for me to be an extra. I went to wardrobe and got rigged up as this old ranch woman. I’m still not sure if the movie’s going to get released, or if it’s going to go straight to video.


  Your son, Nick, has become involved in the movie business. What are your hopes for him as he focuses on a medium that has been so gratifying for you?


  He hopes to go into film-sound engineering after he graduates. He recently did an internship at George Lucas’s Skywalker Ranch and studied film-sound design. All I’ve ever hoped for Nick is that he’ll get into a field, like I did, that he loves. It’ll be like getting paid to have fun.


  Little Kids And Vampires
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    Aleasha: 3/29/91 to 7/31/06
  


  

  JULY 25, 2006—TULSA, OKLAHOMA

  Susie celebrated her birthday on July 22, and before we get started with our literary talk, she shows me the bronze frogs her husband, David, has given her to celebrate the occasion. Frogs, she tells me, took control of her house several years ago, and now she collects them. The frogs she points out to me in the den are no ordinary frogs; they are art—carefully crafted, colorful, sleek. She has even more frogs in her office, where they inconspicuously line the bookcases and her desk. That’s the way she wants it. The frogs aren’t imposed on her inner decor; they’re carefully placed to be a part of it—and of her ongoing narrative. One frog guards an artificial crow, while another keeps an eye on the Loch Ness monster. Sometimes, Susie says, visitors try to realign the frogs more conventionally, and then she has to put them back into story position.


  How was the break you took between your young adult novels and your children’s books different from the writer’s block you experienced after The Outsiders?


  I had a baby, and he was a surprise. He was much wanted, and he was absolutely adored by both his parents. I couldn’t take my eyes off him long enough to write anything, and I sure didn’t want to write about teenagers.


  Why did you decide to return to writing with a children’s book?


  My editor came to visit me, and we spent all afternoon with the age-old idea sparker, a bottle of scotch. We still couldn’t come up with any ideas, so we started sharing kid stories, because his daughter is almost exactly the same age as Nick. I told about this trick that David had played on Nick in kindergarten. Nick came home the first day and said, “Dad, there’s a kid in my class that has black hair like you, wears glasses like you, and his name is David like you. Now is that you?” My sensitive, politically correct husband said, “Sure, Nick, that’s me. I get little every day and go to school with you.” Nick was very puzzled. He thought it wasn’t true, but he didn’t know for sure. And I have to admit I aided and abetted David. When Nick would come home and say, “Oh, it was so gross today; Kelly threw up,” I’d get him ensconced in front of the TV, run and call David, and tell him Kelly had thrown up in class. When David would get home, he’d say, “Nick, weren’t you grossed out when Kelly threw up? Ugh!”


  What was your editor’s response?


  I happened to glance over at him, and he seemed torn between falling off the couch laughing and calling the Department of Human Services. He told me to write the story up, and we’d make it into a children’s book. I’d read a lot of children’s books to Nick by that time, and I knew what I liked, which was not many words on a page.


  What were some of yours and Nick’s favorite children’s books?


  All the Dr. Seuss books. Some of the books I liked as a kid weren’t necessarily the ones he liked. I love the Berenstain Bears. Of course, the old standby Goodnight Moon is everybody’s favorite. The illustrations are just so fantastic.


  How did you convert your family story into an actual storybook?


  I gave the story a plausible twist, because Nick was pretty clever at that age, too. He’d come home from school and have tests for his dad: “Okay, who lost a tooth today on the playground—was it Colton, was it Sam, was it Rob?” It didn’t take long for David to figure out it was always the first name. Nick would always give him three choosements. “Choosements”—I thought that was a good word, so I used “choosements.” Another time Nick said, “You know, I have many tricks on my sleeve.” So I used that for the ending line.


  This was a picture book.


  Yes, Random House sent me several books by illustrators they liked, and I got to pick my illustrator, who did very clever illustrations and even managed to put the dog in, even though I had never mentioned the dog. Also, there’s a picture of the family sitting on the couch reading, which was very typical of us. Nick said, “You know I’m not redheaded,” and David said, “But at least I’m tall,” and I said, “And at least I’m skinny.”


  How involved was the family with the actual writing of the book when you were working on it?


  They just listened to it. David got a huge kick out of it, because it was his deal, and it was a true story. We kept it up for almost a year. Nick kind of got a kick out of it because he was going to be in a book. We all three enjoyed it.


  Were any of Nick’s friends in the book?


  Yes. Colton’s mom, Sam’s mom, and Rob’s mom bought the book because their kids’ names were in it.


  Since you were writing for little kids, did you have to work on softening your characteristic grittiness?


  Not my characteristic grittiness. There’s not a grit in it. But Nick was mature for his age and had a very sophisticated sense of humor. At times, I may have overestimated other kids’ grasp of the situation. I did have to work on that.


  Did you have to make any other adjustments as you wrote for a younger audience?


  I just had to remember to keep the word count short. I thought I had, but the editor sent it back, saying I needed to cut it even more. He was right. It wasn’t a book for children to read; it was a book to read to them. I remember when I was reading books to Nick that I preferred fascinating pictures with a little bit of story.


  Was writing text for a picture book ultimately as satisfying for you as writing young adult novels? In other words, did you feel that the picture book was a substantive enough vehicle for your talent?


  No, not really. But it was right for that time in my life, because I wasn’t ready to get totally involved in writing another novel. I wanted to be creative, but I just didn’t have the energy or even the interest to delve into a novel, which takes a whole lot of focus and, for me, a lot of emotional energy.


  How closely did you work with the illustrator, Alan Daniel?


  We never met, never talked, never e-mailed. But Alan was so clever, including a lot of puns on big and little, tall and short. It almost seemed like he was there with us. In the book, when Nick says he has a question for his mom, that he’s just waiting until she finishes her coffee, because she is always nicer—well, that’s the way we were. In the illustration, the mom’s sitting with her eyes half open, her coffee spilling, just looking at her kid. Somehow Alan knew.


  Did you write the book with the idea that the pictures would finish what you were saying?


  I hoped the pictures would entertain. And they did. One reason I picked Alan was because I thought his illustrations had a lot of energy to them, even when the characters were just sitting on the couch and reading.


  How did the feedback you got from your younger readers compare to the feedback you got earlier in your career?


  I have to admit I had no fan letters from five-year-olds. I did have some from adults. My emotional books are the ones that inspire the most fan mail.


  You followed Big David, Little David with The Puppy Sister, a chapter book for children. Wasn’t this story also based on another real family experience?


  When I got through with Big David, Little David and still didn’t have any idea what my next novel might be, I thought I’d look around the house to see what else I could write about. The Australian shepherd puppy we had brought home to be a sibling for Nick had made herself into a member of the family. I’ve always been an animal person—as a child I’d make pets out of bugs. But Nick wasn’t an animal person, and there was so much sibling rivalry. He’d be going, “Mom, I’m playing Nintendo, and Aleasha’s annoying me.” Then Aleasha would come running in, like she was saying, “He’s supposed to be playing with me!” They finally bonded, and one day, when we came home from a walk, Nick said, “I think Aleasha’s wondering when she’s going to turn into a real kid like me.” And I thought, There is my hook!
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    Granny, who was Miss Kitty in The Puppy Sister. —S.E.H.
  


  

  The fact that Aleasha wants to be a human kid?


  Yes, and have more fun like Nick. So through sheer determination, she starts changing herself. I hung the story on a year around the holidays. I figured if Aleasha spent her first year in dog years, she’d be seven by the end of the book. When she finally learns how to talk, Nick gradually breaks it to his parents, and, of course, they’re shocked. I think the quote from the book is: “Mom sat down very suddenly on the floor and took a nap.” By Halloween, Aleasha’s changed enough that she and Nick go out trick-or-treating as werewolves. And then at Christmas, she wakes up, can see colors for the first time, and calls them “smells for the eyes.”


  That’s a great line.


  I really like that line, too, even though I did come up with it. By spring Aleasha’s become a human girl, goes to a baseball game, then catches a foul ball in her mouth. By the way, she and Nick were still squabbling.


  You mentioned in one of our earlier visits that The Puppy Sister holds the distinction of being the only story, thus far, that you’ve written from the female perspective. What was it like for you as a storyteller, switching gender and species?


  It was fun. While Aleasha’s watching TV, she sees some ballet dancers, stands up on her hind legs, twirls, and turns like a little girl. She has strong toes for ballet—and loves going to lessons—but she can also kick a soccer ball. I’d noticed that Nick and a lot of his friends were into fantasy, imaginative worlds. Their recipes for dragon stew would include lizard eyes and goat blood. But some kids, jocks, were more into their sports, and their recipes for dragon stew were basically potatoes and onions. So Aleasha was the athletic type; Nick was into swordplay.


  How did you keep Aleasha from becoming a caricature?


  By never thinking of her as a caricature. I used Aleasha’s personality as much as I could understand it. She could feel guilty, but then in an instant she chews all of Nick’s toys, because she’s so mad he’s gone off to have fun without her. Which actually did happen in real life with some of Nick’s plastic figures. When Nick comes back, Aleasha cowers, saying, “Oh I did it, and I’m so sorry,” which, I think, is a dog trait. In the end of the book, the pediatrician, who’s been let in on the story, describes her as a perfectly normal little girl, very affectionate and enthusiastic. Aleasha jumps up, grabs Mom around the neck, and says, “I will always be enthusiastic and affectionate—whatever that means.”


  You speak of your love of animals. Why do you think they play such an important role in your life?


  Probably as a child I felt like I could communicate with them better than with the adults in my life or even with my peers. I just always have had a strong communication with animals. There’s less pretense.


  What can we learn about ourselves by considering how animals like Aleasha might view us?


  When we take away an animal’s ability to fend for itself, it’s up to us to care for it. I had a cat that lived to be over twenty. She came with our house, lived with us for fifteen years, and turned out to be the animal my son bonded with the strongest. Even when she couldn’t quite make it to the litter box and couldn’t play any more, he could see that she was still a member of the family. We were obligated to take the best care of her we could. In a lot of ways the death of an animal prepares you for dealing with human death. When my horse Toyota died, I was with him until his last minute. The yet said, “Susan, are you sure you want to be here?” And I said, “You’re not going to get me away from this horse; the last thing he’s going to hear is my voice.” Animals teach us responsibility.


  What are some of your all-time favorite animal books besides Old Yeller?


  When I was in grade school, I absolutely loved Duff, the Story of a Bear. I read that book over and over and over. And Marguerite Henry’s horse books with those fabulous paintings. King of the Wind was one of my favorite books for many years. Then Ernest Thompson Seton’s Wild Animals I Have Known. He made the point that no animal in the wild dies of old age, so naturally all of his short stories had tragic endings, and the animals were written about just as if they were people. I remember the story about the fox who could raid the hen house until the farmer figured him out. As a younger kid, I loved being outdoors, taking walks through the woods, so wild-animal stories are especially fascinating to me.


  In your picture book and your chapter book, you get to display your sense of humor. Was that liberating for you? Your earlier work had some pretty serious overtones.


  My sense of humor is one of my strongest personality traits, but—I don’t know why—these are the first books where it’s really come through. Tex was inclined toward pranks, which I’m not, so even though he had a sense of humor, it was quite different from mine. So it was liberating to get to express that part of myself.


  You’ve already established that Big David, Little David and The Puppy Sister are decidedly autobiographical. At what point does fact become fiction?


  Well, Aleasha didn’t turn herself into a real human, but she did turn herself into a member of the family.


  Would you agree with Grace Paley that any story told twice is fiction?


  That’s a good one. Yes, and better for it.


  In 2004 you wrote Hawkes Harbor. Why did you decide to write a book about a vampire?


  I don’t really believe in vampires. The vampire actually was more of a character definition. My books show character growth. Jamie Sommers was fearless, but he’s in a mental hospital, and one of the first things he tells his doctor is about the time he was smuggling jewels out of Burma, got captured by pirates, jumped into the ocean to save a ruby, and got attacked by a shark. The doctor thinks he’s a nut case with an imagination, but his story turns out to be true. Something has happened to break him.


  And as if that weren’t enough, he meets a vampire.


  The vampire, Grenville, was interesting, because I portrayed him as a man who really valued his self-control. For him, being a vampire was like being a drug addict. He couldn’t break himself; he wasn’t proud of it. But he relished the power that being a vampire gave him.


  Did you have any other vampire characters in mind as you wrote the book?


  When Grenville and Jamie got together, I was also thinking about the original Dracula and Renfield, the cowering little servant. That whole relationship fascinated me.


  Publishers Weekly described the book as “swashbuckling,” not exactly what you’d expect for a horror novel.


  I felt trapped writing teenage books with drama and meaning—or no meaning—and I wanted to go back to when writing was really fun. I’d just re-read Treasure Island, and I had a great time making up Jamie’s adventures. After Jamie told his psychiatrist about being in Burma, I went to the globe and saw the Andaman Islands. I looked them up in the dictionary and found out they are beautiful, pristine, but also hangouts for really bad people, so I had Jamie’s boat break down near the islands. Then the next issue of National Geographic had an article on Burma in the 1960s. The socialist government was collapsing, and two-thirds of the net national income was from smuggling. So many synchronicities kept happening to me while I was writing the book.


  Kellen Quinn, Jamie’s best friend, is a great character, an Irish con man.


  I loved writing his dialogue with Jamie. He had quite a vocabulary, and Jamie was not particularly verbal, but he liked to listen to Kell’s stories.


  As you just mentioned, much of the book takes place in the 1960s, specifically 1967, the same year The Outsiders was published. Is that just a coincidence, or was your subconscious at work again?


  My subconscious was at work again, because I realized after I’d written the book that I was using the vampire as a metaphor for the Vietnam draft. People forget how it was. The draft could yank you out of your life, subject you to horrors, then send you back to a country that despised you. Jamie is ripped out of his life by the vampire, subjected to horrors, and driven crazy. The vampire holds him in contempt, but at the end, he and Jamie have gradually learned to respect each other. I actually even mention the Vietnam situation. When Jamie’s first sent to the state mental hospital, a lot of Vietnam vets are patients.


  The book operates in several different time frames. We’ve talked about the ’60s, but there’s an opening prologue dated 1950. Why did you choose the nonlinear structure?


  Jamie was a tactile learner. He wasn’t a reader, but he liked to work jigsaw puzzles. I realized after I did the book that I was working a jigsaw puzzle. Something will be mentioned in one chapter that will only make sense several chapters later. I think that gives the reader a feeling at the end of having lived a lifetime with somebody.


  You’ve used the name Jamie before with your female character in Tex. Is there any connection?


  No. I tried to come up with a lot of different names for the character. Jamie just seemed to be the one that suited him.


  Horror guru R. L. Stine wrote that he wanted to echo Jamie’s plea, “Don’t let it be dark.” How did that plea originate within you?


  I’m not sure. I’m not scared of the dark. I like swimming out in the pool at night by myself. On the surface, Jamie connects the dark with the time the vampire first gets him and torments him. But also Jamie, who was pretty fearless, was in the dark about life. Like when he was running guns with Kell. He was doing a job, getting paid well. It was a little dangerous, but he was totally in the dark about the principle until he realized these guns were going to be used to murder men, women, and children. He’s enlightened by the end of the book.


  Like Taming the Star Runner, Hawkes Harbor is written in third person. Was that a calculated decision on your part, or was that just how the story came to you?


  It was calculated. I wanted the freedom in Hawkes Harbor to be all over the map, and not just geographically. I was in Burma, I was in Bangkok, I was in the Riviera. Some paragraphs come from the mind of Kell. A few paragraphs come from the mind of the vampire, and from some other characters, too.


  You mentioned that this book takes place all over the world, not in Oklahoma like your other books. Why did you decide to shift locales?


  Well, I’ve done Oklahoma to death. I realized later that Jamie and Kell met in Hawaii and kept going farther and farther west. Their first stop was in the Philippines, and then they were in Burma, the French Riviera, Liverpool. It’s hot in Burma, but by the end of the book, in Washington, D. C., it’s snowing. It’s gotten colder and colder and colder. That was an interesting motif.


  In Hawkes Harbor you were writing to an adult audience for the first time in your career. How did that feel?


  I’ve always wanted to know if I could do sex scenes, and so there are about three in the book. They’re not gratuitous; they’re illustrating Jamie’s sex education. Kell gets mad at Jamie for buying hookers, because he doesn’t need to—he’s young; he’s good-looking. When he does finally fall in love with a girl, he realizes affection might be the next step.


  Many of your fans loved Hawkes Harbor, but some were uncomfortable with the book. Did that surprise you at all?


  I knew a lot of people would think it was strange. It’s funny to me because a lot of people were shocked that there was a vampire in it. I gave plenty of clues, so I didn’t think it was going to be any huge surprise when it turned out Mr. Hawkes was not exactly what people thought he was. People seem to have so many ideas about what I’m supposed to be writing, but I’ve never let anybody dictate what I write. On the other hand, I do get fan mail from people who just loved Hawkes Harbor. One woman wrote and said she was in love with Jamie after the first chapter. That was nice. And I think the characters are some of the best I’ve ever done.


  Do you plan on more horror novels, or was Hawkes Harbor a literary diversion?


  The book I’m working on now is a paranormal suspense comedy—set in Oklahoma.


  Do all of your books, as diverse as they are, relate to extended family?


  Absolutely. Like the puppy becoming a member of the family, even though she and Nick actually didn’t have a whole lot in common. In The Outsiders, Ponyboy did not like Dallas in the beginning, but he did admire him by the end of the book. And Grenville and Jamie end up being family members. Jamie had been searching for a father figure all his life, and he went through several of them—the priest, Kell, Grenville. All my books are about relationships.


  Tim
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    Look at this gorgeous superstar—and Matt’s not bad either.—S.E.H.
  


  

  JULY 26, 2006—TULSA, OKLAHOMA

  The dishwasher is humming in the kitchen as Susie and I admire the framed photo of Matt Dillon riding her horse Toyota. The picture, she tells me, was taken during the filming of Tex, and she’s left it on the den coffee table so we can consider it for the book. Matt and Toyota leave little to the imagination. They’re not posing. They’re naturally young and bold, reined in by the camera, but ready to bolt to a different realm. Susie’s also preoccupied with two black-and-white illustrations for Tim’s stories, one a work in progress. “This needs to be a little rougher,” she says, calling my attention to the image of a worn chair, draped with a banner that reads, “Welcome Home Terry.” She goes on to explain that she means rougher like Tim himself, though he’s not depicted in the drawings or the stories. The other sketch, featuring a smoldering cigarette, suggests that Tim has just stepped away from the scene for a minute, but, like us, can still hear the dishwasher and see Matt in the distance.


  
    The stories in your collection, Some of Tim’s Stories, focus on Mike and Terry. Who exactly is Tim?


    Tim is the author of the stories. I took a roundabout way of writing in first person, using a narrator who writes his stories in third person. That sounds confusing, but I pictured Tim as a bartender in his late twenties, working in some small northern Oklahoma town. He went to a community college to take computer courses for his job, enrolled in some other courses, got interested in short stories, and decided to write about his life. But he disguised the stories.


    How did you get to know him well enough to make him a tangible presence?


    I had to establish a strong back story for Tim. The stories are short, so I needed to know every detail of his life. I had to be Tim when I was writing them, and his ideas were totally different from mine. He was not for gun control. He was very, very antiabortion. I’d never felt so masculine in all my life, even though I’ve always used male narrators and male characters. I even began thinking like a bartender and bouncer. Friday nights are tougher than Saturday nights from the bouncer’s point of view because on Fridays people think they deserve their fun—their hard week is over. By Saturday, they’re more relaxed. I don’t know how I understood that, but I did.


    Did you do any research?


    I read Bartending for Dummies and visited a few bartending sites on the Internet.


    How significant is it that Tim’s a bouncer as well as a bartender?


    The fact that Tim’s a bouncer factored into the story because he’s not a violent person. Even though he has that potential, he would rather prevent a fight than stop one after it’s started.


    Did Tim become a presence in your life as well as the stories?


    One time when my husband, David, got home, I was telling him what was going on in the bar that night, and he said, “You’re starting to sound like him.” Tim had a heavy voice, and his words carried weight.


    How did you see him physically?


    Very strong. He was 6’2”. He weighed 185 to 190 pounds. He was big-boned but not heavy. His nose had been broken twice, but because he was heavy-boned, it looked okay. He had a lot of presence to him, even though he was quiet. He always wore a baseball cap, and his customers would bring him caps from the different places they’d been. He had quite a collection. The customers had grown to like him because he was a good listener. He also wore Wranglers—or whatever blue jeans were on sale at Kmart—and Timberland lace-up boots. The boots originally started out mustard-colored, but he had spilled so many things on them they’d turned tan.


    Tim never makes even a cameo appearance in the stories. Do you think readers can really get to know him through what he’s written?


    Definitely. Even though he called his character Mike, he mentions his aunt and his mother and the step-father he refers to as “the step-bastard.” Tim had lost his father when he was ten. His father had played a huge role in Tim’s life, and I think you can pick that up in the stories, too.


    Why was it important for you to filter these stories through Tim?


    It was a different narration process, and I enjoy being different sometimes. Because these stories are very short, they are an arc of life, and they mention things repeatedly. Mike—or Tim—carries guilt for not being in prison with his cousin, when he is just as guilty. That guilt shows up even when it doesn’t have anything to do with what’s happening in a particular story. To me the stories are a novel in a very condensed form.


    How is Tim’s writing style different from yours?


    When I first started writing from Tim’s point of view, I was amazed I couldn’t do dialogue, because dialogue is my strong point. But dialogue was the hardest part of fiction writing for Tim. In the earlier stories there’s not much. But as he got more relaxed with his writing, he got more comfortable using dialogue, too.


    Did you ever find yourself slipping out of character and writing as S. E. Hinton?


    Not with Tim’s stories. I was so involved being that narrator that I found myself being Tim when I should have been S. E. Hinton.


    Ever get any Wranglers at Kmart?


    Wranglers, no. And I didn’t feel any desire to be addicted to Jack Daniel’s, which Tim was, or to smoke, or to wear Timberland boots.


    How fully did you come to trust Tim as the storyteller?


    I trusted him absolutely, because he wasn’t writing for publication. He was in love with his creative writing teacher at Tulsa Community College, and that was why he started writing. With her encouragement he got bolder and more fixed in his ideas of what made a story. He wasn’t interested in description at all, not as a reader, not as a writer, and yet the stories themselves are very descriptive. He’s not saying, “The beautiful green trees by a wonderful blue lake,” but he still gives a strong visual for each story.


    What are some of his storytelling eccentricities?


    He could never hit the apostrophe button, because his big-boned finger always hit the semicolon instead. This doesn’t show now because he always went back to polish. When he wrote through the stories the first time, there was no capitalization or punctuation because he just wanted to get them down, and he wasn’t fast. A lot of times he wrote stories out in longhand at first because he didn’t have a computer at home; he had to wait and use the one at the bar. Also he always used the word “yes,” except once or twice he’d say “yep” when he was in conversation, but not “yeah.” And there was a finality about the way he would say “yes.” I think he got that from his father, who always had that way of saying “yes.”


    So you knew the whole family, so to speak?


    Yes. Tim’s mother wasn’t a strong woman. When her husband died in a car wreck, she was floundering, married a man she thought would take care of her, and then wasn’t strong enough to prevent his abuse of Tim, who left home at seventeen. By the way, Tim finished high school just because the step-bastard said he couldn’t.


    Of all your first-person narrators, which one is the most like Tim?


    None of them even come close.


    What about technically speaking? Did you have some of the same challenges writing as Tim that you had writing as Rusty-James in Rumble Fish? Neither is the gifted observer that Ponyboy is.


    Tim was so much smarter than Rusty-James. He could learn from his mistakes and profit from them—or at least know he’d made them, whether he could control making them again or not. Rusty-James was so oblivious.


    But he still isn’t a sophisticated storyteller. What is his strength as a writer?


    I think the emotional intensity that he brings to his stories. His stories had to start with an emotion.


    How did you come up with the premise for the stories, each limited to about a thousand words?


    For the heck of it. It’s like taking dressage, horseback riding: it’s a strong discipline, and it’s wearing, but it’s an accomplishment when you feel you finally got it right. There are some Zen-like moments. When I first started, I’d think there is no way I’m going to be able to cut a story down to a thousand words, but I’d go back, trim it, then trim it again. In my later stories, I would know I had 995 words without ever looking at my word count.


    In our very first interview you said that you’d revised The Outsiders by adding detail and scenes. How did you pare these stories down to fit the prescribed word length? What sorts of things did you find yourself cutting out?


    You’d be surprised at how much you don’t need in a story. I found out you could do without a lot of adjectives. And without a lot of explanation. In “Different Shorelines,” the story takes place on a lakeshore at different times of the year and in different years, beginning, I think, in 1987. It’s spring, and then you go into summer one year later. But you’re always at the same lakeshore, and you don’t have to describe it. The conversations explain what’s going on.


    Do you think that—ironically—in some ways you were able to say more with fewer words?


    I think so. Of course, you don’t know how to judge your own work, but these short stories are about as vivid as anything I’ve written.


    In our society, we tend to think that shorter is easier. Is that the case with Some of Tim’s Stories?


    I’ve always thought longer was easier. That’s why I never really got into short stories or poetry. In a novel you have more time to set up what’s going on and to explore. Tim’s stories are a little easier, because they revolve around the same characters in Tim’s life. I didn’t have to start a whole new premise with each story. Each one can stand alone as a short story. But when you finish, you’ll have the feel of a novel.


    Why did you decide against writing a frame for the stories that explains the Tim connection and the story format?


    Because it’s such a delicate balance. I could pretend that I met Tim or that his creative writing teacher gave me his stories, but to me that would ruin the concept. I think the observant reader will figure out why they’re called Tim’s stories. I just didn’t want to mess with them. They’re rugged—like old pieces of granite—but the thread that holds them together is delicate.


    How important, then, is the actual sequence of the stories?


    I wrote them at completely different times. It wasn’t until I was through that I decided on the order. But I wanted to develop a time mark so that one story could help explain another. When you read “Sentenced” and Mike’s aunt mentions his old girlfriend, he says, “I don’t see her anymore.” Then you realize that in the previous story, “The Girl Who Loved Movies,” Amber is the girl. There’s a later story where Mike’s talking about a memory he had from childhood, when he heard his dad having a nightmare, but it turns out it’s really about Mike/Tim being in love with this other woman. By the placement of the story, you can see she was his creative writing teacher. These aren’t flashbacks; they’re memory stories.


    In many ways your writing style in these stories reminds me of Elmore Leonard’s. I know you’ve read his western novels. What literary influence do you think guided your approach to this collection?


    Of course, you like to think of yourself as influence-free, but even Homer was influenced by somebody. So, probably Hemingway. I’ve got tons of biographies about him; he’s an absolutely fascinating character. You couldn’t make up this man. But his short stories are the only writings of his that I really admire, and I think—probably—his spare style influenced me.


    In “Class Time,” Mike has read Hemingway’s To Have and Have Not. Is that one of your favorites?


    I’d always heard To Have and Have Not was one of Hemingway’s worst books. But when I was taking a movie class just a few years ago, we studied the film version, and I finally read the novel. I thought it was great. That’ll teach me to listen to other people’s opinions! Mike also mentions that he can’t read Henry James. I enjoy Henry James.


    You’ve often said that you re-read Jane Austen’s work about once every year. What have you learned from reading her novels that’s made you a better writer?


    Her revelation of character through dialogue is just fascinating, and that’s what I do best.


    In many ways, Mike and Terry are reminiscent of your earlier characters. How do they transcend those roles?


    I might be reverting. We talked about this earlier—one of my closest relationships when I was growing up was with my cousin, Jimmy. We were raised like brother and sister. We did everything together—skied, fished, played football. Our families were always with each other. That bond is even stronger with Mike and Terry, because they’re double first cousins. Their fathers are brothers, and their moms are sisters. They have the same backgrounds and are bound together, but they’re certainly not the same people.


    You’ve already mentioned Tim’s mom and her weakness. In the book Aunt Jelly is a remote but powerful presence. Would you agree that she’s one of your most fully realized characters?


    Yes, but I go back and forth between calling her “Aunt Jelly” and “Julie.” “Jelly” is obviously a childhood nickname for her. She was probably always making the boys jelly sandwiches. I have an aunt Eloise (that’s my middle name) who was called “Peeny” because she always liked “peeny” butter sandwiches. Aunt Jelly is a strong woman, except that she spoils Terry. She’d like to spoil Mike, but he won’t let her. He’s the responsible one. One of the lines in the stories says it best: Mike’s step-father’s resentment was probably no worse than Terry’s mom’s indulgence.


    Do you think you, aka Tim, have taken your initial themes to a new level through these characters?


    Maybe so. They’re not outsiders. In Hawkes Harbor, Grenville was an outsider and so was Jamie to a certain degree. Only at the end of the book did Jamie realize that the townspeople accepted him as another citizen. Tim’s stories are about how your environment and your own personality shape your life. Tim has a drinking problem, but he doesn’t take any steps to rectify it, even though he knows he should. In his environment, his drinking is accepted. Terry’s the one who doesn’t drink, and he gets in the most trouble.


    What could you say as a mature writer through Tim that you couldn’t say as a teenager through Ponyboy?


    Tim/Mike has a lot of hard-earned wisdom. Ponyboy can be wise, but he’s an idealistic kid who still thinks the world can be changed. Tim knows the world’s not going to change, but he’s trying to figure out how to deal with it. As a bartender he realizes that when people come into the bar and pour out their stories to him, he’s not there to fix their lives. As he puts it, he’s not a social worker, but he figures out what people want to hear from their bartender, and he decides that’s what he needs to give them. In a way, that’s a cop-out. The name of that story, by the way, is “What’s Your Poison?”


    You’ve also adapted many of these stories as plays. How did placing your characters in a different format give you new insights into them and their circumstances?


    I don’t know, but it was very interesting to do. I had to figure out how to work with Mike, Tim, and Terry as three separate people. I gave Mike the on-stage ability to do narration. Tim was off to the side in the same clothes writing the story.


    I wonder if casting the stories as plays also gave you a better sense of dialogue—maybe even timing. As you’ve pointed out, Tim had to struggle with dialogue.


    I don’t ever have to think about dialogue consciously.


    Which of Tim’s stories stand out as favorites of yours?


    “The Girl Who Loved Movies” is my favorite. It’s the shortest story, but it’s one of the strongest. I think of it as a metaphor that can stand by itself. I also like “Visit,” when Mike finally comes to visit Terry. And “The Missed Trip.” In that story, Mike as an adult is contemplating what would have happened if their fathers, both his and Terry’s, hadn’t been killed in a car wreck together. He feels pretty ashamed of his life at that point. He’s in his mid-twenties—in a do-nothing job—and Terry’s in prison.


    In “The Girl Who Loved Movies,” you have this great closing line: “It was cliché he knew. But he meant it classic.” Did you know how lyrical those words were the moment you wrote them or did you have to wait for the initial feedback from your early readers?


    I did know. I wrote that whole story in just a few hours, realizing that was going to be my ending line.


    In fact your closing lines are stunning throughout the collection. Do you think the shorter format called upon you to create more emphatic endings?


    Yes, I do. The only open-ended story in the book is the last one, “No White Light No Tunnel,” but it’s still a closed chapter in Tim’s mind. Some of the stories are even funny, like when Mike/Tim finally managed to get Terry worried about something in “Full Moon Birthday.” I get very upset with a book that doesn’t have a strong ending, and it was almost an indulgence to have this many strong endings to work toward.


    Strong endings, yes, but there’s still a sense of the stories being ongoing.


    Some of the stories are unresolved, but, at their moment in time, I think they are definite. Terry didn’t come home from prison and adjust immediately; Mike just hopes in the end that the old Terry is still there. And with “The Girl Who Loved Movies,” in my mind, I picture Mike looking up Amber again. But I’m not going to write a sequel. Why press my luck here?


    How significant do you think Tim’s stories are in your overall career as a writer?


    They’re the best writing I’ve ever done. They may be the best writing I’ll ever do. Who knows? You always think the next book’s going to be the best one, unless you’re writing something like Hawkes Harbor, which was such self-indulgent fun. But I do think these stories are going to stand the test of time and will end up being mentioned as some of my best work.


    What lasting impact do you think Tim will have on you personally and professionally?


    Professionally I hope the stories will give people a broader insight into my writing. I don’t pigeonhole myself, so it would be nice if readers could get over the fact—a little bit—that I wrote The Outsiders. I’m hoping Some of Tim’s Stories will do well critically, but they’re done. I don’t plan to revisit them, but I do miss Tim sometimes.


    I was going to ask about that, because you were so close to him.


    Tim’s like somebody I knew once. He used to come over and tell me what was going on, not just stories, but about people getting into fights and about ladies who wanted him to walk them to their cars, supposedly for tip money but, as it turned out, not for money at all. It was really interesting being privy to that life.


    You made publishing history as a teenager. What do you still have to accomplish as a writer?


    I always want to write a better book; I always want to write another book. I can’t do anything else. I also want to feel productive and useful in my life, but I never think in terms of what I’ve got to accomplish. I don’t compete with The Outsiders. It’s there; I’m proud of it, but I’m through with it, like I am with Tim’s stories.


    How would you sum up your career so far?


    I’ve been lucky in a lot of ways. Luck got me my agent, Marilyn, or was it coincidence, synchronicity? But luck didn’t sell The Outsiders—or the other books. I’ve worked hard.


    Have you ever felt like writing was a responsibility?


    To a certain degree. I was given a gift, and it’s my duty to use it in the best way I can. I don’t want to throw it back in God’s face. But the fact that I enjoy writing makes everything kind of easy.


    Interviewer Teresa Miller is the editor of the Oklahoma Stories & Storytellers series and host of public television’s Writing Out Loud. She is also the founder and executive director of the Oklahoma Center for Poets and Writers. Her writings include novels Remnants of Glory and Family Correspondence. She resides in Tulsa, Oklahoma.
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