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Chapter One

A Coke bottle spins through the air. Thick green glass, curved like an Earth Momma statue, flicking the
afternoon sunlight, as beautiful and strange as a space station or a hummingbird.

You're pedaling home. You were thinking of drawing a cartoon about a girl who looks like Cindy Hurly.
Would she be impressed? Would she think you're pathetic?

Now a Coke bottle flies through the blue Florida sky.
Toward your head.

You stomp the brake. The rear hub squeals, but you keep moving forward. In the back basket, your books
bang like a drunken drummer.

Is a Coke bottle the last thing you'll see?

Beyond the bottle, a gray Chevy pickup is cruising by. In the cab are three boys, old enough for high school,
maybe older. One boy's arm sticks out of the cab. He has Brylcreemed hair, pale blue eyes, a pouting lip. Is he
pointing at this bizarro thing, a Coke bottle hurtling through the air?

No. He threw it.

Your brake catches. You pitch off the seat and onto the crossbar. Putting your balls on an anvil and hitting
them with a hammer would do more damage. It might not hurt more.

The bottle passes an inch from your nose. You barely notice. You drop your desert boots onto the sun-baked
ground. You want to fall on your side and lie there gasping.

The bottle shatters in the ditch. That's when you figure it out. The bottle had a target. You.

The pickup roars away. You stand by the side of the road, straddling your bike, curled over the handlebars,
gulping air, staring at the truck as it climbs the hill. Its tailgate is thick with bumper stickers: "Support Our
Boys in Vietnam." "America, Love It Or Leave It." The Confederate battle flag over the words "An
Unregenerate Confederate."

The Coke-thrower leans out the passenger window and shouts, "You one damn lucky hippie!"

You ram your middle finger at the sky and yell, "Kiss my rebel ass, redneck motherfuckers!" It would sound
better if your voice didn't crack, but he's too far away to hear.

Thanks to your finger, he doesn't need to.

His grin drops from his face. He yanks his head back in the cab. You lower your arm and smile. You're a lone
dog watching wolves run off. Maybe you only survived, but you feel like you won.

Then the pickup makes a U-turn.

You glance up and down the road. Semis, sedans, and station wagons roll in and out of Gainesville. None of
them will worry about a long-haired kid on a bike until the rednecks have done whatever they want.
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The pickup cuts across the highway and charges down the shoulder of the road. Gravel and dust stream from it
like a cloak. In the cab, the Coke-thrower and two friends with pale crew cuts are laughing. If "Hit the Hippie"
is a game, they want first prize.

You yank your handlebars and take the ditch. Your tires bounce on rocks and ruts and grass. Every jolt sends
fire up your spine. A book leaps from the back basket. Your front wheel twists on a hubcap. You slide
sideways, nearly dumping your bike, kicking the ground to stay up.

And you're across the ditch. An animal track twists into the woods. You race for it. Weeds slow you. Your
back feels as wide as a billboard. Maybe the three kids have shotguns or slingshots. You've heard about
rednecks catching freaks to shave their heads with rusty razors, rob them, beat them, rape them, kill them.

The woods close around you. Branches slash and snag at your jeans. A truck door slams. Someone shouts,
"Run like a nigger, boy! Ain't nothing gonna save you!"

You're pedaling your fastest. The track's too bumpy and twisty to get up real speed. When you roll up against
a fallen tree, you shoot a look back.

Leaves rattle and branches break. Someone falls loudly and yells "Shit!" Someone else screams, "I see the
little piss-ant!" A pale crew cut bobs up over a clump of bushes.

You grab your bike, yank it over the fallen tree, and jump back on. You think, Keep going. Wear 'em out.
They're looking for fun. Once they know you're not it, they'll give up. Just keep go-

The track ends at a pond. You brake hard.

The pond is about ten feet across and twenty feet long. You can't guess its depth. It's covered with green scum
and stinks of rotting plants. Or worse. There could be bodies in it. Who would know?

You glance both ways: Bushes and trees, too thick for anything larger than a possum. If you take the brush,
you'll have to leave your bike. You won't make any speed. You'll have to break your own path. Making one
for the rednecks, too.

You could hide. Burrow into a palmetto grove and hope no rattlers or coral snakes are nesting there. Scramble
up a pine tree and force yourself into its branches. Lie on your back in the water and breathe through a straw if
you can find or make one in time.

You study the pond. You've heard of kids diving into dark water to be caught in barbwire, poisoned by
industrial waste dumped by cheap-ass businesses, bitten by cottonmouths, eaten by alligators.

And part of you expects monsters in murky waters, shark-faced mermen and giant octopi who grab your ankle
and yank you under. You aren't about to hide in that pond.

Someone shouts, "We got 'im now!"

You look back. The trio comes walking easily, grinning as you whip your head from side to side, looking for
any sign of salvation.

You can't guess what they'll do with you. You doubt they know yet. You wish you'd stayed by the highway.
They would've gotten in a few punches and kicks, then sped off. Now they can have all the time they want
with you.
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Someone laughs across the water. You look. So do the boys. You think you have help. It's only a crow high in
a tree.

The boy with Brylcreemed hair laces his fingers and cracks his knuckles. He tells you, "Best say your prayers,
boy."

You stomp on the pedals and plunge into the pond. You don't have a plan. All you have is panic, so you're
panicking.

Your wheels drop into the pond so fast your fear doubles. Not because of what might be under you. If you
can't get far enough from shore, the rednecks will pluck you out like cats at a goldfish bowl.

Your wheels hit something that bounces a little. Maybe that's just the air in your tires. You shoot across the
pond, hit the far bank with your front wheel, and fall forward into a tangle of grass and weeds.

You scramble to your feet. You're no worse for the fall, but you're scared worse. The woods are too thick for
you to press on, even if you leave your bike.

The Brylcreemed boy reaches the pond first. He stops, looking for the best place to splash through. The others
come charging behind him. At the rear, the biggest of the bunch wears a green John Deere T-shirt stretched
tight across his belly. The third boy, with black square glasses like Clark Kent, charges past Brylcreem and
leaps. Brylcreem sees him pass and leans forward to follow, with John Deere maybe six steps behind.

You step back. Branches scrape your back, butt, and thighs. You lift your hands in front of your face, maybe
to block their blows, maybe to beg them not to hurt you, maybe to keep from seeing what's coming.

The boy in black glasses splashes into the pond.
And keeps dropping.

He has enough time to open his mouth, but not enough time to scream. Dark water and green scum slap over
his head, then settles.

Brylcreem brakes at the bank of the pond, throwing his arms back and windmilling, his mouth and eyes wide.
John Deere comes up behind him, saying, "What happened?"

If you were drawing this, John Deere would bump Brylcreem, they both would fall in after Black Glasses, and
your long-haired hero, the Kid, would laugh and pedal into the sunset while the wet rednecks waved their fists
at him. But Brylcreem and John Deere don't fall in, you don't laugh, and Black Glasses stays underwater.

You don't feel a thing as you watch Brylcreem catch his balance and John Deere look from him to the water to
you. Something is wrong with the world. You rode across the pond, and Black Glasses disappeared in it. You
feel like you're puzzling out a riddle: if you consider the clues long enough, the answer will come.

Or it won't. Instead of an answer, there's a horrible rush in your guts. Someone is drowning in front of you,
even if you can't see him. Someone is thrashing in the darkness, knowing he's about to die. Someone is so
desperate for air that he'll fill his lungs in a minute or three, and go unconscious, and die.

Brylcreem and John Deere look at you as if you have the answer or are it.

"Get a stick!" you yell. "Get him out!"
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John Deere catches on first. He rips a long branch from a willow tree and pokes it in the stinking pond. The
water still ripples where Black Glasses disappeared. It feels like you've been standing there all day. Maybe
twenty seconds have passed.

John Deere stirs the pond, bumps something, and starts drawing the branch up. It jerks in his grasp. He yells,
"Help me!"

Brylcreem grabs onto the branch to pull. You want to do something, but you don't know what. If you try to
cross the pond again, will you fall in like Black Glasses? If you make it across and Black Glasses drowns,
what will his friends do?

Gripping the branch and streaming black water, two pale hands rise from the pond. A pale crew cut follows.
The glasses are gone. The boy's head whips around. He gulps air as his friends pull him near. They tug at his
arms and T-shirt to help him, but they probably don't make a difference. He scuttles like a lobster up the
branch and onto the bank. Weeds are thick around his sneakers. One leg of his jeans is torn. There might be
blood in his white socks, or it might just be mud.

He stands and looks across the pond at you. His eyes are light brown. The right is slightly bloodshot. His face
is flecked with pond scum. You half expect him to start cursing you, half expect him to apologize for chasing
you.

His eyes widen. He grimaces. Gasping, "Ohgod-ohgod-ohgod," he bolts for the highway.
Brylcreem and John Deere try to grab him. His clothes are too slick with muck for them to get a hold.

"Wait up!" Brylcreem shouts. He and John Deere run after the boy. John Deere never looks back. Brylcreem
glances over his shoulder, then runs on. You can't describe his expression. If he had a gun, you wouldn't be
reading this.

And you're alone by the pond as if no one else has been here.

You breathe heavily. Your balls drone with pain. Your ribs are cold with sweat. Your throat feels thick. You
smell pine from the woods, sweet decay from the pond, the bitter tang from your armpits. You hear cars on
the highway, a dog barking at the bottom of the hill, the redneck's truck roaring away. You don't know if you
want to puke or cry.

You stand your bicycle up. Overhead, a crow laughs again. "Fuck off!" you yell. It shuts up.

The pond is smooth and still. A dragonfly speeds across it. Shouldn't there be frogs jumping in it, minnows
darting beneath its surface, waterbugs dashing over it?

You have to get away, and you have to know what happened. You put your bike on its kickstand and spot a
long branch, dry and white like old bone, as thin as a finger. It would break if you snagged it on anything
heavy. You like that. You need to know something's in the pond, but you don't want to drag anything out. You
take a deep breath and poke the branch in.

It goes deep, touching nothing. You lean over the pond, pushing the branch deeper, then rock back, afraid to
get too close. You drag the branch sideways. It hits something and you jerk back, making the sound boys call
"squealing like a girl" and girls never call "squealing like a boy." You expect the Creature from the Black
Lagoon to appear.

The Creature stays put. You poke the branch back in.
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Something solid is there, maybe a foot underwater on the far side of the pond and nine inches under by the
bank where you stand. You trace it with the branch. It's about a foot wide. Its top curves. It's long and straight,
running the width of the pond-

It's a log or a post or a broken phone pole. You don't need to reach into the pond to learn exactly what it is. It's
a pole. Your wheels landed on a pole, and you rode it across. No mystery there. An ordinary pole, hidden by
scum and dark water. You're lucky. That's all. Very lucky. Very, very lucky-

You laugh. Not because it's funny. It's impossible, and you have to free the pressure in your chest. What are
the odds there'd be a pole where you need one?

You take another breath. You can't look away from the pond. How lucky were you? Enough to use up your
luck for the rest of your life. You begin to shake. Sweat bursts out again on your skin. If there wasn't a wall of
trees around you, you would run anywhere that's away.

Looking for a place to run calms you. It's a pond, a pole, and a great whopping chunk of luck. You tell
yourself you should be glad or grateful. But you hurt, you stink of fear, and someone nearly drowned in front
of you.

You slap a mosquito, then another. Shade makes the woods cooler than the highway, but the air is hot and
damp. Time to get moving.

You aren't about to try your luck again with the underwater pole. You find the thinnest place in the bushes
around the pond and back through, protecting your face while dragging your bike after you.

When you come to a track, you follow it to the path back to the road. At the fallen tree, you stop.

In the theater of your mind, you replay the last minutes: rednecks attack, the Kid runs away. Giving them the
finger is dead time in the story. They attack; you run. Giving them the finger is worse than dead time. It's an
idiot move, a red flag waved at a bull by a matador without a sword.

You aren't a saint turning the other cheek or a samurai refusing to fight inferiors or a smart kid keeping his
clothes and bike safe by running away. You're just a coward running away.

Your nose is wet. So is your lip. You dab the moisture with the sides of your fists, then realize where it's from.
You say, "Fuck." You can't say anything else. Something's swelling in your chest and behind your eyes. If you
make another sound, it'll break free. Then you'll be a coward who runs away and cries.

A gray squirrel the size of a chipmunk scurries around a tree, sees you, and freezes. You stare at each other.
When he doesn't run off, you wipe your fists on your jeans, hold out an open hand, and whisper, "Hey, li'l

Reb. You sure make piss-poor moss."

Reb sticks with the statue impersonation. You pat your pockets and find a wadded-up bag of cashews. You
thought you'd eaten most of them, but the bag is half-full.

You toss a nut near Reb. He darts up to it, touches it with his nose, lifts it in his paws, then pops it in his
mouth. You smile, toss him another, and pop one in your mouth.

If Reb minds the salt, he's too polite to say. You throw more cashews until he stuffs his cheeks, wheels
around, and runs into the brush.

The woods aren't as hot as the highway, but the air is damp and still. Gnats swarm around you. Your bladder
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needs emptying. You unzip and check yourself: your left ball is red and sore. Otherwise everything seems
normal. Meaning you wish everything was bigger and hairier, but knowing you should keep what you have is
good. Your piss is yellow, untainted by blood. That must be a good sign.

You touch your left ball several times, trying to decide each time if it hurts any less. Then you imagine
drawing this: The Kid crouches in the woods, his hand in his jeans fly, a cloud of thought balloons over his
head: "Does it still hurt?" "Ow!" "Yes." "Does it still hurt?" "Ow!" "Yes." "Does it still hurt?"

Cindy Hurly might ask if the cartoon is a metaphor for the war. If she does, you'll shrug as if she caught you
being clever and never admit it's just about being a boy afraid his balls are mashed.
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Chapter Two

Halloween hit your neighborhood like a storm. Mrs. Moody put a red lightbulb in a plastic skull hanging in a
black hood and cape on her porch. The Thornton kids carved pumpkins, five lopsided grins and one scary
scowl. The old guy with the noisy black Model A parked it in his yard with a sign: "Capone's Mortuary. You
stab 'em, we slab 'em."

Homes here are small, single-story, cinder-block boxes. Most have carports. None have garages. Fences are
chain-link. Driveways are cement or gravel stained with oil. Yards have grass that's green when it's rained and
brown when it hasn't. Gardens are a few flowers under a window or at a corner of the lawn. Lawns tend to
have a pine tree or two. Several have a car or a truck on blocks.

Your house: long grass, two pine trees, no fence, no cars on blocks. The front door has a cardboard skeleton,
legs and arms bent like it's dancing. Three pumpkins sit on the step: Mom's, Tish's, and George's. Dad thinks
holidays are silly. You decided years ago that Halloween is for kids.

The house makes you think of work you hated doing and work you'll hate having to do. You helped paint the
walls pink, Mom's second-favorite color. You helped turn the carport into the parents' bedroom by walling it
with plywood, then painting the outside brown, Dad's favorite color, and the inside red, Mom's favorite.
Parked on the lawn next to the house is a big red Chevy van. You helped convert it from a bread van into a
camper by building shelves and beds and chair platforms, then painting the inside and outside red, like a barn
on wheels. You don't know what project Dad will find for you next, but there will be one when you least
expect or want it.

A pink bike with a chipped white wicker basket and a black bike with a silver banana seat and chopper
handlebars lie in the yard-Tish and George are home. The racing bike and the station wagon are missing-Dad's
still at school and Mom's still at work.

The grass needs mowing. If you start now, Mom and Dad will think good things about their industrious son.
You look at the shed where Dad keeps a push mower. He says it's the "four Es": economical, environmental,
and excellent exercise. That means he bought it at a yard sale for four dollars. Its wheels jam every eight feet,
so you have to stop to yank grass out of the axle. It only cuts one blade out of four, so you have to go back and
forth if you don't want the lawn looking like a goat wandered through it.

As you yank open the screen door, Tish calls over the blare of the TV, "Better start mowing, Chris!"

She and George are on the old green sofa with a steel mixing bowl full of popcorn between them. Neither of
them look away from the black-and-white screen where Quick Draw McGraw is transforming into his secret
identity of El Kabong.

You want to tell Tish she had better start cleaning the living room, but the room looks as good as a place full
of secondhand furniture can. This is George's week to wash dishes and clean the kitchen, so you know it's
already done. George always does what he's supposed to.

You say, "Better start minding your own business," and head down the hall.

Tish calls, "Chris? Did you do something? In school?"

You stop and look back.

"A man came by."
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"We didn't let him in," George adds.

"He wanted to talk to you."
You ask, "Why?"
George shrugs, raising his thin shoulders almost to his ears. Tish says, "He didn't say."

Two days ago, you skipped PE to get high with the Beastman. Would they send someone to your house
because you skipped PE? If they knew you'd gotten high, wouldn't they send a cop? "What'd he look like?"

"A man," George says, then laughs at his cleverness and your scowl.

"A man in a suit," Tish says. "He looked like a minister."

You point at your neck. "With a-"

She shakes her head. "He just looked like a minister."

George sings, "Man in black comes, comes to marry, comes to bury, man in black comes, better hide."
Tish says, "He said he would try again after dinner."

You say, "l didn't do anything in school," and keep walking.

Tish calls, "You better get mowing! Dad excused you yesterday!"

"And he can excuse me again today!" You grab your door, and as you slam it, you hear George say quietly,
"Oh oh."

You open the door, shout, "I've got homework! Don't bug me!" and slam the door harder.

You toss your books on the bed and see the red and white portable record player Mom found at the Salvation
Army, undoubtedly because its previous owner realized it was too heavy to be portable and too ugly to keep.
The Easy Rider sound track is on the turntable. You click it on, twist the dial as high as it goes, set the needle
on "Born to Be Wild," throw your arms wide, and whirl around the room. You're a rock and roll god, adored
by women, envied by men. You're a lone rebel biker, cruising crowded freeways and lonely country roads.
You crank the bike's throttle, you slam power chords on an electric guitar, you pound a bank of drums. You
jump from the floor to your bed and back again. You could dance everywhere and anywhere without a care
for what anyone thinks. You could fight armies of rednecks, cops, and soldiers. You could walk up to Cindy
Hurly and ask her if she wanted to see a movie.

The song ends. You turn the player down and look at your schoolbooks. When you jumped on the bed, two
bounced off. You bend down to get them. Under the bed, away from the door, as far from Tish and George as
possible, is the cardboard box with your comics. You have a new Nick Fury, Agent of S.H.I.LE.L.D. with
amazing psychedelic art by Steranko that you've only read five or six times.

So you read it again. Maybe you can't be a super-spy with a foxy girlfriend and a fast car who is always
saving the world. You would happily spend your life drawing stories about one.

That reminds you of your notion for a drawing. You get out a sketchbook with a cover filled with doodles of
peace signs and marijuana leaves. Most of the pages are full, but you accidentally skipped a few in the middle,
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so you flip there and start sketching the Kid on a motorcycle, flipping the bird to a dozen rednecks packed into
a pickup like the Keystone Cops.

But when you add square-framed glasses to one redneck, you think of Black Glasses looking at you as he
crawled from the pond.

You grimace, crumple the drawing up, throw it away, and start another. In this one, in a pool as dark as tar, a
scared boy clings to a branch. His eyes and mouth are calm, as if he'll accept anything that happens next. You

can't tell if he's rising or sinking.

You stare at the drawing. It isn't a redneck who fell in a pond. It's a boy trapped by something he can't
understand. He doesn't look like Black Glasses. He looks like someone you should recognize.

You hear a knock and Dad's voice. "Christopher?"

You slam your sketchbook shut. "Come in."

The door opens. Dad steps in, leaving a hand on the knob. "Tish says you've got homework."
"Uh-huh. I'm doing it."

He looks around the room, at your schoolbooks on the bed, the comics scattered beside them, the sketchbook
on the desk. "It's your turn to mow."

"I'll do it tomorrow. First thing."

He looks at the turntable. The singer pleads soulfully, "Don't bogart that joint, my friend, pass it over to me."
Dad looks at you. "You said that yesterday."

"I got busy."

"You got busy the day before yesterday, too."

You grin. "What can I say? I'm a busy guy."

He doesn't smile. "Your mother works hard so the rest of us can go to school."
"I know."

"When she comes home, she likes the place to look like humans live here."
"I'll come straight home tomorrow and do it."

"Like you were going to today?"

"Uh-huh." Since he doesn't turn away, you add, "Something came up."
"Uh-huh."

If he would ask, you would tell him about the rednecks, but you can't mention them as an excuse. Dad hates
excuses. You say, "It's not a big deal."
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"What your mother wants isn't a big deal?"

Bad move. You try: "She won't care if it's one more day."

"She shouldn't have to decide if she cares." Dad nods. You think he's going to leave. The record ends. You
want to get up and turn it over, but you and Dad have taken positions. Any movement now is weakness or a
challenge.

He lets go of the door, looks at the hall, then looks back at you. "What're you working on?"

"Reading, writing, 'rithmetic."

He walks over to you. The rubber soles of his engineer boots make no sound. He reaches for the sketchbook.
His hand is big, square, shaded with black hair on brown leather skin, capable of crushing bricks. You think
the only things you got from him are big hands. Your fingers are as long as his, but they're thin, goofy,

freckled, and pink with sunburn.

He flips open the sketchbook, riffles forward through blank pages, and stops at the last drawing. "What class
is that for?"

He found a lovingly detailed pen-and-ink of a woman carried through the jungle by a gorilla while a man
swings on a vine to her rescue. A tattered bit of her skirt and a shredded shirt sleeve are all that remain of her
clothes; they don't hide her breasts or butt. Her hair is black and shoulder-length, like Cindy Hurly's. Her
muscled rescuer wears a tiny tigerskin loincloth. His hair is as light and as long as yours.

You shake your head. Your face burns. You're blushing, and you hate that.

"Go start mowing," he says quietly.

You should've yanked the sketchbook away when he reached for it. "Now?"

"If it gets too dark, we'll turn the porch light on."

"But supper-"

"You eat when you're done."

llNO‘H

You thought you said it loudly, but he asks, "What?"

You stand. "I'm not your goddamn slave! I've got rights!" Your fists are tight at your side, like you learned in
karate class, so tight you feel the pressure on your fingertips.

Dad looks at your hands. You let them open. You're too close to him. He could grab you or hit you easily. But
backing away would show weakness.

He nods. "That's so."
You keep staring. There must be a trick. Finally, you say, "Okay."

"Rights come with responsibilities."
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"I know."

"You don't act like it."

You walked into that one. You stay quiet.

"Come on." Dad walks out without another glance at you. If you're going to mow the lawn now that the day is
cooling down, you ought to put on a work shirt or your jean jacket, but you won't give him a reason to come
back for you.

You hurry down the hall. Mom is putting her purse down on the kitchen table as she flips through the day's
mail. Tish lies on the living room floor with a notebook open, working through math problems. George is
unwrapping a brick of yellow cheese food, which Mom and Dad say is as good as Velveeta and cheaper
besides.

Mom says, "What's going on?"

"I gotta mow," you say.

"Now?

Dad, going out the front door, says, "The boy needs to learn some responsibility."

Mom looks at you. "I'll make you a sandwich when you're done."

You nod, following Dad.

George looks at you and shakes his head.

Tish says, "I told you-"

Mom is watching, so you can't even scowl at the kids. You close the door with a little extra force, loud enough
that anyone inside will know you're angry, quietly enough that you could say you were just making sure the

latch caught.

Dad goes to the garden shed. When he slides its doors wide, you expect him to pull out the push mower.
Instead, he hands you a shovel.

You look at him, but he's walking away. He stops just short of the pine tree at the back corner of the lawn.
You walk over. He says, "Hand me the shovel." You lift it by the shaft. As he takes it, his hand closing just
under yours, you feel his strength. You could never yank it from his grip, no matter how hard you tried.

He puts the blade to the grass, rests a boot on it, and leans forward, as easy as stepping down. He lifts a scoop
out of the ground, tosses it aside, takes a pace forward, takes another scoop and tosses it, turns and takes two
more paces, scoops a third time and tosses it, then turns and takes another pace for the fourth scoop and toss.
He jerks his head at the holes and says, "You don't have to mow inside that."

You know you don't want to hear the answer, but you ask, "Why not?"

"Tomorrow, dig that down six feet. I'll check the depth. Then you can fill it again."

You stare at the holes. Connect them, and they make a long rectangle. You say, "Besides mowing?"
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He nods. "You want to be treated like a man, you get a man's punishment. In the army, if you wised off to an
officer, you got put to digging pits. That one's yours."

You say, "Because I said 'goddamn'?"

He smiles a little. "Because you're too old to spank and too young to fight."

"You say 'goddamn" all the time."

"One of the few privileges of being Dad. Not having my kids smart off at me is another."

You look back at the rectangle.

Dad hands you the shovel. "Put that away and start mowing."

The shovel is heavy. The rectangle is the size of a grave.

Dad says, "Don't make me tell you again."

You jerk the shovel up, bringing its blade between you and him. He steps back. "Fuck you!" you scream.
His eyes flick between the shovel blade and you. He's waiting for you to attack, ready for it, maybe wanting it.
You hurl the shovel aside. It hits the side of the house, loud enough to surprise you both. You scream, "Fuck

you! Fuck your bullshit, you motherfucking fuckhead!"

He lunges forward with one hand out to grab you, but you're already turning, already running through the
Jacksons' backyard, already crying while Dad yells, "Chris! Get back here! Get back here now!"

The Jacksons keep a German shepherd on a chain, a lean dog they call Buster, but all the kids in the
neighborhood call Killer. He rises up barking. You cross the circle of his territory without veering and run on.
Killer keeps barking behind you.

You don't know if Dad is chasing you, but you know you're faster on foot. The last time you raced was on a
beach near Miami when you were ten, and you beat him.

The red camper fires up as you cross the Jacksons' front lawn. You dart past their truck and down the dirt
street. Three routes meet ahead of you: the street, the county road, and the highway. You take the road without
thinking, running along the ditch. Snot pours from your nose, tears from your eyes. Between the tears and the
twilight, it's a miracle you don't trip and fall, but all you're thinking is, Run. Get away. Dad'll kill you. Even if
you escape, you've thrown your life away. Run. Everything's fucked up. It's all fucked up.

You parallel a wire fence, heading for where it ends and the path into the woods begins. You hear an engine
coming up fast behind you. It could be a pickup, but you know it isn't.

You cut across the ditch and scramble up the fence. The weather-browned wire forms big rectangles; the fence
is meant to keep large animals from crossing it. For you, it's a ladder.

At the top, you hear the camper brakes grind and gravel slide under the tires. Dad yells, "Chris, goddamn it,
get down!" and slams the car door behind him. "Now!"

You leap. The fence sways under your feet as you launch out, throwing you forward and sideways. Your right
foot twists as you land hard in a cluster of bushes. You fall, scratching and snagging yourself on branches. But
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Dad is on the fence and climbing. You lurch to your feet and run on.

"This is it!" Dad calls. Something in his voice makes you stop. He's at the top of the fence, looking at you.
"You come back now, or you don't come back at all!"

"Eat shit and die!" you shout, and you run on. When you reach the trail, you wonder if Dad knows about it. He
could be running down it now like a grizzly after a rabbit. He could drive to the far side and wait for you. He
could call the cops and have them hunting you, everywhere you go, like The Fugitive. He could drive through
the night in the big red camper, hunting without sleeping till he finds you.

Then you remember his last words. He could go home and tell everyone it's goodbye and good riddance. Mom
and Tish would cry, but not too hard or too long. They know there would be more peace in the house with you
gone. George would laugh. He could move into your room, the second largest in the house, and say you'd sure
done a bad job of planning for running off.

Which is too true. You shiver, rub your arms, and walk faster. When the trail forks, you turn on a path you
rarely take. As you walk, you rub your nose on the back of your hand. You haven't cried for years. Today
you're Captain Snot Rivers.

But you know you'll stop crying soon. Your stomach has started whispering that you haven't eaten since lunch
at school, and then you skipped the lima beans and the red Jell-O with marshmallows.

You pull out your wallet. You have a dollar, enough for six comic books or two orders of burgers and fries at
McDonald's if you drink water. In your jeans' coin pocket are a quarter, a dime, and two pennies. Make that
nine comics or three McDonald's meals. You poke through your wallet, checking every pocket, though you
know you didn't tuck twenty dollars away for an emergency. Your emergency money is where you can't get it
in an emergency, in a black plastic cube that, when you were nine, you were sure spies would use to hide
atomic secrets.

But in the back of your wallet, in a pocket you never use, you find the Penney's card that you were sure you
had put in your desk. Mom insisted on getting it for you. You have ten dollars of credit there. You never used
it because Penney's is the only store in the universe that is less cool than Sears.

Cool is a luxury now. And who would look for you at Penney's? So you hike to a county road that parallels
the highway, then walk along it, sticking out your thumb for every headlight and praying that none of them
are Dad's.
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Chapter Three

As the sky turns red, a dark sedan slows as it approaches. You squint into its lights. It stops precisely beside
you. You think about unmarked police cars. Should you take to the woods?

The passenger door opens. A dim overhead light shows the driver. He wears a dark suit, a white shirt, a dark
tie, a dark hat. The hat puts his eyes in shadow, but when he smiles, you like him a little. He says, "I can take

you to the crossroads."

He seems a bit conservative to be picking up a long-haired kid, but he'll save you two miles of walking. You
say, "Thanks," and slide in.

The overhead goes out when you pull the door shut. The car rolls back onto the road. The twilight seems very
quiet. The car smells smokey, like pipe or cigar smoke, which makes you think of Dad and wish you had just

mowed the damn lawn.

You don't pass any other cars. The man's engine is a well-tuned purr. He drives precisely at the speed limit;
you can see his speedometer stay on the forty-five. Dad would approve.

Your hand starts shaking. You want to cry again, but you aren't about to do that in front of anyone, especially
not a stranger. You squeeze your fist.

You suddenly feel certain that someone's in the backseat, maybe a lot of people, so you turn. The long
backseat holds nothing but shadows.

You wish the radio was on, or the man would talk about something like sports that you could listen to and not
care about. You say, "l appreciate the ride."

He keeps his gaze on the road. You think he'll ignore you. Then he says, "I spend a lot of time working. It's
nice to do something purely to help someone, no matter how small it is."

"Yeah." You wonder if that includes giving money to runaways, but you won't beg until all you have is gone.
"Where're you going?"

"To the mall." If he volunteers to drive you there, you can accept that without feeling you had asked for
favors.

"What'll you do?"

You shrug. You want to pick oranges or hawk newspapers or shovel coal on freighters bound for the Suez
Canal. If you discovered a diamond mine in the Andes, the whole family would be sorry they hadn't treated
you better. You say, "Hang out."

The man nods. "I wish I could drive you there. I have an appointment nearby."

"You're not from around here?"

He shakes his head. "Business brings me here fairly often."

"What do you do?"
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"I'm in collections." He's obviously successful. You don't recognize his sedan, but it's new, clean,
unblemished, big enough to carry Catholic families. His suit and hat are made of something soft that soaks up
light. You think about asking if it's cotton or wool, but you can't think of a way to ask and sound manly.

You say, "Do you like it?" You can't tell if his eyes flick from the road to you and back again, or whether he
has heard at all. You add, "Collections. Is that good work?"

He makes a sound between a cough and a laugh. "People are rarely glad to see me."
"That sucks."

"It's a job."

"You think about quitting?"

"Often."

"Dad says-" You pause, hearing what you're saying, but you've already started the sentence, so you swallow
and press on. "You should only do what you want or what needs doing, so long as you don't hurt anyone."

"That's not as easy as it sounds."

"Nope. The old man thinks it just applies to him, anyway."

"Really?"

"Yeah. Like mowing the lawn. It's not fun, and no way it needs doing."
The man's head turns toward you. "Oh?"

"It's grass. What's it hurt to let things grow?"

He looks back at the road. "Weeds sprout up. Old growth strangles the new. The green shoots never see the

"

sun.
"You sound like a gardener."
He smiles, more widely than before.

A traffic light is ahead, glowing yellow, at the first major intersection on the way into town. As the car slows,
you say, "Thanks."

"No. Thank you."

"For what?"

"For reminding me it's good to do work that needs doing."
Something swells in your chest. "That's Dad, not me."

"He passed it to you. You passed it to me. All you can do is thank those who give what you need."
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"I guess." The car stops. You open the door, thinking you don't want to hear any more about how wise your
idiot father is.

"Let me give you something."

You stop, halfway out of the door, and look back. If he offers money you haven't asked for, can you take it
and respect yourself?

His hands stay on the wheel. He says, "Enjoy it. Enjoy it all."

You frown. Did he give you something and you didn't notice? Then you understand. He's just giving you
advice to make himself feel good. You say, "That's it?"

He nods. "Yes. Because it ends when you least expect it."
"Uh-huh." You look down the road. Headlights are coming, maybe your next ride.
The man waves. "See you later."

"Sure." You close his door, thinking how unlikely that is. You're running away to New Orleans or Los
Angeles or New York, Paris or Algiers or Amsterdam, Timbuktu or Fiji or Singapore. His job would have to
take him pretty far for him to see you again.

The dark sedan rolls away quietly and turns south at the light. You wait to cross the intersection. An
ambulance races by, siren screaming, red lights strobing, heading the same direction as the sedan.

You run across the highway and stick your thumb out, but the next car isn't your ride. Nor the one after that,
nor the one after that.

You stand at the intersection for half an hour, long enough for the sun to drop below the horizon, long enough
to have walked from where the sedan picked you up, long enough for the ambulance to return, slow and quiet,
lit only by its headlights. You wonder if you'll be standing here until the dark sedan passes by again.

You hug yourself, rubbing your arms, thinking you're a fool to run away. You're fourteen and look it, or
younger. You could hope to mow lawns, if you had a lawnmower. What else can a homeless kid do? If you're
lucky, you could hustle dope on the street. But who would front you the dope? All you have to sell is your
small, pimply, graceless, unloved and unlovable self.

When headlights flash across your face, you try to smile like a teenager who happens to be jacketless on a
cool night, who doesn't need a ride but would happily accept one. Cars keep passing. You fight the urge to use
the Beastman's technique, lowering your thumb for each car that doesn't stop and raising your middle finger.

You shiver and buff your arms. You wish you had a watch. An expensive one. You could pawn it in Las
Vegas, get into a game with high-rollers, win a Texas oil field with a lucky hand, and turn over your virginity
to a trio of keno girls.

Better yet, find a commune of hippies who'll offer you food, drugs, and sex with all the women. You can give
them your art, painting murals, drawing tattoos, designing T-shirts. You'll all live by the sea and swim naked
in the sun, then lie on the sand like seals. There'll be music, books, and laughter. When straights see you and
the hippies, in your wild clothes and wild hair and wild, wild joy, they'll sneer in disgust to hide from
themselves how completely they envy you.
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That's the best plan. It only calls for hitching three thousand miles to San Francisco and asking where a
commune is.

Headlights come out of the dusk. They belong to a vehicle shaped like a bread box. Like the red camper.

You step back, then see this van's smaller. Its corners are more rounded. It's covered in blotches like an
animal's hide. It's a Volkswagen painted in blues, yellows, and reds that swirl around peace symbols and
stylized doves.

You thrust out your thumb. The brake lights come on. The van slows and pulls over. You run toward it,
grinning because you were thinking about hippies and a freakmobile shows up.

The rear door slides open. Music blares, a tune from Revolver. Smoke smells so strong and sweet you know
you would see it in daylight. A skinny albino with a huge Afro leans out. "Squeeze in, man!"

Grinning, you obey. The van holds nine people already, two in front, seven on a blue-striped mattress in back.
There are three girls, six guys, all older than you, all dressed cool: faded denim, baggy bells, tie-dyed tees,
long-sleeved paisley shirts, chambray work shirts, fringed leather vests. They must be a band with roadies and
groupies, but where are their instruments?

A skinny redhead in a green and orange dashiki slides over, smiles widely, and pats the mattress between her
and the albino. "Going far?" you shout hopefully over the Beatles.

"All the way," says the driver, a young Pancho Villa with a ponytail. Everyone laughs, except for a
dark-skinned girl in an army jacket. You laugh, too, and squeeze in beside the redhead. The albino slams the
door, turning everyone into shadows.

"I'm gonna make the Frisco scene," you offer.
"Far out," says the redhead.

"We're going all the way to the U.," says the girl in the army jacket, with a glance at the driver that he misses.
You can't tell if she has no patience with you or him or the world.

You shrug. The university is four miles farther from home. "Every little bit helps."

She looks at you, then faces forward as the van bumps back onto the street. Her Afro is smaller than the
albino's. Her army jacket makes you think of Black Panthers and Weathermen. Maybe this group blew up a
draft center, and you'll all be arrested, and you'll get life in prison like the Birdman of Alcatraz. You'll become
a prison lawyer and free yourself, but not till you're ninety years old. Everyone will say it's a tragedy, which
will show Dad.

The redhead says, "Do you believe in love?" You can't glance away without being rude. Her eyes are pale
green. She has a pimple above her left nostril. Does she mean free sex, a great idea in theory, but which you'd
rather not try in the van in front of the others without some private practice? Or does she mean world peace,
equally great in theory, but which people like Adolf Hitler and Richard Nixon make you think is impossible?
The right answer may get you stoned or laid. You nod hesitantly.

"I knew it!" She clutches your thigh just above the knee. "You have a beautiful soul. I can tell."

Her touch tingles so strongly that you fight the urge to flinch. It's not pain or pleasure. It's just a tingle that's
almost too strong to bear. If you jerk away, everyone will know you're a kid who never had a girl put her hand
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on his leg.
Army jacket girl says to the redhead, "You can tell everybody has a beautiful soul."

The redhead doesn't hear what's under the girl's words. Neither does the albino, who nods and says, "She's
special."

"That's sure true," army jacket girl says.
The redhead smiles at the albino, then asks you, "What's your name?"

You open your mouth to say "Chris." You've always been Chris or Christopher or, when Dad or Mom were
very mad, Mark Christopher Nix. But Dad never sounded mad when he mentioned Uncle Mark, and Mark
Twain is famous, and you could use a link with greatness. "Mark," you say, feeling like a liar.

"Hi, Mark. I'm Tina, and-" The redhead gestures around the van. "-that's Juan, Dixon, Bodacious, Lee,
Speedo, Sunshine, Nicky, and CC."

You glance at them and nod. The driver's Juan, the albino is Speedo, army jacket girl is CC, the one you might
get lucky with is Tina.

You like riding with Tina's thigh against yours. You wish the hippies were going farther than the U. You
wonder if they have a place where you could crash. You smile at each of them. They smile back. "This is so
cool," you tell Tina, then worry she'll think you're uncool for saying it out loud. She smiles wider and
squeezes your thigh. Your jeans are tighter than they were a moment ago.

At the rear of the van are wooden shelves with bungee cord stretched in front of them to keep things from
sliding off, like 8-track tapes, collections of Pogo cartoons, and a wadded-up motorcycle jacket. The lowest

shelf holds a row of dark books and a brass incense burner.

That must be to cover up the smell of burning weed. You hope they'll light up soon. You bounce a bit on the
mattress. The Beastman will go bug-eyed when you tell him about a stoned orgy in a hippie van.

The books by the incense burner are identical: shiny black covers, gold lettering. Maybe they're college texts,
and the van's full of people taking the same class. The shape of the title looks familiar. Two words. Holy-

You're Wile E. Coyote standing on air, afraid to look down at the canyon's bottom. You're not going to get
laid. You're going to get lectured.

Tina's touch on your thigh has less meaning than a nurse's. Her grip tightens as if she's afraid you'll dive out a
window. She says, "It is cool. Because the coolest of all is Jesus."

There should've been a warning on the van: Beware of the Jesus Freaks. No sex and drugs. Just tea and hugs.
The mall is only a few blocks away. You say, "Hey, I should get out here. I gotta grab some things before I
split."

Tina says, "Mark. Don't go. When Jesus knocks, you have to answer."

You say, "Or he won't come back?"

Light from a passing car flicks across CC. She's far from pretty: round-faced, gap-toothed, wide-mouthed,
small-chinned. But something touches the edge of her lips that's almost a smile, and you like it.
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"Oh, he's coming back," says Juan. "For those who don't reject him."
The van slows to turn toward the U. You point at the corner. "This is good."

"Jesus loves you," Tina says. "Don't you want to be loved? You can crash with us, if you want. You can learn
with us."

The van pulls to a stop. The 8-track tape chunks to the next song, but Juan yanks the tape out before it can
start. He says, "Just ask Jesus into your heart. He loves you."

CC's smile is different from the others. They want you to stay. She thinks this is funny. You say, "Why do I
have to go first?"

"Huh?" asks Speedo.

"If Jesus loves me, why won't he say it first?"

CC covers her mouth. Tina says, "He's been saying it all your life. You just haven't heard."
"Maybe he should speak up."

Juan's smile fades. "Maybe you should listen up."

You say, "I'm s'posed to believe without even a miracle?"

"Love is the miracle," says Tina.

You shake her hand from your knee and slide open the door. "Thanks for the ride."
Speedo says, "You're running toward Satan. Turn back now."

"I mocked, just like you," says Juan.

"Mark," Tina says. "Don't you want to be saved?"

You shake your head. "Not by a God who hides, then damns people who can't find him."

You walk toward the intersection. The night is cold after the warmth of the van. Coldness suits you. The
world is full of idiots and arrogant bastards, and you will never get laid.
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Chapter Four

Behind you, Speedo yells, "Hey, where're you going?" The van door slams. You turn fast, expecting Jesus
Freaks with baseball bats coming to pound you into the pavement for rejecting God's love.

CC walks toward you, calling back over her shoulder, "Shopping!"
Speedo says sadly, "Thought you were coming to the revival."

She spins to face him, her army coat swirling around her skinny legs, and keeps walking backward toward
you. "Next time."

Tina calls, "How'll you get home?"

CC says, "I can catch a bus."

Juan calls, "You're always welcome at the Jesus Pad!"

"Cool!" CC lifts her hand over her shoulder and waggles it, a queen dismissing her subjects.

The van belches smoke as it pulls away. People shout, "So long!" and "See you!" to CC. No one shouts
anything to you, not even "Fuck off!" which you would rather like.

CC, walking up to you, looks like a kid in her big brother's coat. In the van, she seemed taller. You catch
yourself staring and stalk off. Before you've taken two steps, she calls, "Hey! Wait up!"

She gives the first full smile you've seen from her. You say without thinking, "Cheshire Cat."

She lifts an eyebrow.

You're embarrassed. You can't think of anything but the truth: "In this light, your smile's about all I can see."
The smile disappears.

Does she think you're making fun of her skin? "It's a good smile," you say quickly.

"Good." The smile returns and is gone like a firefly's flicker.

Does she think you think she's hot? You don't. You liked a black girl in sixth grade as a friend, but the only
blacks you think sexy are famous adults: Diana Ross of the Supremes, Peggy on Mannix, Uhura on Star Trek.
You say, "Listen, catch your bus. You're not going to convert me."

"Did I try?" She walks past without a glance. She smells like cigarette smoke and patchouli.

Across the street is the mall, a gray block surrounded by an asphalt parking lot. A glowing orange pumpkin
sits over the front door, a beacon for ghosts and witches lost on a foggy night.

Lining this side of the street are low houses made of brown brick or white wood. One yard is strung with
cobwebs over wooden tombstones like a cow town's boot hill: Kid Enyew, Daniel Booze, Mild Bill Hickup,
the Two-Pun Kid. The house's curtains are open. At a table, a man and a girl laugh as a woman wipes
spaghetti sauce from a little boy's chin. They're in their shirt sleeves. Supper must be hot from the stove.
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You shiver, stuff your hands into your jeans pockets, and follow CC, asking, "So what do you want?"
That gets you a glance. It's not friendly. "There a law against shopping?"

"You just decided to shop?"

She shrugs. "My cousin's birthday's next week. I don't have a present for him."

"Oh."

"And it gets me away from those fools."

"You're not a Jesus Freak?"

She flashes the big smile. "Gets me out of Auntie's house. She don't want me running around with no boys.
But Christians going to hear Christian music, that's different, even if the boys look like no-account hippies."

"Uh-huh." The light at the corner turns red. You both stop, side by side on the curb.

She says, "Why San Francisco?"

"Why not?" She looks at you like that's a stupid answer. You add, "It's cool. Gainesville sure isn't."

"I hear that." The light changes, and she starts across.

You hesitate. If you let her go ahead, the two of you will naturally separate. When she heads for one mall
entrance, you can take the other. That'd be the path of least resistance. You walk slowly. The distance between
you increases, a few feet, then half the wide street. When "don't walk" flashes, you run to get out of the

intersection.

And find yourself stepping onto the far curb beside CC. She says, "I'd go to San Francisco if I could." She
keeps her eyes on the mall as she walks. "I'd go anywhere, if I could."

Is she hinting for an invite? It'll be tough enough for one kid to catch rides. Two would halve your chances.
Especially if one was black. You duck that with a question: "Why don't you?"

"Auntie's not so bad. 'Cept when she gets a mad on. Then you got to keep out of her way till she settles." CC
tugs up the sleeve of her army coat. The skin of her forearm is blotched like camouflage.

"What happened?"

"Nothing."

"Uh-huh. Looks like nothing."

CC shrugs. "She was boiling pigs feet, and I sassed her. Should've waited till I reached the hall."

You touch one of the blotches. It's scar tissue, harder and cooler than the surrounding skin. "Must've hurt-"
And someone says, "Huh. Is that a white boy and a nigger gal?"

Your hand jerks back from CC's arm. If you were a cat, the hair on your back would point to the sky. You
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look up, less to see the danger than to find an escape.
About forty feet ahead, two men walk toward you. Their clothes are clean but speckled with paint or oil. One
man's potbelly bulges under a jacket with the "Standard Oil" logo. The other is lean and muscular, maybe a

one-time high school sports hero. They could be the three rednecks' favorite uncles.

Potbelly carries a gallon of paint. He says, "Or is it the other way 'round?" If he swung the can into your head,
he might crush your skull.

Sports Hero says, "Could be two girls. Hard to say."
Ignore them, you think. They just want you to feel like you don't even deserve to be called a- You can't end
the thought. What should you be called? What should you do? Running away and getting beat up are equally

terrifying.

CC looks at the men, then takes your hand in hers. Her palm is softer and warmer than you expected, softer
and warmer than any hand that has ever touched yours. You're too surprised to shake it free.

Sports Hero says, "Think they're lez-beans?"
Potbelly shrugs. "Might could be."

CC tugs to start you walking. Her grip is soft, but strong. You could wrench your hand free and run away, but
you don't.

Potbelly says, "Might be they don't know what they are."

Sports Hero laughs and grins at you.

CC stares at the men as you draw near. Her head's high and her chin's raised. The part of your brain that isn't
trying to keep you from pissing your pants thinks, That statue. Cleopatra? Nefertiti? You look at the doors to
the mall and make yourself breathe slowly. All your attention is on the men at the edge of your sight. You
want to ask CC if she knows the risk that she's running. Every story you know of mixed-race couples ends
with the boy beaten, the girl raped, one or both dead.

Sports Hero says, "What is this country coming to?"

Your hand is sweating in CC's grip. Your heart must be on a trampoline. CC says loudly, "How 'bout splitting
a milk shake at McDonald's, sugar pie?"

The men keep coming without changing speed or direction. CC squeezes your hand and adds, "You fancy
chocolate?"

You nod, then cough to clear your throat. "Yeah." Your voice is painfully thin and scratchy in your ears. "I
do."

"Christ," says Potbelly. The men turn toward you. Your whole body is a stretched cord. You tell yourself to
jerk CC's arm and run.

But the men keep turning, cross four feet in front of you, and get in a station wagon with wood grain paneling.

You and CC walk on. If you draw this, the Kid will tell a beautiful girl with an Afro four times as large as her
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head, "Chocolate and vanilla, my favorite combination!" And he'll kiss her while twelve giant, milk-white
men turn brick red and steam blows out of their ears.

A white woman leaves the mall, dragging a three-foot pirate by the hand. She scowls at you and walks faster.
The pirate looks back over his shoulder as the woman hurries away. CC keeps holding your hand. You want
her to let go, but you can't be the one to pull free, no more than you could've run from the men.

At the entrance, CC steps ahead to hold the door for an old black man in a business suit who has two heavy
Sears bags in his arms. He starts to nod at her, sees you and your hand in hers, shakes his head sadly, and
walks out.

CC drags you down the long walk of stores. "Where you wanna go?"

Where no one will stare at me. The thought shames you. You're afraid of your father, you're afraid of bigots,
you're afraid of strangers thinking you're strange for holding hands with a dark-skinned girl. You're afraid of

admitting you're afraid. You say, "Penney's.

She nods and pulls you down the mall. Maybe she won't let go first. You say, "What'll you do if I have to go
to the bathroom?"

She glances at your hands and smiles. "You got to go?"

llNO‘H

"Me, neither."

And that, you think, is a draw. You smile, too. Smiling must be contagious, because two college-aged girls in
bell-bottoms grin at you and CC. One raises her fingers in a V of peace. You flash the sign back. You would
almost think that smiling could bring love to the world, if a security guard's look didn't say, "I know you've

been shoplifting and I hate that I can't prove it."

CC pulls you on, past stores selling things no one needs. The music is an orchestra doing an old pop song that
no one except you must be able to hear, because if anyone could hear it, no one would play it, right?

CC says, "Where you go to school?"

"George Washington Carver."

"Jefferson Davis."

You nod. Jefferson Davis is the east side junior high. She's younger than you thought.
She says, "What grade?"

"Ninth."

"Eighth."

"Eighth?" She's definitely younger than she looks.

She laughs. "Comes after seventh."
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"Thanks. Math's my worst subject."
"Don't pay it no mind."

"I thought you were older."

"How old you want me to be?"

You shrug. You don't care what she wants. She's not just dark and skinny and big-eyed. If she's a year
younger than you, she's only a kid.

Without looking at you, she adds, "I can call my auntie and say the concert's gonna run late."

Is she flirting? If she wants to make you uncomfortable, she keeps succeeding. Maybe she hates all whites and
wants to see you squirm. You should ditch her when she goes to shop. You shrug. "Where you gonna look for
your cousin's present?"

"Penney's."

You glance at her.

She says, "Good a place as any."

"What do you want to get him?"

"Something stupid. Auntie thinks he needs a new tie. He ain't getting no new tie, I can tell you that."

You laugh. "Yeah, you can tell me that."

She lifts her head for a down-the-nose smile. "I can tell you all kinds of things, white boy. You wait."

You stop in the middle of the mall. Shoppers have to walk around you. You don't care. "Why do you call me
that?"

"You're not a white boy?"
"You're messing with me."
She nods without a smile.
"Should I call you 'black girl'?"
"Depends."

"On?"

"How you say it."

"Uh-huh."

"Now, don't get all moody. White boys are pretty."
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A blond woman with a stroller heads right for you and says pointedly, "Excuse me!" You step aside, pulling
CC with you, and glare at her.

"What, you don't like being pretty?" CC says. "Girls like pretty boys. You got it going with that long hair and
them soulful eyes." You keep staring. She nods, then adds, "Serious."

"Don't call me 'white boy."
"Sure." Her voice has no emotion. Her hand slips out of yours. The air on your moist palm is cool.
You say, "Black girl."

She frowns, grins, and starts to slap you, just fast enough that you have to catch her wrist. You want to tickle
her, but the security guard is walking by with a look that says one of you had better buy something soon.

You pull on CC's hand. "C'mon. CC."

"Sure thing," she says. "Mark."

And you head into Penney's, drawing her through the perfumes and women's shoes and kitchen appliances.
The store, like the mall, has a typical number of typical families, mostly white, mostly looking like they
learned to dress by watching TV shows about white families who looked like like they learned to dress by
watching TV, etc. The clerks around the makeup counters are ghosts, witches, devils, and catwomen. Deeper
in the store you spot a soldier, a baseball player, and a grotesque hippie in a shiny wig, a plastic necklace with
a huge peace symbol, a polyester green shirt, and pink flares that look too stupid to be insulting to anyone
except the woman wearing them.

Everyone in the store glances at you just a little longer than they would if you were alone. Then they look
away. They don't see two kids shopping. They see a long-haired freak and a black militant invading their
territory. They fear you because you're the future, and the future is always frightening.

"We're the future," you tell CC.

"You're weird."

"The future is weird." You both grin.

She says, "I'm glad I told 'em to stop for you."

"You did?"

"Juan said the van had enough riders, but I had a feeling about you."

"I thought you didn't like me at first."

"Meaning you think I like you now?"

llwell_H

She smiles. "Yeah, white boy. I like you."

Do you like her? You think so, but you're afraid to say it. You say, "Cool." She grins like that's an answer, and
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you realize it is.

"May I help you?" says a bride in an ancient gown. Her face is half-hidden by a veil. Plastic spiders cling to it.
Her accent is as thick as CC's. Under the veil, white wig, and thick white powder, she reminds you of your
mother: short, fortyish, maybe twenty pounds over what she thinks is her perfect weight. But you would know
what your mother was thinking the second you saw her face. The bride has a smile that wouldn't falter if she
shot you.

"Yes'm." CC points at a clear acrylic and string device, five balls hanging next to each other in a frame. "Is
that the stupidest thing you got?"

The bride studies CC, then looks fast to either side to see if anyone is near, pulls one ball out and lets it drop.
It bangs into the others, and the far one shoots out, comes back, and hits the others, sending the first out again.

As the balls clack back and forth, the bride says, "What you think?"

CC reaches over to stop the balls, then lifts two from each side and drops them. As they bounce outward and
back, CC says, "It don't get stupider."

CC and the bride smile. CC says, "What're you after, Mark?"

What you need is a jacket and a sleeping bag. You can't get both for ten dollars. You ask the bride, "Do you
have ponchos?"

She shakes her head. "Got to go to one of them hippie shops down by the university."
A hippie shop would not take a Penney's card. "How about a blanket?"

"Over here." She leads you away from her counter. CC stays behind, testing bounce patterns with the acrylic
balls.

"What were you wanting?"
You think, Something cool. You say, "An Indian print? Or Mexican?"

The bride looks at you. You know she's thinking, Where does this boy think he's shopping? She says, "We just
got these."

The blankets look like blankets from Penney's: screamingly synthetic and too ugly to be forgettable. The only
one under $10 is an acrylic baby blue bedspread. Why didn't you ask for the uncoolest blanket in the
universe? Then you would be pleasantly surprised. This is probably only the uncoolest blanket in Florida. "I'll
take that."

She pulls it out of the shelf, then looks over at CC. "That girl-"

You brace yourself for a speech about God wanting the races to stay pure. You hear, "-she's got more to lose
than you. Think on that. You could hurt her bad, just 'cause you want to have your fun."

"T wouldn't do that, ma'am."
She keeps looking at you, then nods and heads back to her counter. "Cash or charge?"

You hand her the card. CC touches the toy of hanging balls, says, "I'll take this," and digs through the pockets
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of her jacket, finding a tightly folded dollar bill in each. She puts five on the counter and tells you as the bride
hands back your Penney's card, "Didn't know I was out with a rich boy."

"You're not," you say fast, thinking for the first time in days about Grandpa Abner, who died two years ago in
northern Minnesota, and Grandma Letitia, who is dying in Sun City, Arizona. If Grandpa Abner was still
living, you would hitchhike north and ask to stay with them. Grandpa Abner never wanted you to change a
thing about yourself. But Grandma Letitia would make you cut your hair and never wear jeans or T-shirts or
anything cool.

As you sign the sales receipt, CC says, "Then I best not ask if you got a couple pennies for the tax."

One dollar, a quarter, a dime, and two pennies, you think. One pair of jeans, a T-shirt, underwear, socks, and
desert boots. And Florida's ugliest blanket. You're not rich. You're free. Freedom sure can suck.

You hand both pennies to the bride. She nods as if you've passed a test and rings up CC's cousin's present.
"Y'all come back now," the bride calls as you and CC pick up your purchases in their paper bags.

CC takes your hand, saying, "Sure thing." Having her hand in yours is beginning to feel as normal as
everyone-is-staring-at-me-and-some-of-them-want-to-hurt-me-bad can possibly feel. The smart thing to do
would be to drop CC's hand. So you don't.

Walking back through the mall, she says, "Who's the blanket for?"

"Me." She waits, so you add, "I need something to keep warm."

"Thought you were just hot-blooded."

You don't know what to say, so you shrug.

"You're going to sleep in that?"

"That's how much credit I had on the card."

"You going to catch a ride to California tonight?"

You think about hitching at night, unable to see the people who stop until you open the door and the overhead
light shows their faces. You're tired. As soon as you leave the mall, you'll be cold. "I'll crash somewhere and
take off tomorrow."

"Want to walk me home?"

"Have you got someplace to crash?"

She laughs hard. "Auntie, this white boy followed me home! Can I keep him?"

Her laugh makes you join her. Her lips are a dark rose, her teeth are pearl. Her lips are where her outside ends.
Her tongue is her inside flirting. Would kissing her be different than kissing Cindy Hurly?

Her eyes are on yours. Is she thinking about kissing, too? Do you want your first kiss to be with a black girl?
You feel bad for thinking about her skin, but the question doesn't go away. You don't know her. You're in the
middle of a mall. If Cindy Hurly threw herself into your arms in the middle of a mall and said, "Take me, you
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fool!" you would be too embarrassed to kiss her while anyone was looking.

You look away. The mall guard is fifty feet back, glaring at you. You're grateful. His presence lets you tell
CC, "We're being watched."

She looks away. "Want to give him something to look at?"

For an instant, you're sure that's an invitation to kiss her. And it would be funny to freak out the guard. But it
wouldn't be funny if he claimed he saw you stealing something. "We should get going."

"Okay.”

Is she disappointed? You're not sure. But kissing her would be a mistake. Leave Florida, go to California,
forget you ever had a life here.

Her hand is still in yours. She's definitely playing some game. You should let go. If she thinks that means
you're too racist or too straight, so what? In another minute, she'll go home and you'll go looking for a place to
sleep.

The mall guard stops following when you go out. Past the parking lot lights, the sky is black. Only the number
of cars on the street tells you that the night is early. A breeze rolls leaves under parked cars and across the

asphalt. You stop by a trash can and release CC's hand.

You pull the boring blanket out of its bag, stuff the bag in the trash, and shake the blanket out. CC waits. You
say, "Do you get the bus here?"

"What do you mean?"

"You told the Jesus Freaks you could get the bus."

"Oh." She hefts her shopping bag. "That was before I found something for Isaac."

"Ah." You throw the blanket around your shoulders. The acrylic settles lightly, not like the wool Navajo
blanket at home. You draw it tight around you. If you cut a hole in it for your head, would it unravel? You
wish you could add a hood and a drawstring to make it a cloak. A cloak would be cool. You look like a kid
who stole a blanket from a Holiday Inn.

"Well," you say. "I'll walk you home.

And her hand is back in yours so quickly you're not sure how it happened.
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Chapter Five

Porch lights are going dark on University Avenue. The little trick-or-treaters have gone home. No one wants
high school kids. You say, "Seems wrong. On Halloween, people should stay up till midnight."

"There's a party at the university. We could go."

You stare at CC. "What about your aunt?"

"She goes to sleep early."

"You could get out?"

CC laughs. "Oiled my window. I be gone like a cool breeze."
"Wouldn't we need costumes?"

"Hippies are too lazy to wear costumes."

"They might kick us out 'cause we're kids."

CC stops and studies you. "A pin would make your blanket into a cape. You can be Batman or the Sheik of
Araby."

"What about you?"

"I'll find something." She turns off University Avenue onto a quiet side street. It's the city version of your
neighborhood: cluttered yards, peeling paint, old American cars. Music comes too loudly from a nearby
house: Motown, not rock. You stop walking.

"What?" CC says.

"Is it all right for me to be here?"

"Why wouldn't it?"

"'Cause, you know, I'm white."

"Thought white folks figured they could go anywhere."

"Stupid ones. I'm all for equal opportunity, but I haven't been beaten up by blacks, and I'd like to keep it that

n

way.
She smiles. "I'll protect you."
"Much appreciated, ma'am."

Fewer houses here are decorated for Halloween, but more of them still have porch lights on. From one comes
Dracula and Frankenstein's Bride. He wears a dark purple suit, white turtleneck, gold medallion, white gloves,
and a dark cape with red lining. Her hair is as big as her head. The sides are streaked like lightning bolts.
Instead of bandages, she wears a sleeveless gold jumpsuit, skintight to the knees where it flares into
bell-bottoms. You stare without thinking because every detail is perfect. You wish you and CC were them.
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As the couple pass by, Dracula raises his fist slightly in a salute and says in a low, quiet drawl, "Right on,
bro."

You stifle the grateful smile you want to give him and say, "What it is."

Frankenstein's Bride laughs, maybe at that, maybe at something else. You don't care. As soon as you're past
them, you grin.

CC frowns. ""What it is'?"

"Isn't that right?"

"It's better than 'Howdy-doody."

You laugh. "T'll try that on the next brother we meet."

"You wouldn't."

"Sure, I would."

"You'd be scared."

"Nah."

"Yeah."

You spot two teenagers across the street, talking near the street corner. One wears an orange polyester suit
with a matching fedora. The other has a brown leather cowboy hat and a brown fringed suede jacket that you

wish was yours. Taking a step toward them, you say, "Come on."

CC keeps your right hand in her left and grabs you above the elbow with her right hand, yanking you back. "If
you don't want weed or a whore, keep walking."

"Those aren't pimp costumes?"
"Sure they are. With pimps in 'em."
"Oh." You keep walking.

CC keeps your arm in her double grip. "You don't have to prove a thing. Man who'll thumb to California is
plenty brave."

"I haven't even started."
"Sure, you have." She stops. "That's my house."

You glance ahead. She means a white brick house surrounded by chain-link. It has a row of bushes along its
foundation. The lawn was recently mowed. The windows are dark, except for one, where a dim lamp glows.

CC takes a long-toothed comb from a coat pocket and starts combing down her Afro, parting her hair and
giving herself bangs, "Auntie's waiting up, but she'll go to bed once I tell her how we praised Jesus." CC tucks
the comb away, opens her coat and takes a pair of glasses with pointed blue plastic frames from an inside



Chapter Five 34

pocket. "Don't say nothing," she warns as she puts them on. Under the jacket, she wears a bright yellow
T-shirt with bright red printing: "Jesus loves me."

She says, "Don't stare. I ain't me now."

She could pass for twelve. A hopelessly square twelve-year-old.

"Who are you?"

She smiles and says in a perfect impersonation of white teenagers on television, "Eula Mae Carter."
"What's 'CC' stand for?"

She shakes her head. "I got to go in now."

"Want me to wait here?"

She looks at the dealers laughing together. "Go through the alley and wait in back." When you hesitate, she
adds, "Ain't no dogs or nothing. I'll be out once Auntie's sleeping." She squeezes your hand and starts away.

And you start to doubt. Will she come out again? Did she lure you here so a gang could rob you? Do you
really want to go to a University party that you probably won't get into because you look like a kid?

She whirls and says in a soft, hopeful voice that must be Eula Mae, not CC, "You will be there?"

You could tell CC that California is calling, and she would wave goodbye with a grin. Eula Mae would
probably wave, too, but the wave would be small and she wouldn't grin.

"Sure," you say, which gets you one of CC's nods, not smiling, just certain, and your doubts are gone.

"You got to climb the fence. It's easy." She smiles suddenly, and before you can ask if this is the best plan, she
hurries down the street.

You stop at the corner, a few feet down a side street, just outside the street lamp's cone of light. CC walks to
the chain-link gate, opens it, and goes up the sidewalk, never looking back. She seems tiny. The Beastman
would think you're crazy. A little black eighth-grader? You should leave. Why did you say you would stick
around?

You know the answers. You don't want to be the kind of guy who would do what you want to do. And a girl
who will sneak out at night with a boy has got to know where that could go.

But is that somewhere you want to go with her?
What you know is no other girl wants you to wait in her backyard, and you're going to leave Florida and never
return. Maybe CC only wants someone to take her to a college Halloween dance. That could be fun. Maybe

the wild hippie chick of your dreams will be there, and she'll invite you to crash with her-

The screen door of the white house swings open before CC reaches the porch. The porch and the entryway
stay dark. The house says, "Eula Mae! What time you think it is?"

CC says, "Oh, Aunt Ida, everyone was swept up in the spirit! It was like Jesus took us in his arms! If you'd
only heard those angels singing!"
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Your heart thumps hard. Someone in a dark house might be able to see you in the dark street.

You head farther down the side street. If anyone notices, you're a shape in a blue blanket. It's Halloween. They
won't think you've got the ugliest blanket in Florida. They'll think you've got the ugliest costume.

You stop out of sight of the white house. Its voice carries in the night, loud and low, a saxophone or a
tomtom. "I didn't hear their van."

CC's answers are guitar riffs. "They knew it was late. I told 'em to drop me at the corner and get the other girls
home right away."

"They left you at this time of night?"

"Just at the corner. I didn't want the motor to wake you."

"I could never sleep with you out."

"Auntie! You know Jesus looks over me!"

"Just because he's looking doesn't mean bad things can't happen. Specially on Satan's night."

CC says firmly, "That's why we prayed extra hard. The devil might have most folks tonight, but he don't have

"

us.
"Doesn't," says the white house. "You're not Negro trash. Don't talk like you are."

"No, ma'am. I'll pray to remember to talk proper. Lee."

"Well. Weakness is all around us. Get in, girl. Going to be morning before we know it."

CC's steps on the porch are drumsticks on a wood block. Then the house adds, "I'm talking to that Juan about
when you're supposed to be home."

CC begins, "I told him! He'll just be embarrassed that he got caught up in the spirit. It won't hap-"
Her riff ends with a closing door, not slammed, but pulled firmly, a blow of a beater against a bass drum.
You listen. Nothing escapes the white house.

You walk to the alley. It would be a perfect place for a gang to jump you. But what gang would hide in a dark
alley waiting for someone stupid enough to walk down it? As you think that, you see silhouettes ahead:
garages, sheds, garbage cans, cars. Thick clouds drift across the sky, but they don't block the moonlight. Most
houses have lights on in bedrooms or kitchens. Motown still plays far off. It sounds like "I Heard It through
the Grapevine." TV noise comes from nearby, excited voices and anxious music, not loud enough to tell you
what show it is. If you knew that, you would know the time. Is it George and Tish's bedtime yet? Is it yours?
Your bed would be soft and warm.

You tighten the blanket around you and start down the alley. You can't see your feet. You kick a sheet of
newspaper, then step on something soft that you hope is a lost toy. A dog barks as it slams into a chain-link
fence beside you, making you scramble to the far side of the alley. The dog is a big lean Doberman. It doesn't
stop barking until an old man shouts, "Boris! Hush yourself!"
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You expect that finding the white house will be easy, but you walk past it and don't turn back until you're
two-thirds down the alley. You're sure the white house is in the middle of the block. So you walk back,
looking closer at each lot.

It's where you expected, but not what you expected. You expected to see a light on or going out. It's dark. You
expected to see a backyard as bare as the front, short grass surrounded by chain-link. There's a garage and a
vegetable garden and a neck-high white wooden fence.

It sits in darkness, halfway between the corner street lamps. The neighbors have lights on in the sides away
from the white house, so light avoids it. You hesitate, then think that's good. No one will see a white boy
sneaking into a neighbor's backyard.

You try the gate's latch. It's locked. Are you trespassing if you've been invited to climb into someone's
backyard? You remember the Beastman's philosophy: "It's only illegal when you're caught."

You push the wooden fence. It's sturdy. You wrap your blanket around your shoulders like a giant scarf, grip

the top of the fence, and leap up. The Kid would soar over the top, somersault, and land on his feet. You lock
your arms to hang on the fence and study the darkness. Maybe Aunt Ida bought a German shepherd while CC
was out. Maybe there's a cactus right under you, or a rattlesnake pit.

You don't see anything you couldn't see from the alley. You throw a leg over the fence, feel the boards cut
into your hands and thigh, throw the other leg over, and drop.

The ground is nearer than you thought. You stumble forward, then turn fast. No snakes, no cactus, no guard
dog. No new lights in the white house or the neighbors. No doors banging open. No one screaming, "Lord
almighty, there's a white boy sneaking around the neighborhood!"

The back wall of the white house has two long, louvered windows separated by a small one. In the Kid's
cartoon, the windows are eyes and nose, and the cement walk circling it is a mouth. Its eyes must be
bedrooms; its nose, a bath. Which bedroom is Aunt Ida's? Is CC watching to see if you'll really come? Is Aunt
Ida staring from darkness into darkness? Is anyone else in the house that CC didn't expect? Aunt Ida could
have a big cousin who arrived unexpectedly with big friends who are Black Panthers, Black Muslims, or some
other gang that would like having fun with a little white trespasser.

You realize what you're thinking and smile. The Afro-American League for Beating Up White Kids Who
Want to Be Cartoonists is not meeting in Aunt Ida's house tonight. Two people are in there, an old woman
who may already be asleep and a girl who wants to come to you.

You look around, thinking of Dad in the car saying, "Always be ready for things to go wrong, 'cause they will.
Brakes fail, tires blow, and people swerve into your lane because they're drunk or they had heart attacks or
they just want some company when they kill themselves. Keep both hands on the wheel so you're ready to
react. Know how to downshift and where your emergency brake is. Always watch what's on every side of you,
'cause you never know when you'll have to head across someone's lawn to save your ass."

Two metal trash cans and a small bush are the only obstacles at the fence. You can scramble over it at any
point. If you need to, you can trample the bush. The trash cans have lids. You can hop on one and leap the
fence. Better not to plan on that. If a trash can topples with you on it, you'll fall back into the yard.

Escaping on either side is riskier. To the left is the garage. To the right is the vegetable garden. You can't see
if there's anything at the front of the garage. The neighbor on that side has a fence that's lower than Aunt Ida's,
but even a low fence will slow you. The neighbor on the other side doesn't have a fence, but that yard is
cluttered with toys and lumber.
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You look past the white house toward the street. The wooden fence joins the house, but the gate by the house
is open. You could run through, go over the chain-link in the front yard, and race down the street toward
University Avenue.

Staying low, you cross the backyard. There's a gate on that side, too. It's closed. You don't think it's smart to
go up to the house to see if the gate's locked. Leave it for a last resort.

The vegetable garden looks wild in the night, a place for land mines and bear traps. Don't cross it unless you
have to.

So there, Dad. You go back to the garage, where the shadows are deepest. You brush the ground with your
feet, hope there aren't ants or sand spurs, and sit. Dirt can't make the blue blanket look worse.

What if CC chickens out? What if she falls asleep? You wish you had a cigarette. It would look cool to smoke
while sitting crosslegged like a polyester Apache. A joint would be cooler. You glance up at the sky and think,
The moon was a ghostly galleon-

A cigarette or a joint might reveal you to a watcher. When you were a kid, Dad would light his pipe and say,
"Three on a match is bad luck. When the first gets a light, the enemy spots it, and when the second gets a
light, the enemy aims, but when the third gets a light-" Then you and Tish and George would shout together,
"Bang!" and Dad would tickle you all on the bed while Mom smiled.

You're not a kid now. Wild men raid enemy camps to steal women. You snuck into a backyard to meet one.

CC's not a kid, either. Mom says girls mature faster than boys, but you never saw any proof of that. Maybe
CC's the exception that proves the rule. "Proves the rule" means tests the rule. Mom read that in a newspaper.
"Can't have your cake and eat it, too," means if you eat your cake, you won't have it anymore. But what good
is something you don't use?

You shake yourself to stay awake. You would forgive the blue blanket for being ugly if it was warmer.

Tish and George must be asleep. They'll be glad you're gone. Will Tish get your room because she's older, or
will George because he's a boy? Tish will. Dad sometimes gives her advantages because she's a girl, but he
never penalizes her. George will get her room. His room will give Mom an office that people aren't always
walking through. Everyone will have more space, and no one will have anyone to get mad at, and the whole
family will tell people they're sorry you ran off, but they'll know it was best for everyone.

Except Mom. She's probably crying, and Dad's probably telling her not to get excited because you're nearly an
adult and pretty sensible for a fourteen-year-old. Mom always wants everyone to be together and happy, even
though being together makes them miserable. You could call her and say you're fine. But she wouldn't believe
it. She would beg you to come home, and you never can, so there's no point in calling. If Dad picked up the
phone, he would tell you to get your ass home now if you know what's good for you. You decide to send
Mom a postcard in the morning, so it'll have a Gainesville postmark and not give any clues about how to find
you.

Tish might be a little sad. Sometimes she makes peanut butter cookies for you. Peanut butter cookies warm
from the oven would be good. You would gladly trade a cigarette or a joint for a warm cookie. You should've
asked CC to bring some food, if she can. Was Mom going to make meatloaf tonight? She always leaves the
tomato sauce off one end for you, and if anyone complains, she tells them they know how to use a ketchup
bottle. Now she can put tomato sauce on the whole meatloaf the way the rest of the family like it.

George might be a little sad at first. He doesn't like things that make trouble. But once he knows you're gone
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and there'll be no more trouble, he'll be content. At least, you think he'll be content. He doesn't talk as much as
the rest of the Nixes. He'll get your stuff, but he doesn't like comic books or rock records. He'll sell them in a
yard sale and buy a .22 rifle and never know you spent years putting together a collection that's nearly perfect.
He'll just be glad you're gone.

Dad will be mad. He'll know that he looks like a failure because his son ran away. Who cares what Dad
thinks? Fuck him, anyway.

You shiver and lie down. The ground is hard and cold, but it's better than sitting up. This is what pioneers and
cowboys do. You always liked sleeping outside in a sleeping bag with the family around a campfire. A
campfire would be nice. Dad would tell you to make sure it was covered with dirt before you went to sleep,
and he wouldn't check on it because he trusted you.

Fuck him anyway.

Does Cindy Hurly know you've run away? Does she wish she'd known how cool you are? Is she sorry you're
not her boyfriend?

You've got to send postcards every week to the Beastman. Each one from a different place. Los Angeles and
San Francisco and Honolulu and Timbuktu.

CC will come out soon.

It's cold.

Closing your eyes for a little while is a good idea.

It's okay if you fall asleep. You'll sleep like a cat, awake in an instant, alert to danger before it comes near.
A sleeping bag would be nice.

Grass and dirt smell nice.

You'll sleep like a cat.
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Chapter Six

Something yanks your shoulder. You jerk forward like you're fighting out of quicksand. "Wha-" comes from
your mouth, and something claps over your lips. You're in darkness and cold. Your side is stiff. Silhouetted
against the sky, a dark figure crouches over you, trapping you-

"Shh!" whispers CC, then: "You sleep like the dead!"

You draw back from her hand. She stays crouched beside you, so you prop one elbow on the ground. She
wears a frayed and faded terrycloth bathrobe that might be pink. Beneath its hem is the skirt of an
embroidered white nightgown. It looks old. Your grandmothers wore gowns like that when they were girls.
CC's ankles are bare. Her feet are in flipflops. You realize she must be cold an instant before she says, "It's
cold!"

She doesn't stand, so you can't. You say, "You want to start walking?"

"No." She sounds like she expects you to figure something out. Bedclothes make a poor costume for a cold
night. Unless she plans to dance a lot. It must be getting late, even for a party at the U. It'll be colder walking
back. You turn your face up to ask what she has in mind. She bobs down, mashing her lips against the corner
of your mouth, surprising you. Her lips slide across yours, more gently now that she's found her distance. You
think, It's a kiss. She's kissing me. This is what a kiss is like.

You want to pull back. You don't want her to know that you don't know how to kiss on the mouth. Her lips are
soft and moist and parted. You've heard about French kissing. Does she think that's gross? Does she expect
you to be a good at it?

CC draws her head back. "Never kissed a white boy."

"Never kissed a black girl."

"What you think?"

"Can I have another sample first?"

She smiles the big CC smile, not the little Eula Mae smile. "It's cold."

"Oh. You want to get going?"

She shakes her head.

It would be nice to be a complete idiot. Then you'd never feel stupid for figuring things out late. This time, it's
something you like figuring out. You lift the ugly blanket. The air is cool against your T-shirt. "Want in?"

Her smile is a little Eula Mae, a little CC, as she presses in. She's thin and hard and cold. She shivers against
you. The knot of her bathrobe belt digs into your stomach. Her weight is on your left arm, pinning it to the
ground. Her hair against your cheek smells like soap. It's the softest thing you've ever felt. You thought a
black person's hair would be bristly, but it's like lamb's wool or silk or something that is CC's hair and not like
anything else at all.

Her lips are on yours, and they've parted. You're not supposed to slobber. What if you do? She must want
Frenching. What if she bites your tongue? The idea of sticking your tongue into someone else's mouth is
weird. Holding hands and fucking make sense, but the stuff in-between is weird. She could give you a cold, if
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she has a cold.

But as your tongue slips between her lips, you know this would be worth getting a cold. Her tongue brushes
yours. This is what nice girls do with people they love, bad girls do with anyone they want, and what's CC?

Her hands rub your back. You're supposed to do something. You rub her back. The tongue dance is like seals
playing. How long are you supposed to French? You're straining against your fly. The Beastman said he
Frenched Mary Pitluck at a party and creamed his jeans. You'd thought he was lying, but maybe it was true.

You're supposed to kiss girls' necks and nibble their earlobes. That's as weird as Frenching, but Frenching is
nicer than you expected. A little sloppy and very strange, especially when her tongue slips into your mouth,
and you don't know if a girl is supposed to stick her tongue in a boy's mouth, but if that's what she wants, fair
is fair. You're not going to say anything to stop her.

You slide your right hand along the terrycloth bathrobe, over her ribs and across her stomach to the knot of
her belt. She doesn't stop you. She's kissing you like girls kiss in movies, like the only thing they're thinking
about is kissing. Is that what it's like for her? Is that how it's supposed to be for you? Should you talk? They
never talk in movies, unless it's to say, "Yes!" or "I love you!" You don't love CC and you don't know what to
say yes to. She doesn't seem to have questions.

You finger her belt. You could slide your hand up, feel her breast through the robe, or slide your hand under
the robe, then slip it up. Or down. What does she want? You can't ask. Men should know.

The terrycloth is thick. Feeling a breast through terrycloth would hardly be like feeling anything at all. The
only thing you know for sure is that when she wants you to stop, she'll say so. You might be telling the
Beastman that you got tit on your first date. Is that what this is? A date? Your first make-out session. You
might get tit on your first make-out session.

Her belt knot comes undone with a tug. James Bond couldn't do better. Her robe opens, and she presses harder
against you. Which way are you supposed to slide your hand? The ground is hard under your hip, but it's
another thing not to care about.

There's first base, then second. Up over her stomach and the edge of her rib cage. Slow down to see if she'll
stop you. Nibble an earlobe to distract her, then try for second.

You kiss across her jaw. Her breathing is faster. That's good, right? You reach her earlobe. What's the smell of
her hair? Prell? Johnson's Baby Shampoo? Something they sell in the section for black women with the hair
straighteners? You take her earlobe between your teeth and press down-

"Ow!" She turns her head away.
llsorry‘ll

"Shh!" And her lips are back on yours, but only for a moment. She's nuzzling your neck. You try again with
the earlobe, using lips and not teeth, moving your hand up her body. The top of your hand touches something
soft. It's the bottom of her breast. She doesn't stop you. You keep sliding your palm up until you're cupping a
breast, a real girl's real breast, a real girl's real nipple pressing into your palm. It's the most perfect feeling
you've known. You're so grateful to CC that you don't know how to say it, and you're a little shocked, too,
because she's not wearing a bra, and aren't girls supposed to wear bras all the time if they're not hippies?

You stroke her nipple. It gets harder, or CC rubs herself harder against you. Are you doing this right? Making
out is easier for women, just hugging and kissing while men have to figure out what to do next.
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She hasn't said no. You must be doing all right.

Her hands are on your back, low on your back, pulling your hips into hers. That means something. Is this dry
humping, or is it not dry humping unless her legs are wrapped around you? Why do they call it dry humping if
the point isn't to stay dry?

Your hand can't go up much higher than her throat unless you're going to pat her head. You start downward.
Past the throat to her left breast. Across to the right, stroking them both by spreading your hand. You wish you
could pull your left arm free to get a hand on each breast. Maybe that's why she's lying on your arm, so she
she only has to worry about one of your hands.

You slide your hand to her belly. Dogs, cats, and girls trust you when they let you rub their bellies. CC will
say no at any moment to let you know that this is all you're going to get. You're afraid of hearing her no, but
it'll be good to know the boundaries: first base and second.

She doesn't speak as your hand slips over her navel. She doesn't speak as your hand continues down. She must
not think you're thinking what you're thinking. She must expect you to stroke her leg. You slide your hand
over her pelvis and down. Her hip and thigh are astonishingly smooth. You should become a sculptor and
sculpt that hip and thigh, not for people to see, but for them to stroke. Sight is wonderful, but touch is better.

Your left arm's stiff, and you move it, and realize it can do more than pull CC into you. That hand can slide
over terrycloth to her butt. You like her back and hate the terrycloth, and tug at it, hoisting it up, until your left
hand has only the thin nightgown between it and her butt. She's not wearing panties.

You stop your hand. But she's not stopping you. You keep stroking. She must be wearing thin panties. Don't
girls wear panties at night? You wear underwear under your pajamas. It makes less mess if you have a wet
dream. Do girls have wet dreams? She must be wearing very thin panties.

You slide both hands across her buttocks. You should sculpt her hip and thigh and butt. Would people be
afraid to touch art like that in public? Or would they touch it and laugh? They shouldn't. This isn't funny. It's
wonderful.

What is getting both hands on someone's butt? Not first or second, but not third. Something's wrong with the
scoring system, because a butt is nice, as nice as a breast. What if you're supposed to touch her butt on your
way between first and second. Are you doing this completely wrong?

If you are, she's forgiven you. Her hands are on your butt, pulling your hips harder against hers. You're
tugging up her nightgown. She must be afraid of what could happen, so she'll stop you soon, but touching her
bare thigh would be nice. If you were sitting in a public place and she was wearing a miniskirt, you could
brush your hand against her bare thigh and no one would think twice about it.

She must agree. Her nightgown is bunching higher and higher. Your hand is on her bare thigh. Her skin must
be softer than her hair, but that's impossible. A sculpture might tell how perfect her shape is, but it wouldn't
have her warmth or softness.

Shouldn't she be saying no now? Are you supposed to go for third? She must've done this before, because it
doesn't scare her. That scares you more. The farther she lets you go, the worse it'll be when you goof up.

But she's not saying no. You can't stop if she doesn't say no. The front of her thigh is as nice as the flank. The
inside of her thigh is softer than either. How can anything be that soft? Slide your hand higher. How can it
keep getting softer? Are all girls that soft?
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She should be twisting away. You're not supposed to go to third until you're going steady. Nice girls don't go
to second until they're on a second or a third date, maybe. This isn't a date. This is a make-out session. Men
keep going until women say no. Where's CC's "no"? She keeps hugging and pressing and kissing and
breathing fast, and that's what you're doing, except for the pressure in your jeans, so intense it hurts, but it's a
hurt you don't want to stop.

Your finger touches hair. Your pubic hair is rough and matted. Hers is like fluff. She's not stopping you. Keep
exploring. Men are supposed to rub women until they're slick, so you cup your hand between her legs. It's
already wet, slippier than you thought women could be, and she doesn't say no. She's slick for you, from your
touch, because you didn't screw up too badly except for biting her ear, and she must really like you because
she's as slick as you're hard.

If you were older, you would fuck now. If you had a rubber, you would fuck now. But third is good. You slip
your finger in, and she's snapping open your jeans and sliding her hand into your pants, and her grip is harder
than you like, as if she's afraid your dick will escape if she doesn't grab it hard, but the grip's not so hard that
you're about to complain. You slip another finger in, and you remember something about a hymen, so maybe
she's not a virgin, and something about a clitoris, but you don't have the slightest idea what that would feel
like if you found it.

But she seems to be happy, so you pump your fingers, and she pulls harder on you, and she's moaning, and
will she be grossed out if you come in her hand, and is she not saying no because this is what she wants, or are
you supposed to pull your fingers out and put your dick in, but how can you know what you're supposed to
do? Her moaning doesn't tell you. What if she got pregnant or had a disease and your dick got covered with
sores and had to be cut off? But that would be worth it, and you like her because she's letting you do this, only
she's not just letting you. She likes it, and maybe you should take your fingers out and see what she says but
she doesn't seem to want you to stop so you keep on, knowing something will happen that's never happened
before and-

-something is hurtling down toward your head and-
-you roll sideways with CC as an iron rake with tines like dull daggers buries itself in the dirt where you were
lying. It jerks up high as someone says roughly, almost calmly, "Jezebel. Whore of Babylon. Spawn of

serpents."

And the rake falls again.
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Chapter Seven

The blanket is a trap. CC is wrapped against you. All you can do is keep rolling. The rake grazes your back,
the blanket is jerked hard, you think you're trapped, then you and CC spill onto the ground. You know who
must hold the rake just before CC yells, "Aunt Ida! Don't!"

The voice of the house says, "You brought the Devil home." The rake rears upward again. You rock to your
knees, shove CC away, and fall again. Your jeans are around your ankles. Tripping doesn't endanger CC. The
rake is for you.

Your fist drives upward and your arm twists outward and it's not the kind of high block that would make your
sensei proud, but it knocks the rake aside. The impact hurts, shivering through the bone. Your block bounces
the rake high, into position for another strike.

"White devil. Abomination. Mark of Cain."

You scoot back across the ground, yanking your jeans up, and roll away as the rake falls, just missing your
hips, just missing your groin if you hadn't rolled.

"Aunt Ida! Stop it! Stop it! Stop it!" CC throws herself at the shadow. The silhouettes, side by side, are the
same height. Aunt Ida's broader. She must be stronger, too. She turns fast, hitting CC with the shaft of the
rake, knocking her down.

"Unclean!" the house calls, its voice growing shrill. "Child of filth! Child of the beast!"

The rake is aimed for CC. You throw yourself forward, arms wide, the right high to catch the rake, the left
low to grab the darkness wielding it. The shaft of the rake is rough, the wood ancient, hard as stone. You
smell lilacs, stronger than any lilacs could be, so sweet that the scent must be meant to hide something vile.
Your left arm closes around flannel and a body as hard as the shaft of the rake.

"Stop it," you're saying, "Stop it!" You took the words from CC-

-but they're a prayer on your lips, not a plea-

-because this is her aunt, and you can't hurt a woman, and especially an old woman, but you can't let her hurt
CC, and you learned things in karate that would stop her, but the price could be breaking her bones or
crushing her windpipe, and why won't she stop struggling and let go of the rake and hear CC saying, "Stop it,
we weren't hurting no one, it was good!"

A light comes on in a nearby yard. Someone yells, "What's going on? I called the police!"

You should push Aunt Ida away and run, but you can't leave CC, and she's crying as she screams, "I liked it
and I like him and you don't know nothing about me or what's good or nothing at all!"

Dogs bark in the distance, and Aunt Ida in your arms is saying softly, "I know you, Devil. I'll go to Jesus
fighting you, praise his name!" She's old, at least as old as Grandma Letitia when she broke her hip, and you
can't let go of her and you can't keep holding her-

-and you say, "Aunt Ida, please listen, you've got to hear, you've got to see, she's fine, I didn't hurt her, I
wouldn't hurt her, you don't have to be mad, you've got to know it's all right!"
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She collapses in your arms. Did she have a heart attack or a stroke? Your heart beats as if it could fail, too.
Then you hear her crying softly.

You look at CC. You can't read what's on her face. You're standing in the cold night with a frail old woman
crying in your arms. You don't know what to do. So you stay still while she cries, and she doesn't stop, so you
say, "It's all right now," and keep holding her.

CC keeps watching, or maybe it's Eula Mae. She's looking at you as if she wants to run screaming away. Then
she steps forward, puts an arm around Aunt Ida, one arm around you, and she's crying. And only then do you
realize you're crying, too.

When you hear a car coming, Aunt Ida says, "Police," and steps away. CC's arms drop. The three of you are
points of a triangle. You're cold, and you want the ugly blanket. CC smoothes her gown and closes her robe
and belts it. You turn away from Aunt Ida, zip and snap your jeans, and turn back, saying, "I got to go." That's
what drifters say.

Aunt Ida says, "Who are you?"

"Chris, ma'am. I mean, Mark. Mark Christopher Nix."

Aunt Ida shakes her head. She makes you think of a crow, but you don't know if it's a real one or a cartoon
one like Heckle and Jeckle. "No. Who are you?"

"I go to George Washington Carver. Ninth grade."
She shakes her head again. "No. Who are you?"
To shut her up, you say, "I don't know," and she nods, satisfied.

You tell CC, "T'll write." You don't know why you say that, but you can't just go, even if that's what drifters
are supposed to do.

"You can't."
"Sure. What's your address?"
"You can't just run off."

"I'll be fine. I-" The car brakes in front of the house. You talked too long. You don't have time to hug CC or
kiss her. "I'll write here. Is it Ida Carter in the phone book?"

The car doors swing open, loud and fast. CC is looking at you, like she knows you'll do what's right.

You say, "I'll write care of Ida Carter!" and lope for the rear fence. But as you reach for the ugliest blanket in
Florida, CC calls, "Mark! You got a home! Don't run away from it!"

You pick up the blanket.
CC says, "Is something terrible driving you off?"

You pull the blanket around you. You couldn't have bought it if Mom hadn't gotten you a credit card, even if it
was just a stupid Penney's card.
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CC says, "Is something good calling you?"

You turn around. In her big bathrobe and long nightgown, she's younger than you, and older, and beautiful.
She says, "Don't throw away things if you don't know you don't want them."

You say, "All right."

And the policemen walk into the backyard. They look like Florida policemen, white and short-haired. One's
tall, skinny, and young enough to be just out of the army. The other's older, built like a barrel. They look at
Aunt Ida and CC and you, then glance around, then squint just at you.

The Barrel turns to Aunt Ida. "Ma'am? We got a report there was trouble."

You hope that's a good sign, a white policeman calling a black woman "ma'am." Aunt Ida smiles and says, "It
was just these young ones. You know how it is at that age."

The Barrel says, "Yes'm."
The Beanpole scowls at you. "This hippie was making a disturbance?"

You should've gone over the fence. Can they put you in a cell before letting you call anyone? Can they shave
your head and say you had lice? Can they put you in with big men who hate hippies or love boys or both?

Aunt Ida says, "No, sir," to the Beanpole. "He was just calling on my niece."
The Barrel looks at CC. "You know him?"
CC looks down and nods.

The Beanpole says, "What's he got to do with you?" And he smiles like he knows the answer and knows it'll
embarrass everyone, CC especially.

You should answer, but you don't go to the same school or live in the same neighborhood or have the same
skin color. There's no reason to be here that would satisfy the Beanpole.

The Barrel saves CC from answering by asking you, "How old are you, son?"

You say, "Fourteen."

The Barrel nods. "Out kind of late."

The Beanpole says, "We can take him in. Let juvie decide what to do in the morning."

The Barrel tells the Beanpole, "It's Halloween." Then he tells you, "C'mon. We'll run you home."
"But-" You look at CC.

She nods to say you should go. It's not a pretty face, but you like looking at it, and why didn't you see the
beauty of her eyes?

Aunt Ida tells you, "I expect your folks're wondering where you got to."
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The Beanpole says, "Sounds like the hippie was trespassing-"

The Barrel says, "You hear anyone make a complaint?"

Aunt Ida looks at you and says, "I got no complaint."

The Barrel nods to her. "You have a good evening, ma'am." He nods to CC. "You don't want to be
entertaining boys without telling your aunt, missy." He jerks his head at you to follow and starts walking

away.

You could kiss CC goodbye, but Aunt Ida and the Beanpole are watching. The Beanpole says, "Come on,
hippie. Can't pass up a free ride provided by the government, can you?"

CC says, "You got to go home."

"I'll call." You look at Aunt Ida. "You're in the phone book?"

Aunt Ida glances from you to CC and back again, then nods without smiling.

"I'll call!" You hurry after the policemen.

The Beanpole holds the back door of their car open. You look at the grate between front and back, then the
absence of door handles inside. The Beanpole grins. "What, this your first time getting chauffeured by the
city's finest? We got us a hippie virgin here!"

The Barrel says, "Get in, son. It's a long walk to 55th Terrace."

You glance at him and realize what your face must look like when he smiles a little. "Your momma reported
you. They want you home."

The Beanpole adds, "You sure got a tolerant momma. Mine wouldn't have me back till I got a haircut.”

You glance at the dark windows of the white house. Is anyone watching? You wave, just in case, then get in
the patrol car. The Beanpole slams the door, takes the front passenger seat, and the Barrel drives away.

The car smells like cigarettes and ammonia. You're in a cage. The people who can let you out are people who
took on the job of putting people in cages. You can't decide which would be worse, home or jail. The father of
the prodigal son was so happy about his boy's return that he killed the fatted calf for a feast. The only thing
Dad will want to kill is you.

The Beanpole says, "So, hippie, how's nigger poontang?"

You feel your face redden in embarrassment at being caught with a girl and anger that you can't stop this man
from talking like that about CC.

The Barrel tells the Beanpole, "I'd say you had shit for brains if I thought there was anything up there as
useful as fertilizer."

The Beanpole says, "The hippie don't mind a little funning. Do you, now?" When you don't answer, he adds,
"What, pussy got your tongue?" and laughs.

The Barrel says, "Let him be."
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The Beanpole says, "Didn't think you had any use for hippies."

"You never run off to see a girl?"

The Beanpole glares at him. "Not a nigger girl!"

"Then you might not want to be flaunting your ignorance."

The policemen stop talking. They take you back the way you came, up University Avenue, past the mall.
When you pass the point where you ran out of the woods, your heart beats faster. If there was a crank, you
would roll down the window, for air or to flee.

Surely the police won't want to wake anyone up. They'll drop you off, and you can wave goodbye, then sneak
into the woods, and sleep in your blanket. You can still go to California. Or you can live in the woods. The
papers will write about the Gainesville Wild Man, and mothers will warn their children to watch out for you.
You begin to smile.

Then you see your home. The houses in your neighborhood are dark, except for yours.

The Beanpole says, "I ran off once. Daddy tanned my hide good."

The Barrel says, "There's all kinds of folks. Thank God."

The patrol car stops in front of the drive. If George is watching, he's probably disappointed that there aren't
flashing lights and sirens.

The front door of the house opens a second after the car stops. Dad steps out, looking grim. Mom follows,
looking as upset as the time Dad took a shortcut on a logging road that got narrower and steeper till the only
possibilities seemed to be getting stuck on the mountain or falling off it.

As the Beanpole gets out, the Barrel says, "They don't look like monsters."

You say, "They aren't, sir."

The Barrel nods, and the Beanpole opens your door. Staying in the car is tempting, but you're not going to let
anyone see you want to hide, least of all Dad. You step out fast.

Mom starts forward. Dad catches her wrist, but she yanks free. She's hugging you and kissing you and crying
and smiling and saying, "We were so worried, Chris! Anything could've happened to you!"

"I'm fine, Mom," you mumble, hating that she's treating you like a child and hating that people are watching
so you have to push her away. You say, "Hi, Dad."

"Christopher." His tone only says he acknowledges you. That's good. If he wasn't going to let you come back,
he would tell you. It also says he hasn't forgiven you, but you knew he wouldn't. He believes in taking
responsibility for what you do, and accepting a fair punishment for doing something wrong is part of being
responsible. What's a fair punishment for this?

You think you know the hardest part of your punishment already. You have to stand there knowing he knows
you had to come home. He would've respected you if you'd made a new life. Coming back is defeat.

The Barrel says, "You want to keep him?"
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Dad says, "I'm thinking about it."

Mom says, "Luke!"

Dad looks at you. "You prepared to live by the house rules?"

"Yes, sir." Saying that is accepting more punishment than anything he can give.

He tells the Barrel, "Damned if I know why, but we'll keep him."

The Barrel says, "Since no one's pressing charges and this is the first time, you're welcome to."

The Beanpole says, "All that hair might be keeping the oxygen from his brain."

You hadn't thought that cutting your hair might be part of your punishment. But Dad studies the Beanpole,
long enough to say that he thinks what his kid does with his hair is no one else's affair. When the Beanpole
looks as if he's figured out he went too far, Dad says, "Thanks for bringing him."

The Barrel says, "Slow night. You folks be all right now?"

Mom says, "Yes. We're so grateful to you!"

The Barrel smiles. "Then you have a nice evening." He jerks his head at the Beanpole. "Come on, Deputy
Dawg." The Beanpole scowls and follows.

You stand with Mom and Dad, watching the police car drive away. Then Dad says, "It's late," and heads in.
Mom catches the screen door as she follows and says, "You must be hungry."

You glance at the woods and the stars, at the lawn and the clutter of bicycles. You say, "A little," and hold the
screen door for her.
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Chapter Eight

The living room is smaller. You search for signs that something changed, but nothing has. Dad reaches for his
pipe and says, "Missing supper was his choice."

Mom keeps looking at you. "Do you want a cheese sandwich? Or a hamburger? I'll fix you something."
Dad tamps tobacco into the pipe. "You don't have to reward him for running off."

Mom says, "He's home, Luke! Don't you understand? He's home!"

Dad snaps open the top of his lighter. "There's still a price to pay."

Mom watches him flick the lighter and put the flame to his pipe bowl. She shakes her head once and opens the
fridge.

You say, "I can do that. If it's okay."

Mom says, "I will."

Dad says, "Best not argue when she's like that."

You nod.

Dad puffs his pipe, then says, "Why'd you come home?"

You say what you've heard him say, "Home's where they have to take you in."

You hoped he would smile. He nods, sits in the big easy chair, and puffs on the pipe a few times. You don't
know if you should sit, so you stay standing.

He says, "If you don't abuse the rules."
"I won't."

He studies you and nods. "Your mother and I talked it over. You come straight home from school for the next
two weeks and don't leave the yard without her permission or mine."

You nod.
"You dig that hole three times."
You glance at him.

"Once 'cause I told you to. Once 'cause you didn't when I told you to. Once 'cause you swore at me. It's that, or
we fight to see who's captain of this ship."

"I'll get my own ship in three years."

He smiles. "I expect you will."
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Mom brings a glass of milk and a sandwich, American cheese on white bread, cut in quarters, with pickle
slices on the side. She says, "Sit down, Chris! Eat!"

You sit at the table. You're not hungry as you think about what the next three years will be like. But Mom's
watching, so you start eating, and you think maybe the years won't be too hard, if you can just get through
digging the three holes. Being grounded means you won't be able to see CC. You're not going to ask for
permission to visit a girl. You're not going to tell them you want to visit a girl. You say, "I met a girl. At the
mall. Can I call her?"

Mom says, "Now?"

You shake your head. "If I got to follow rules, I got to know 'em."

Dad says, "You can call anyone you want after homework's done and the first hole's dug. Any visiting will
have to be at school."

You say, "Okay."

Mom says, "What's she like?"

You say, "A girl."

She sighs. "You're worse than your father."

Dad says, "Let him be, Susan." Then he adds, "Where'd you get the blanket?"
"Penney's. With the charge card Mom gave me."

Dad says, "You can pay it back."

Mom says, "It was a gift. He doesn't have to."

You cram the last pickle slices into your mouth, then the last quarter of the cheese sandwich, and wash it
down with the last half of the glass of milk. "Thanks, Mom."

She says, "I'm glad you're home."

You nod and stand.

Dad says, "Anything else you want to tell us?"
"No, sir. Good night."

You expect the folks to just say good night, but Mom hugs you again, and Dad says, "Sleep well,
Christopher." And for some reason you can't figure out, you think that maybe he respects you after all.

The hallway is shorter than you remember. The bathroom is smaller. Tish's door has the Wonder Woman
sticker that you gave her two Christmases ago, and George's has the Superman, and your own has the Batman
that you kept for yourself. You reach up to peel the Batman, then decide to leave it up.

Your room is a little smaller than you remember. You pile your clothes on your chair and crawl into bed. The
last thing you notice is CC's smell on your fingers.
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The next morning at six-thirty, Dad knocks on the door and calls, "Work's waiting." You want to yell that it's
Saturday, then remember why you're exhausted.

You don't want to face anyone. The morning is almost too typically Saturday. Dad is reading the paper.
George and Tish are watching Popeye. Mom is making French toast. Tish says she's glad you're home, George
says he's sorry you're home, and they both go back to watching Brutus running off with Olive Oyl.

As you flip through the phone book for Ida Carter's number, Dad says, "After the first hole's dug and filled."

He only said "dug," last night. If you argue, someone will say "You should be a lawyer!" and laugh. You don't
want to hear anything you ever heard when you were younger. If you have to fill the hole before you call CC,
you'll fill the hole.

The ground is harder than you expect. You have to chop through heavy clay, stones, and roots. Your hands
blister as you shovel, but the most annoying part is when little neighbor kids come to ask what you're digging.
In the Kid's cartoon, you could steal from Mark Twain and say you're digging for treasure and get them to dig
while you sit in the shade. That's not the kind of initiative Dad would reward. He might laugh, but he would
make you start over.

You tell the kids, "A hole." When they ask why, you say, "To bury little kids in." Jimmy Beasley runs away
crying, and you have to tell Mrs. Beasley you're sorry you scared him, and listen to Dad say the real reason
you're digging the hole is you're too big to spank and the damn government won't let a man sell his own child
into slavery anymore.

Dad sees you rub your hands and says to put Band-Aids and gloves on. That helps, but the blisters still hurt.
Your shirt is soaked with sweat. You peel it off, though now you look like a scrawny white kid with a soft
stomach. Mom makes you put on suntan lotion. You keep working, wondering what you can get a tan from
besides the sun.

The dirt doesn't get softer. The distance you have to throw it grows. When there's dirt heaped on every side of
the hole, you have to get out and shovel it back to make room for more. The hole isn't done by lunchtime. You
eat fast while Tish and George watch The Archies. Two hours after lunch, you measure the corners. They're
all six feet below the grass line. You climb out on the kitchen stepladder and get Dad. He measures the middle
and says you've got three more inches to go.

You think you should never have come home. But you keep digging.

It takes another half an hour. Dad nods, and you start filling. That's easier, but not as easy as you hoped. Each
shovelful is still heavy. Your arms and back and legs ache worse than after any karate practice or mountain
hike.

You move the last dirt onto the hole, think it looks like a fresh grave, and get Dad. He sees the mound and
says to pack it down. You're too tired to wonder if that's fair. It's stupid, but it fits the terms of the punishment.
That's as close to fair as you can expect.

You tromp over the mound, mashing it under your boots. You hit it with the shovel. You get a piece of
cardboard and sit on it, bouncing on the dirt. When it looks like an old grave, you tell Dad that's the best you
can do. He stands on the mound. It doesn't sink. He says, "Okay."

You're exhausted, but you run for the phone. You've been repeating the number all day, silently when anyone
was around, softly when no one was near. You run into the kitchen, call to Mom, "Can I use the phone in your
bedroom?" As soon as she says, "Yes," you add, "Don't let Tish pick it up out here!" Tish yells, "I wouldn't do
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that!" as you run into the bedroom, grab the phone by your parents' bed, and dial.
It rings five times. You're ready to say hi to CC when Aunt Ida says, "Yes?"
You say, "Uh, Ms. Carter? Is C, uh, Eula Mae in?"

You hear nothing. You were an idiot not to expect the person who rents the phone to answer it. Then Aunt Ida
says as if she knows the answer and doesn't like it, "Who is this?"

"Mark Christopher Nix. May I speak with Eula Mae, ma'am?"
"No. And don't you call back." The click of disconnecting isn't loud. It's just final.

Will calling back make her think less of you? Can she think less of you? How can you talk to CC if you can't
call her? You dial again.

"Ms. Carter, please, I'm back home and you can talk to my parents if you want. I make good grades and I try
to be polite and all I want is to talk to Eula Mae for one minute, please."

She says, "No. Don't you call back. Find yourself a nice white girl and forget about Eula Mae. Goodbye."

You dial as soon as you hear the disconnect. The phone rings and rings and rings. You hang up, dial again,
even though you know you dialed the right number. After seven rings, you hang up. You dial the number and
listen to seven rings for more times than you count.

When you hear Dad saying, "I don't care who he's calling, I'm not staying out of my own bedroom all day,"
you give up and go out.

Mom's smiling when she looks up, but her smile fades and you go straight to your room. You've got to give
Aunt Ida time to realize this is all right. You write letter after letter to her, explaining that you respect CC and
you know it's tough for a white boy and a black girl in the United States, but the world is changing. When
Mom knocks and says dinner is ready, you go out. Everyone looks at you and no one asks questions. Dad
says, "Dealing with women and going to war are rites of passage. I'm not sure which is tougher." Afterward,
you write more letters. None of them convinces you, so they won't convince Aunt Ida. At bedtime, you can't
smell CC anymore.

In the morning, Dad says you can go to church and start digging afterward. You like the Unitarians, except
when they have tomato juice instead of orange juice, but you say you want to get the holes dug. Mom says,
"Luke-" and Dad says, "It's his decision."

You dig while the family dresses for church. You did a good job packing the dirt, and you ache worse than
yesterday. As soon as everyone leaves, you run inside and dial Aunt Ida's number. The phone rings and rings.

They must've gone to church. You dig harder and faster. What church do they go to? Are all poor blacks
Baptists? Two black families are Unitarians, but one's headed by a doctor, one by a professor. Maybe you
could go to Aunt Ida's church and be the only white boy there, and finally Aunt Ida would let CC talk to you.

You run inside every fifteen minutes, call Aunt Ida, then run out and dig. The hole is six feet deep, all around
and in the middle, before the family returns. When Dad says it's okay, you tell them you don't want lunch.
Mom says you'll get sick if you don't eat, so you eat fast and get to filling in the hole. By the middle of the
afternoon, it's tamped down tight, you're back on the phone, and Aunt Ida's number rings and rings and rings.
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You go in the living room and say, "If I can go for a bike ride this afternoon, I'll dig an extra hole."
Dad says, "Punished men don't make deals."

"Two extra holes?"

"Is it about that girl?"

You nod.

He says, "If this one doesn't work out, there'll be another along in a bit."

Mom says, "Luke!"

He looks at her, then at you. "All right. No extra holes if you're back by six. One extra hole for each hour after
that."

You say, "Thanks!" and run for your bicycle. Pedaling to CC's house is mostly uphill. It takes an hour. Your
heart keeps pumping hard and your breath comes even harder, but you don't stop to rest.

Aunt Ida's blinds are closed and her house is dark, but that just makes it seem like it was last night. You go
through the front gate, put your bike on its kickstand so they'll see you're being respectful, smooth your hair,
tug on your shirt to make a dirty, sweat-stained T-shirt look as good as it possibly can, walk up to the front
door, and knock.

After half a minute, you knock again.

After another fifteen seconds, you knock a third time.

There's no one in the house. You know there's no one here. You knew it before you knocked, but you didn't
want to know you knew it.

You knock again. And again. And again.

A man comes out of the house next door and calls, "Who you looking for?"
"Ms. Carter."

"They're gone."

The words are clear, and you're expecting them, but you still say, "What do you mean?" When the man
frowns, you add, "Sir?"

"I mean they ain't in that house and they ain't coming back to that house."
"Where did they go?"

He frowns again. You say, "Eula Mae and I are supposed to do a science project." You're surprised at how
easy it is to lie when you really want something.

The man says, "Better find someone else for your project. They left last night."
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"Did they say where they were going?"
He frowns again.
You say, "She lent me five dollars. I could mail it to her."

He smiles. "You can give it to me in case they write. If not, I expect I can find something to do with it." You
ought to smile with him, but you can't.

"Does anyone know where she went?"

His frown comes back, deeper this time. "You're an awfully honest young fellow."

"I just-" you start, then finish, "She's nice. I don't want her to think I don't care. About her money."
"Yeah," the man says slowly. "But there ain't no point in worrying about that now."

You thank him, then go from house to house on the block, asking everyone who's home about Eula Mae and
saying you need to pay her back her five dollars.

You concentrate as hard as you can on seeming like a nice boy, so they'll want to help you, even if your hair is
long and your clothes are dirty.

Everyone is helpful. You learn Aunt Ida came from Georgia, or maybe Alabama, in the countryside near
Jackson or Louisville, in a small town named Conroy or Delroy or Winslow, and she could've gone to see
relatives in Louisiana, or maybe Texas, or was it someplace north like Chicago? The most useful thing you
learn is that the house was rented from a family on the corner. They give you your only certain information:
Ida Carter left a note saying they wouldn't be back. The note didn't include a forwarding address.

You get home forty-five minutes after six. Dad looks at your face and says you don't have to dig an extra hole.
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Chapter Nine

Monday drags. You don't want to talk to anyone at school, not even the Beastman. You pass Cindy Hurly
several times. Why didn't you ever notice she's so pale? When the Beastman says you seem bummed, you tell
him you ran away from home and now you're digging holes and grounded. You don't mention CC. You don't
know what you think of her. But if she were around, you would spend all of your time with her to find out.

You pedal home and start digging. Work goes faster when you pretend it's Dad's grave. You're the Man with
No Name. Soon you'll bury your worst enemy. Heavy clay flies from your shovel.

A car slows near the house. Wondering if Mom's home early, you look up. The car is boxy, foreign, and
conservative with a star on the hood, something a TV diplomat would drive on his way to betray his country

or be killed. It should be in a big city, not Gainesville.

The driver gets out. He's young, as stocky and strong-looking as a Clydesdale. His dark suit makes him look
like a lawyer. He sees you in the hole. "Christopher Nix?"

"Yes, sir."

Something bad is about to happen. You decide that can't be right. How can things get worse?

"Sorry I missed you Friday. I'm Ralph Fitzgerald." He reaches into his jacket. You expect to see his FBI ID
and hear you'll do twenty years' hard time because you and the Beastman scored a nickel bag. He hands you a

pamphlet. "Have you heard of the Academy?"

The cover shows smiling, short-haired boys in sports coats and ties on a campus like a movie set for an Ivy
League university: wide lawns, big trees, large old brick buildings. "No, sir."

"Well, the Academy's heard of you. Are your folks around?"

Is he from a reform school? Is there more to your punishment than Dad said? The catalog confuses you. You
thought boy's schools were junior versions of prisons or army bases. "Mom's working. I'll get Dad."

You cross the yard, flipping pages. Academy boys play rich people's games, tennis and golf and something
with long sticks that the caption calls "lacrosse," which you thought was a town in Wisconsin. They put on
plays in a theater with professional equipment. They swim in an indoor Olympic-size pool. There's a science
center, an observatory, and an art building. The teachers are from Oxford, Cambridge, Yale, and Harvard.
You would love to go there, if boys didn't have to wear ties and there were girls. But uniforms and no girls
turns anyplace into a prison or an army base.

The house is quiet since George and Tish are out. Dad, in his favorite chair, puts a book aside. "All done?"

"No, sir. There's a man from this school to see you." You hand him the catalog.

He sets the book aside, leafs through the catalog, frowns at it, then at you. "Is there something you want to tell
me?"

You shake your head.

He glances back at the catalog, then nods. "Let's see what he wants."
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As soon as you and Dad step into the sunlight, Mr. Fitzgerald comes forward. "Mr. Nix? Ralph Fitzgerald."
His hand is out. His smile's pleasant.

Dad shakes the hand, saying, "What can we do for you?"

"You can enroll Chris at the Academy."

Dad smiles. "Didn't know you folks went door to door."

Fitzgerald laughs. "You've heard of us."

"I read a little."

"Then you know we're not desperate, Mr. Nix. Your son is special."
Dad nods. "That's one word for it."

"We value diversity at the Academy."

"Huh. I didn't see any black or brown faces in your brochure."

Fitzgerald blushes. He's not much older than the college kids you envy. "We started a scholarship program for
minorities. We have six colored students this year."

"Out of?"

"The student body's just over five hundred. It's true, we're not representative, but then, that's not our purpose.
We seek the best. Our boys go on to greatness, in private life and public."

Dad glances at you. You can't tell if he's sad or amused. "What kind of minority is Chris?"
"He's a promising student. With the right motivation-"

Dad frowns. "Who've you talked to?"

Fitzgerald blinks. "A few of his teachers. We wanted to know if he would benefit-"

"They said we could afford to send Chris to a private school?"

"The cost is no concern, Mr. Nix. Your family has a benefactor. He'll cover all expenses."
Dad looks at you. You shrug. Dad asks Fitzgerald, "Who?"

"Jay Dumont."

"Never heard of him."

"He's indebted to your family. To your wife's family, that is. Her father saved his life during World War L."
"Grandpa Abner?" you say.

Fitzgerald smiles as if he's relieved to escape Dad's doubt. "Your grandfather was a medic. Mr. Dumont
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would've bled to death, if not for your grandfather."

Dad says, "Abner Uvdal's dead."

"That doesn't lessen Mr. Dumont's wish to repay his debt."
"What's in it for you?"

"Excuse me?"

"You said you're with the Academy, not this Dumont."

"He's been very generous to the school. His son was a student. The new art center is named for him. His
daughter's one of our students."

You say, "There are girls?"

Dad laughs. "The school produces presidents, and you want to know if there are girls. That's my boy."
You shrug. "There aren't girls in the catalog."

Fitzgerald says, "We just went coed. The Academy embraces change."

"Do boys still have to wear ties?"

"Only to chapel and dinner."

"Chapel?"

"It's nondenominational." Fitzgerald grins. "Haven't lost a boy during chapel yet, though the headmaster can
go on for a bit. Don't quote me."

You smile, imagining the Academy being controlled by a giant head in a vat, connected by cables to
thousands of heads, and look at Dad. He says, "If the offer's legit, it's a hell of an opportunity, Chris."

You look at the unfinished hole in the back of the yard. CC's gone. Dad's impressed that you're being offered
this.

And something's calling. You don't know what, but you know you have to know.
Book Two

The Academy
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Chapter One

JFK Airport looks like a spaceport: everything's pristine plastic. Travelers rush by. Most are businessmen who
sell things and tourists who buy them, but you see a few hippies, a few soldiers, and a one-armed man in a
Vietnam Veterans Against the War T-shirt. Everyone's louder and faster than anyplace you've been. Their
clothes are flashier. You scan the crowd, expecting to see movie stars or rock gods.

A porter says, "Sir?" You're about to say you don't need help when he asks, "Did you drop this?"
He's holding a sheet of paper. It says, "Tell nobody. Nobody can help you."
You frown and shake your head. He says, "Sorry to disturb you, sir," and walks away.

Someone calls, "Mr. Nix?" A man almost as dark as CC comes toward you. He wears a black suit, white shirt,
and tie. "I'm Gabriel. Mr. Dumont sent me."

You get your suitcase and walk into the early September heat. In a no-parking section sits a sleek black sedan.
Gabriel opens the back door. Having someone do things you could do yourself feels wrong. But you're
entering a new world. You need to learn its ways.

The seats are covered with the softest leather you've ever felt. There's a cassette player and a radio, New York
newspapers, a stack of magazines, and a small refrigerator with beer and wine. Gabriel says no one will mind
if you have a drink. None of the labels are anything you've seen on TV, so you pick a beer at random. It tastes
as bad as the Budweiser that Dad sometimes drinks, but it's part of riding in luxury into New York, so you like
it.

You like it all. This city is where the Shadow fought and King Kong died, where the Beatles came when they
were rich and Bob Dylan came when he was poor. You're torn between looking at the buildings and the
people. Pretty young women from every part of the world are here. They wear miniskirts, hot pants, or cutoff
jeans. They make you think of CC. After the Academy, you'll go to Harvard, become a lawyer, make a
fortune, and use your wealth to find her.

Gabriel stops at a department store that looks more expensive than Sears. Old movies told you about Macy's
and Gimbel's. This isn't either. "Why're we stopping?"

"Mr. Dumont said you need clothes."

"I've got clothes."

"You have clothing. You don't have clothes."
"I don't get it."

"You will."

You glance at yourself. Brown corduroy bells, a green-and-yellow tie-dyed T-shirt, desert boots. "What's
wrong with this?"

Gabriel rolls his eyes. "At school, you may wear whatever you like. Within the dress code. For now, accept
what you're due."
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In the store, everyone looks rich, even the help. In the men's section, an unsmiling man in a dark blue suit says
without warmth, "Mr. Nix. Welcome."

Another man takes your measurements. If you draw this, they'll be mad scientists preparing to build your
robot double. When they're done, the unsmiling man says, "Everything will be delivered in an hour."

You say, "What will?"
Gabriel says, "What you need."

The unsmiling man says, "And should you require something more, we have your measurements." He nods.
"It is an honor, Mr. Nix."

"Uh, thanks," you say as Gabriel leads you out.

The next stop makes you think Gabriel is visiting a girlfriend. It looks like a beauty salon, but not one Mom
would go to. Colors are subdued, seats are leather, and music is classical, not pop. A pretty woman meets you
with a very wide smile.

She says in a French accent, "Mr. Nix, please be seated. You have such beautiful hair." You take a second
look at the salon. You thought women went to beauty salons and men went to barbershops, but either New
York is different, or rich people are.

The woman adds, "A handsome young man like yourself must hear that from many girls."

You tell Gabriel, "The dress code says collar-length is fine. Mom cut it just the other day."

The woman says, "Ah, but mothers do not cut to show how sexy young men truly are. You will like it."

You will hate it. The woman must be twenty-five or thirty. She's too old to know what's cool, and Gabriel is
too straight.

The woman calls over more pretty women, an Asian who smiles shyly and a Scandinavian who laughs often.
The Scandinavian washes your hair, which feels nice, but embarrassing. If you'd known a woman was going
to touch your hair, you would've washed it this morning. The Asian cleans and trims your fingernails, which
you had thought were clean and trim. Who notices a guy's fingernails? Then the French woman lifts a strand
of your hair and a gleaming scissors.

You say, "Uh, not too much."

"But of course not. It would be a crime to deny young women the pleasure of running their fingers through
such beautiful hair."

The other women laugh. You blush and decide to be quiet. The French woman cuts quickly, taking such small
snips that you don't expect to see a difference. But when she turns you to the mirror and says, "There. Who

would not flirt with this man?" you can only stare.

The kid in the chair is hip, but not a hippie. He knows what to say and when to say nothing. Anyone who sees
him will like him.

CC wouldn't recognize him.
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The women are waiting. You nod and mumble, "Thanks. It's good." The women laugh and whisk your neck
and shoulders, sweeping your hair into an immaculate dustpan, then pouring that into an immaculate bin that's
quickly closed and put away.

Gabriel looks at you and nods. "Ready to meet the Dumonts."
It's not a question. You grin and say, "Why not?"

The amazing thing about New York City is that it looks exactly like New York City. You don't think that
thought would impress Gabriel, so you don't mention it. You just keep staring at people and buildings. New
York is hot, humid, and smelly, but it looks so much like New York that no one cares. Besides, in the car with
the airconditioning on, only sight matters.

Gabriel drives you to a blandly impressive apartment building among many other blandly impressive
apartment buildings. A doorman opens the car door and says, "Good afternoon, sir." Are you supposed to
acknowledge servants? You thank him, and his smile grows a little wider.

A second doorman drives the car away. The first lets you into a small lobby. Gabriel leads you to an elevator
that seems small for such a big building. Eight people would fill it. It stops at a small windowless room with
dark wainscoting. A bench and a small table make it look like a sitting room. You're confused. Where's the
hall for people to get to their apartments? There's only one door. It must open on the hall.

The far door opens. A silver-haired man in a suit and white gloves says, "Welcome." Beyond him is a large
room like a hotel lobby. Do a few big apartments on this floor share a lobby?

You say, "Mr. Dumont?"
He shakes his head. "He's expecting you, Master Nix. This way."
Gabriel says, "Thanks, Jonathan."

This is a butler. You've seen butlers on TV. Also, Martians. It wouldn't feel stranger to be met by a man with
antennae.

As you cross the room, you ignore the chairs and sofas and marble floor and enormous Persian rug. You stare
at statues and paintings. A red-bearded man drives a chariot pulled by goats through a storm, a black-bearded
man topples a pillar to kill himself with everyone in a temple, an Arab with a glowing face rides a flying
horse, a samurai fights a demon, a woman with four arms dances with weapons in each hand, a man in white
robes stands in front of cave.

You want to linger, but Jonathan walks briskly toward a hall. Then you see this room isn't a lobby. The
Dumonts have the whole floor.

In the hall, the art continues: Chinese vases, Roman busts, a beach with fishing boats like a Van Gogh, bright
squiggles and blobs like a Mird, a cowboy feeding a horse like a Remington, a cartoon space monster saying
"Squa Tront!" like a Lichtenstein. You whisper to Gabriel. "It all looks so real!"

He replies, "Don't say that to Mr. Dumont."
Jonathan opens a door at the end of the hall. The air inside is warm and humid, the light is soft, and you know

the smell of a swimming pool before you see it. Three people are on the far side of a pool that's bigger than
some you've seen at motels.
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A tanned girl in a red bikini reads a book in a lounge chair. Her hair is long and dark brown. She probably
thinks she should lose ten pounds, but she would be beautiful if her frown didn't say she hates being
interrupted, especially by you.

Near her, a pale woman in a white terrycloth robe sits sipping a wineglass. She's as thin as a model. You can't
tell if she's Scandinavian blond or white-haired. Her smile barely touches her lips.

Nearest to you is a stocky man in tight black trunks. He stands, arms akimbo, backlit by windows with all of
New York behind him. His short hair is iron-gray. His jaw and nose make you think of warriors, Apaches or
Arabs. He's shorter than you. He reminds you of Dad. He grins like a man whose team just won.

As you head toward the trio, Jonathan says, "Master Nix? Do you swim?"

"Sure."

Before you can add that you didn't pack a suit, Jonathan says, "Forgive me," and shoves you into the pool.
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Chapter Two

The water's cool. Chlorine stings your eyes. The pool lights are dim. You float in pale green space, infinite
beside and below you, capped by a translucent ceiling where the water meets the air. You're surprised, not
afraid. Falling into water hasn't scared you since you were five.

You swim easily upward. You must've misunderstood. Jonathan must have bumped you, then said, "Forgive
me." You'll apologize for being clumsy, and he'll insist it was his fault, and everyone will laugh. Will he get in

trouble for bumping you? You hope not. Accidents happen.

As you rise at the side of the pool, you see a silhouette above you. The shadow of a hand reaches out. You
smile. Everyone will be surprised when you ignore the help and burst from the pool like a seal.

But as you reach the surface, the hand catches the top of your head, holding you under.

This must be a joke. The hand will let go in a second, so you don't struggle. Why embarrass everyone by
panicking?

Your lungs throb for air. Your heart pounds, filling your ears with the sound of drums. You've been held too
long for a joke. You kick to drive yourself upward. You only churn water. You sweep both arms to sink below

the reach of the hand. The fingers hold your skull too tightly.

You've read that people see a far light as they die. Perhaps they see what they expect to see. Perhaps sight
goes like the flash of a dying lightbulb. Is that what you're seeing?

The light's above you. It comes down as you rise. When you meet, it fills or empties you, then is gone or is
always present.

You hear a voice. "He pleases me."
You open your eyes. You're standing, breathing comfortably. The man in dark trunks is smiling at you.

You frown. What pleases him? Having Jonathan push you in the pool? Who held you down? How did you get
out?

The woman in the white robe is squinting at you. The girl in the red bikini, with a grimace of disgust, turns
her eyes back to her book. You look at Jonathan and Gabriel. Jonathan is bowing. Gabriel is staring at your
feet.

You glance down. You're standing on the water.

You gasp. What felt like firm ground is like carpet, like a mattress, like mud, like glue. You're sinking. Bogs
suck people under to suffocate and never be seen again.

The man in trunks is laughing, rolling laughter that fills the room. The girl laughs, too, a deep, delighted laugh
that makes you feel as if you failed a test she knew you would fail. You want to scream, but who will come if
you do?

The water is syrup midway up your chest. Will you drown before it's water again?

The man walks toward you, strolling on water like crossing a lawn. You've sunk to your neck and tipped your
head back for a last gasp when he bends down and grabs your hand.



Chapter Two 63

He tugs lightly. You rise as if the water is rejecting you. As soon as you're standing on it again, the girl says,
"Daddy, that wasn't funny."

He laughs. "It could've been a furnace."

You smile. You see yourself terrified as fire fails to burn you. You laugh. You see yourself a moment ago,
thinking you would die in the water. You laugh even harder.

The man is grinning. You would do anything he asked. Dying for him would be a privilege, because he might
remember that you had given everything for him. You say, "Thank you. I'm so-" What are you? "Everything.
Thanks for everything."

He nods and walks away, leaving you standing there. The water quivers under you. You look down. Has the
man abandoned you? What does he expect? Are you more likely to plunge back in if you stay still or walk

away?

Jonathan is at the side of the pool with a large white towel. His sleeve is wet. He held you down. He looks
apologetic. He would probably look apologetic while strangling a baby.

You glance at Gabriel. He shrugs to say he just does what he's told. You understand. You would do what you
were told by the gray-haired man. Why doesn't he tell you what to do now? Should you ask? Would asking be

wrong?

The water softens under your boots. You take a step. Water ripples. You take another, and that ripple is
greater than the first. You run, splashing with each step, until you reach the side of the pool.

You begin to shake. Having tile underfoot is not more comforting than water. If water can hold you, can earth
swallow you? You look across the pool at the man, the woman, and the girl. They look like people. But the
water in the pool looks like water. You say, "What are you?"

The man smiles. "First ask, what are you?"

You're wet, shivering, furious, and terrified. Deal with the easy ones first. You reach for the towel in
Jonathan's hand, then say, "Will that turn into a snake or something?"

Jonathan smiles. "No, Master Nix."

You take the towel and scrub your head and hands. You like the rough terrycloth against your skin. It defines
the world: if the cloth is real, then you are.

You hand the towel to Jonathan and walk toward the others. Your clothes cling to you. Your boots squish with
each step. The girl is back to reading. The woman is sipping her drink. The man watches you.

You say, "Are you Mr. Dumont?"
He nods. "I am who I am."

"How did you do that?"

"I told Jonathan to push you."

"No. How did you make-" All of the words to finish that sentence are impossible to speak. "Was I
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hypnotized?"
The girl's sigh might be a comment on something in her book.

Dumont's smile widens. "There are many ways to make things happen. The best only call for a push. Now, go
with Jonathan. Dinner will be ready soon."

When you hesitate, he adds, "Your questions will be answered. Don't worry. So long as you're with us,
everything's fine."

Jonathan takes you through several hallways to a bedroom with a view of the city and Central Park. There's a
button to call him if you need anything, but what could you need? There's a four-poster bed, a color TV, and a
rolltop desk. There's a private bathroom with a clawfoot tub and a toilet that's flushed by pulling the chain.
The closet is as big as the room you shared with George before you and Dad enclosed the carport. Someone's
clothes hang there. You say, "Where's my stuff?"

"That is your stuff, sir."

There are three suitcases worth of a rich boy's wardrobe, from a wool winter coat to a small nylon swimsuit.
"All of it?"

"Indeed, sir."

"It won't fit in my suitcase."

He indicates a leather trunk and a matching suitcase. "Those are yours as well, sir."

"Where's my suitcase?"

"T'll fetch it, if you wish. Or those things can be given to charity."

You start to say you can't accept this. But as you glance at what you're about to give up, you see a pad of fine
paper, pencils, pens, and nibs, and bottles of Japanese ink. You've seen them in art stores, in the cases that you

passed when you went to get the cheap supplies.

It would be rude to refuse Mr. Nix's kindness. You're starting a new life. Why not start fresh? You say,
"Charity's a good idea."

Jonathan suggests you wear a dark blue suit, low leather boots and a belt as dark as oxblood, a light blue shirt,
and a silk tie the blue of midnight. He knots the tie, helps you with a silver tack and cufflinks that show two
knights riding on one horse, and brushes your hair. You want to say you can do this yourself, but you know
you can't do it as well.

When you look in the mirror, you think the people who called you handsome might mean it.
As you use the toilet, you wonder, Why is this happening? Did Mom and Dad secretly adopt you? Did Mom
have an affair with Mr. Dumont? Were you born on another planet? Are you invulnerable? Can you leap tall

buildings? Run faster than a locomotive? See through women's clothes?

You stare at the wall. You can't see through it. You stand still, thinking, "Up, up, and away!" Nothing
changes. Does your levitation only work on things that are thicker than air? If you filled the tub with bubbles,
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could you walk on them? On smoke? Is standing on water the only thing you can do?

It's a stupid power. It would be better to be Batman and have a cave and a car and a utility belt than be
Waterbug Boy.

Jonathan calls, "Master Nix?"
"Coming." You dry your hands and go out.

As you walk through the halls, you feel like a passenger in a car skidding on ice. There's nothing to do but
accept what comes.

Jonathan opens a door and stands aside. You step into a room in shades of brown and gold. You see a painting
of men in robes riding over the desert, a sculpture of a hawk, another of a horse, and shelves of old books with
dark bindings. You smell tobacco and alcohol. You hear a jazz record playing on a big stereo cabinet.
Dumont rises from a leather chair. The pale woman stands by the window. The dark-haired girl sits
cross-legged on a sofa reading a book. Dumont and the woman wear black evening clothes, but the girl's in a

white dress.

You hesitate by the door, looking for clues to what they are. Vampires have fangs. Elves and Vulcans have
pointed ears. Werewolves have hairy palms. What are the signs of people who walk on water?

Dumont says, "Christopher!" He indicates the woman. "My wife, Charlotte."

She offers her hand. "It's a joy to have you in our home, Christopher." She sounds like an actress who's tired
of her role. Her skin is taut like leather on a frame. Her accent sounds slightly Germanic.

Dumont says, "And my Heller. Heller, greet the boy."

Without looking up, the girl says, "Hello, boy. You don't mind if I read?" Her voice is husky, more American
than her mother's, more exotic than her father's.

Mrs. Dumont says, "Heller!"

You say, "It's all right. I hate being interrupted when I'm reading." You add, "What're you reading?"
Heller glances at you. "That's an interruption."

Dumont laughs. "That's my girl." He claps your shoulder, and you think of strength like mountains.
Heller closes her book. It's Shakespeare's The Tempest. She says, "What'll you be? A third-former?"
Third form equals ninth grade. You shake your head. "Fourth."

"Oh, good. You can be the little brother I never had." She slaps her book down on the couch, stands, tells her
parents, "But he's not Josh."

Mrs. Dumont says, "Heller!"

"He's not!" she says louder. You want to excuse yourself, but where would you go?
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Dumont says, "He's not replacing anyone. He's the grandson of the man who saved my life. That's enough to
make him welcome here." He glances at the door as Jonathan enters and says, "Have all our guests arrived?"

Jonathan's nod suggests a bow. "Yes, sir."

"Then we should go."

You say, "['ve got some questions."

Dumont glances at the bookshelf, then says, "How did you learn to swim?"
"Dad threw me off the end of a dock. Why?"

Dumont laughs. "He and I have much in common. Come. It'll all be clear in time."

Going down the hall, you ask Dumont, "Did you invite a lot of people?"

"I wouldn't call it a large gathering."

"Good. I'm terrible with names."

He smiles as Jonathan opens a pair of doors carved with olives and leaves.

At least sixty people stand at a long dining table. Most of them look like diplomats from the U.N. You see
dark suits, evening dresses, robes, caftans, saris, and Nehru jackets. Two Chinese men wear Mao suits. Most
of the guests could be your grandparents' age. Some are young and long-haired, but they aren't hippies. Their
clothes are expensively fashionable. Their hair is Hollywood perfect.

Everyone bows toward the door. You think they're bowing to the Dumonts.

Four empty chairs are at the head of the table. The Dumonts go stand there, leaving one seat between Dumont
and Heller. At the far end of the table is Gabriel. You would happily sit by him, or anyplace inconspicuous,
but every other seat is taken.

Dumont says, "Christopher, be seated."

An old man asks in a thick Italian accent, "Christopher?" then laughs.

Dumont tells him, "A coincidence."

A woman in a turban smiles. "How could it be otherwise?"

A gray-bearded man in a heavy suit says, "If he was called David, would you let us claim him?"

As the three laugh, you look at the Dumonts. Heller watches you with narrowed eyes and tight lips. Mrs.
Dumont watches with a cool smile. Everyone else is waiting for something.

"Sit," Dumont says. "You're the guest of honor."
Thinking the best way to get this over is to get through it, you sit.

Dumont steps behind you. As he says, "See my heir," something drips on your head.
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Startled, you look up. Dumont shows you a small bottle, then puts it in his pocket. "Olive oil. People have
done this for over three thousand years."

You touch the top of your head. There are only a few drops. "Heir?"

"My son died. I owe your grandfather a great debt. Let me repay it."

"But my family-"

"You'll inherit all I have. You may treat your family well, if you wish."

"All?" You glance at Heller and Mrs. Dumont. They don't look amused. "Is this a joke?"

The guests laugh. Heller says, "I think so. But Daddy's serious."

You're rich. You don't know how rich, but any rich will do. You can buy a motorcycle. Or a car. All the art
supplies and comic books you could want. Could you buy a castle? An island? A comic book company? A
movie studio? You grin and smooth the oil into your hair.

A young Englishman raises his glass. "To Christopher Nix!"

You start to reach for the glass before you. Mrs. Dumont catches your eye and shakes her head slightly.
Toasting yourself would look vain. So, as everyone toasts you, you smile like an idiot.

You're relieved when Dumont turns to Jonathan and says, "A demonstration is in order."

Jonathan looks at Gabriel, nods, and begins to smile. His smile falters slightly as Gabriel draws a pistol from a
shoulder holster.

You think the gun looks surprisingly real.

And Gabriel fires two shots into Jonathan's heart.
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Chapter Three

Jonathan slumps to the floor. He looks more surprised than hurt. Blood spreads on his shirt where his tie is
tucked into his jacket.

The people near him draw their chairs back. They're very calm, like everyone else in the room.
Gabriel watches Jonathan, then holsters his pistol.
No one's upset. Why isn't anyone upset?

Dumont says, "Breathe.” You think he's talking to Jonathan. Then you gasp and take quick, deep gulps of air.
Dumont says, "Slowly," and you grow calmer.

Everyone's watching you. Why? You didn't murder anyone. Oh. You're the only one who didn't expect this.
You're the witness. Will you be killed next? Gabriel holsters his pistol. Will someone else kill you? Will you
be killed differently? Will you be hurt first?

You say, "My parents know I'm here." As soon as you say it, you think that's a mistake. If they're not afraid to
kill Jonathan, they're not afraid to kill anyone.

Dumont says, "There's nothing to fear."

You want to ask if this is a trick. Blood pools around the back of Jonathan's jacket. It's not a trick.

Dumont says, "Bring him back."

Sounds take ages to become words. Words take eternities to become sentences. Heller Dumont has a look that
might be pity. Mrs. Dumont's look is contempt. Everyone else seems simply to be waiting. But Dumont is
smiling, and something fills you, a light or its absence.

You walk to Jonathan and stop beside him. He's wrong. You can fix him. You just don't know how.

Dumont says, "The longer you wait, the harder it'll be."

You touch Jonathan's shoulder. He's still warm under the jacket.

Dumont says, "Spit on your hands, then touch his skin."

You spit, rub your palms together, and put them on Jonathan's cheeks. You're in darkness and cold, like being
lost at night in an arctic storm. You would turn back, but something flickers just ahead of you.

You stumble on. The dark and the cold grow more intense with each step. The flickering flees faster than you
can run. You leap for it and catch something tiny, delicate, and beautiful.

Cold darkness is comforting. You could rest here, but you've left things undone. You turn back.

And Jonathan jerks up from the floor, screaming. You're in the Dumont's dining room. You scramble out of
Jonathan's reach. He doesn't seem to see you, or anything.

Dumont says, "Tell him he's healed."
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You say quickly. "Jonathan! You're healed."

He gasps, then sees you and whispers, "Master Nix?"
"Yes. It's me."

"You brought me back."

You look at your hands. Something revived him. You want to be glad he's alive, but you remember the
moment he died. Horror filled you, but so did something else. It felt like strength.

That can't be right. You must've felt adrenaline telling you to flee or fight. That panic seemed like strength in
your memory.

Jonathan touches his chest. He stares at the blood on his fingers, then looks at Gabriel.

Gabriel shrugs. "You knew you'd be fine." His voice is flat. You think he would've shot Jonathan no matter
what he expected to happen next.

Dumont says, "I thank you both."
Jonathan nods and goes out. Gabriel, with a sponge and bucket, begins cleaning the floor. Did the bullets pass
through Jonathan, or are they still in him, or did bringing him back dissolve the bullets or send them away?

Did reality change, so the bullets were never in Jonathan, even though his blood is on the floor?

You look at the others. The oldest guests are satisfied. The youngest are awed. Dumont smiles. "You're truly
my heir."

He turns to the guests. "So you all may know this is so, I give him the one thing I truly love, the finest fruit of
my loins, my child, Heller."

She stares at him. Her jaw shifts. You're sure she'll protest. Then she glances at you, and you see the plea in
her eyes. You say, "I'm only fifteen."

Dumont nods. "An adult in most cultures."

"But I don't know Heller."

"Then your marriage begins as an adventure." His smile disappears. "Don't you find her attractive?"
Agreeing would trap you. You say, "I love someone else." Is that true? You've wondered about that for ten
months now. If saying you love CC will get Dumont to forget about you and Heller, you'll tell the world you

love CC. You know you want the chance to find out if you love CC. Maybe that's all that love is.

Dumont shrugs. "Love as you wish. In countries that allow it, take many wives. But your heir will be of my
blood."

Mrs. Dumont says, "He thinks you mean for them to marry tonight."
Dumont laughs. "Ah! No, Christopher. When you marry, everyone who matters must be there to know the line

continues. Marry for the world in, say, ten years. Now is your time to learn what you may be. Using what you
learn will come soon enough." He hands you a goblet. "Let's have wine."
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You look in the goblet. "This is water."

"At the moment," he agrees. He picks up a steak knife. "Hold out your wrist."

You would ask why, but you see the answer. You can bring back the dead. Why fear a knife? He asked for
your wrist, not your heart. Maybe he means to show that knives can't cut you. You extend your arm as the
guests lean forward. This interests them more than killing Jonathan.

Dumont pushes your sleeve back. You stifle a gasp: knives still cut you, and you still feel pain. He holds the
goblet under your wrist. A drop falls. You hear a soft inhalation from the guests. Another drop falls, then

more.

When the water is as red as burgundy, Dumont touches your wrist. The blood stops flowing. The cut closes.
He says, "Healing others is easier than healing ourselves."

Dumont gives the goblet to the Italian man, who sips, smiles, and says, "Ah, the best wine that's served last."

He passes it to the woman in the turban. She says, "Sometimes I think this is the wine we were told not to
drink." She drinks, then smiles.

The gray-bearded man laughs when the goblet reaches him. "Sometimes I think this is the blood we were told
not to drink." After his taste, he laughs louder and passes the goblet on.

When it completes the circle, you expect the Dumonts to drink. But Jonathan, in a clean shirt and jacket,
comes to take the goblet away.

As soon as it's gone, conversation springs up again. Servants enter to refill people's drinks. In the bustle,
Dumont tells you, "Now that they've drunk to you, you have protectors."

You say, "Do I need protectors?"

Dumont shrugs. "Probably not."

Heller says, "They drank to Josh."

Mrs. Dumont says, "Let's discuss this later."

Heller says, "Why? Everyone here knows he was killed!"

The room falls quiet.

"He drowned," Dumont says. "Nothing suggests it wasn't an accident."
Heller says, "We don't have accidents."

Dumont smiles. "You know the Icarus tale. Overconfidence kills."
Heller says, "And I know the Baldur tale. Trust kills, too."

Mrs. Dumont shakes her head. "Don't trouble yourself with this now."

Heller says, "Of course not. Why should we trouble ourselves with feelings?"
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Dumont says softly, "We love, daughter. As strongly as we hate. If Josh was killed, our justice will be
terrible."

You repress a shudder and the thought that whoever killed Josh might come for you. Then Dumont smiles,
and you know you're being silly. You're not Josh. No one's sure he was killed. Enjoy this evening. It's for you.

The first courses include caviar, steak tartare, lobster salad, and chicken-leek soup. Each has a different wine.
You want to look grateful, so you drain every glass. Several pretty women smile at you in ways that no one
has smiled at you since CC.

Dumont talks with the nearest guests about international trade, the climate, and whether it would be better for
Russia or China to rule the world next. Mrs. Dumont only speaks to suggest better ways for Heller to sit
("Always erect!") and hold a fork ("Left hand, darling! Do you want to be thought an American?"). Heller
ignores her mother and finishes everything on every plate that's brought to her.

Dumont turns to you. "Do you like the meal?"

You think if caviar was cheap, no one would eat it, but you like everything else. "It's great."

He nods. "The world's for our use. We kill, we eat, we-" He looks at Heller, then says, "Once a man gives his
child, she's given."

Heller says, "I don't want him."

You're slightly insulted and greatly relieved. Before you can say that's cool, Dumont smiles at Heller. "How
do you know?" He reaches across you to squeeze her hand fondly. "Find out if you want him."

She glares at him. "Daddy!"

"It's purpose, daughter. You'll have parties and praise when the world should know. But why waste a moment
until then?"

You say quickly, "I'm not-" When they both look at you, you know your mouth was, as usual, faster than your
mind. You say, "I don't want anyone who doesn't want me."

Dumont's smile grows. "See? You should both find out what you want."

Heller snaps, "Fine."

You say, "Fine?"

Dumont nods. "She said, 'fine.' Jonathan! Bring the best wine in the house! We have a union to celebrate!"
The nice thing about wine is that when life is confusing, all you have to do is drink. You like the taste and the
effect. You like people who bring wine to you. You like the way guests talk happily in many languages. You
like the way Heller ignores you. That's funny. Everything's funny.

You look down. A plate is before you: a pink slab of venison in a pool of its juice. You take your knife and
fork and, like Zorro, cut boldly. The slab slips. Hot venison juice shoots from your plate, missing Dumont,

who is turned away to speak with a guest, and splashing Mrs. Dumont's face, shoulder, and breasts.

She stands, saying something quick in German that you don't want to have translated. Dumont looks from her
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to you. So does everyone else.

You say, "I'm sorry, my knife slipped-"

Dumont says, "It's nothing."

Mrs. Dumont pats herself with napkins that Jonathan brings. "I'm nothing? My dress is nothing?"

Dumont says, "Charlotte-" as you say, "I'll save up to buy you another-" and Mrs. Dumont says, "You are not
worthy of my daughter!" and Heller shouts, "Mother, stop it! It was an accident!"

Mrs. Dumont whirls toward Heller. "Don't raise your voice to me!"
Heller shouts, "You should apologize to him!"

Dumont says, "Heller, be quiet."

Heller says, "She started this!"

Mrs. Dumont says, "Your ignorant foundling started-"

Dumont says, "Be still."

And everyone is. You think of Dad and how people know to be quiet when he has had enough.
Heller shakes herself. "Daddy, can't you see-"

Dumont tells her, "Apologize to our guests."

Heller squints at him, then says, "What did I-"

And you say, "I'm the one who should apologize. It was my fault."

"No! It's wrong, Daddy!" Heller runs for the door. A servant standing near looks at Jonathan, who looks at
Dumont, and Heller yanks open the door herself.

Dumont says, "Stop."
Heller hesitates.
You say, "It really was my fault."

Dumont glances at you, and Heller's through the door. She slams it behind her, and her footsteps race down
the hall.

Mrs. Dumont rises, saying, "I shall change." The servant at the door doesn't hesitate to open it for her.
Dumont sighs and tells the guests, "Our family drama is over. Forget this little disturbance and enjoy the
evening!" He nods to Jonathan, who looks toward the kitchen. Servants flow into the room with small crystal

glasses of golden wine and silver bowls of ice cream that smells of cinnamon.

Everyone acts as if nothing happened. People laugh, and the two pretty women smile at you, and servants
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have already cleared Heller's and Mrs. Dumont's places. You feel terrible about Mrs. Dumont and worse about
Heller. Her troubles came from taking your side.

You tell Dumont, "Excuse me," and stand. As you rise, the party falls silent.

Dumont frowns. "Are you ill?"

"I'm fine. Tell Mrs. Dumont I'm sorry. It was a great dinner, and I'll see you in the morning."
Dumont says, "Stay."

You stop with your hand on your chair. His voice, like Dad's, demands obedience. But there's nothing in it
that you love. If he never forgives you, what do you lose?

You walk toward the door. The servant there seems confused, but you nod to him. He opens it without a
glance at Jonathan.

In the hall, you wonder what you've done. Dumont will take away all that he offered, and you'll go home
knowing you bungled everything. You'll live the rest of your life knowing you could have been great.

You feel sober. Correction. You feel afraid. Being afraid is remarkably like being sober.

You're walking down a hall you haven't seen before. You're hunting for a way to make things right. When did
you decide to do this? When you left the party? You're not sober. You're just afraid.

You hear sobbing behind a door. You stop, feeling entirely helpless, but you knock lightly. When no one
answers, you call, "Heller? I'm sorry-"

"Go away!" You hear her run across the room. You step back, expecting her to burst through and start hitting
you. The door swings wide. She says, "Go home and forget about this!"

She wears a red bathrobe. Her feet are bare. Is she wearing anything under the robe? You would like to draw
her standing in the doorway. You would rather draw CC, but you'd like to draw Heller. You think, "You're

beautiful when you're angry" isn't entirely a cliché. You say softly, "Would your father let me?"

Her face calms. She wipes her eyes with her sleeve, then says, "You poor kid," and stands back. When you
hesitate, she says, "Come in. It'll make Daddy happy and Mommy furious. It's perfect."

You shrug. "I guess that's the least I can do." You step in.

Her walls are almost hidden by bookcases filled with books, a jumble of hardbound volumes and paperbacks.
She says, "Some of those were Josh's. We liked reading the same things." The tops of the shelves are covered
with teddybears. She adds, "When Daddy went away and felt guilty, he would bring me a bear."

He must have gone away a lot, but you don't say that.

She says, "Close the door."

You turn and push it until it clicks. You think this is probably a mistake, but since everything you can think of
looks like a mistake, this may be the best.

When you turn back, Heller has dropped her robe. She's not CC, and she's heavier than a Playboy model, but
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she's beautiful.

You're staring. You turn around and say, "Sorry."

"Come on," she says. "Let's get it over with."

"We don't have to."

"Of course we do." You hear her throwing the sheets back, then sitting on the bed. "Are you queer?"
You whirl without thinking. "No!"

"It's cool if you are. You can have boyfriends or girlfriends or dogfriends, I don't care. As long as we do it
now and then, everyone will be satisfied. That's what matters."

You shake your head. A beautiful girl is naked before you, and for the first time since you learned how babies
were made, you have zero interest in sex.

She says, "Have you done it before?"

You think of CC. "Almost. Not really."

"They say the first time is worst. So we'll be doing each other a favor."
You shake your head. "I'm drunk."

"Too drunk to do it?"

You know that's not true, but you nod.

She says, "We can turn the lights off. It says in Everything You Wanted to Know About Sex that it's normal to
be shy."

"It's not- I like seeing you. But I don't think this is what you want."
"Who always gets what they want?"

"I should go." You turn back to the door.

"Can't you feel it?"

You want to say you don't know what she means, but you do feel something. You want to stay with her, but
it's not that you like her. You want to have sex with her, but it's not that you desire her.

You look back. She nods. "It's the blood. It knows its own. Daddy would've died in France. He was in the
bushes where no one knew to look. But your grandfather was of a lost line, so he came looking without
knowing why. It's the blood."

You watch her and don't know what to say. You want to draw her breasts and stomach and thighs. You want
to touch those curves and close your eyes so you could draw them in the darkness. But there's something in
her face that you don't understand, an intensity that makes you sure that whatever this is to her, it's not sex or
love or anything you want. You say, "What lost line?"



Chapter Three 75
"I don't want to talk about it."

"So I should go away and forget it?"

"No." She looks out the window, then at the robe on the floor. It's closer to you. You hand it to her. She slips
it on, and the part of you that wants to draw her is sad, and maybe another part is sad, too. She says, "You
must think I'm weird."

You shrug. "Who isn't a little weird?"

She hugs one of her teddybears. You think she isn't going to speak again. You're about to leave when she sets
the bear aside and pats the bed lightly. It's a suggestion, not a demand.

You feel the pull, what she named the "call of the blood," as a whisper. It's not the desire you felt with CC. It's
easy to ignore. You sit.

She says, "We're elohim. That's why they worship us."

"Elo-heem?" She nods. You say, "Your family?"

"And you, now you're anointed."

You test the name. "I'm an elohim."

She smiles. "An elah. Or an eloah. 'Elohim' is plural. It means the mighty ones. The four of us."
"I'm a mighty one?"

She nods, and you grin, thinking, I'm the Mighty Elah-Man! Your grin makes her laugh, which makes you
think she's nicer than she seemed. You ask, "We can do things because of our blood?"

"That's what Daddy would say. Mommy would say it's a mystery. I say it's genetics."
"Are there other elohim?"

She smiles again, and you definitely like her smile. "That's like asking if there's another royal family. People
with the blood are nefilim."

"Like my family?"

"It depends. Being from an old line doesn't mean there are other nefs in your family. If there's a nef gene, it's
really recessive."

"Can something be really recessive?"

"Sure, if it's like being a color-blind left-handed albino dwarf."

"How many nefs are there?"

"Of the known lines? A few hundred. The blood's weak in most of them."

"Is that who was at the party?"
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She shakes her head. "Daddy only invited worshippers.”" She sees your frown and adds, "Useful humans.
Daddy wants them to see the elohim is complete again. They expect that."

"Complete how?"

"The four of us. King, queen, prince, and princess."
"Prince and princess?"

She nods.

"Do we get our own country?"

She sets her hand on your thigh. It doesn't seem sexual. It's intimate in a way that's more than sexual. "We get
the world."

You study her to see if she's lying. She nods and leans closer. You think you should leave, but why? You're an
elah, the elohim-prince, the prince of the world, worshipped by people who are rich and powerful. The world's
princess wants you. The blood is calling, stronger than you thought it could.

As your lips meet, you think of CC. Will you see her again? Was CC a virgin when you were with her? If you
see her again, wouldn't it be best if you weren't a virgin either? You would be equals, then. For CC's sake, you
should have sex with Heller.

The logic is flawed, but what logic is perfect? Heller has your pants open. You're not too drunk. Your hands
are in her robe. Her breasts feel good in your palms, fuller than CC's, though you shouldn't compare them, but
how can you not compare them?

Heller squeezes, and you say, "Not so hard."

Her touch changes. "Better?"

You want to laugh, because you're both so awkward, but you say, "Yeah," and you mean it, because awkward
is still nice, and you'll finally get rid of your virginity-

"Wait!" You leap up.
"Chris, no!" She grabs you, pulling you back. "I want you."

You twist free and find your pants tangled in the sheets. "['ve got-" You find your wallet and pull out the
rubber that you carried for ten months, hoping to use it with CC. "So you don't have to worry."

IINO "

You rip open the package. Should you have practiced putting it on? It's supposed to unroll, but what does that
mean? Then you hear what Heller said. "No?"

"We don't need that."
"It's being safe."

"We're nefs. If we caught something, we could heal it."
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"What about catching a baby?"

"Nefs don't get pregnant easily."

"But you can get pregnant?"

"Sure, but-"

"Okay, then." The rubber doesn't want to unroll. Oh. You're holding it backward.

"Don't," Heller says. "Not for the first time."

"But this is for you!"

"I thought guys don't like rubbers."

"That's why it's for you."

"So don't."

"It's no big deal." You don't want to admit you want to wear a rubber. You hate the idea of being a teen dad,
and rubbers are supposed to be slightly desensitizing. Making the first time safer and slower seems like a good
idea. You want her to want to do this again. You don't care if it won't be as great for you. It'll be sex. That's
great enough. If you're her first, you hope she'll tell her friends someday, "He was wonderful." Or even, "He

wasn't as bad as some guys I've heard about." That would be good, too.

The rubber is on. It feels silly, like a dive suit for your penis, but it's on, and suiting up for action makes a
strange, sexy sense. You reach for Heller.

Only now she's the one who twists away. "l want the first time to be natural."
You stare at her. You want to say, "What's more natural than sex?"
"Take it off. I'll do anything you want. Just take it off."

You keep staring. You know you're an idiot. You've been honorable. Maybe she's on the pill. Maybe she's got
an IUD. Her body, her choice, right? She made her choice; now you can have her body. Do her!

You say, "Are you on the pill or something?"

"Don't worry about it. Come on."

You start putting on your underwear. You'll figure out what to do with the rubber later.
"Chris? You're leaving?"

You nod.

"Just like that?"

You nod again.
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"Did we talk too much?"
"Maybe not enough."
"Okay. We can talk some more."

You look around the room to see if you're forgetting anything. She's still beautiful, and you're still an idiot, but
you're the kind of idiot who does stupid things like this. You say, "Sorry," and leave.

You go to your very lonely room, where you dress in silk pajamas and climb into soft cotton sheets and think
about CC and Heller and elohim and babies.

Eventually, you fall asleep or pass out.
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Chapter Four

No one is building battleships beside your bed. Someone is tapping lightly on the door. You say, "Yeah?" or
maybe you just growl.

Jonathan steps in. "Breakfast will be ready in thirty minutes, sir."

Then you remember leaving the party and refusing to have sex with Heller. You were tested, and you failed.
They'll send you home.

Or kill you to keep their secret.
But why bother? If you told what you know, who would believe you?

You could walk on water to show that much is true. But your power is weak. Dumont woke it. He must be
able to take it away. Maybe that would be best.

You want your old clothes, but Jonathan says they've gone to charity. The new wardrobe does not include
jeans. You try to pick the cheapest things, but you can't guess the prices. You end up in Top-Siders, khaki

trousers, and a green polo shirt.

Jonathan says Dumont is in his study, and he takes you to the room where you met the family. Dumont sits in
a red leather chair, eating a bagel with cream cheese and lox.

As Jonathan goes, you tell Dumont, "I'm sorry about last night. When I get home, I'll pay you back for your
wife's dress and the plane tickets and everything. I'll have to save up-"

He laughs. "What're you talking about? You're going to the Academy!"

"But—”

"I've had to learn a great deal about patience, Christopher. You'll make mistakes. Then you'll work harder to
overcome them." He gestures at a platter of food. "Go ahead. Sometimes it's good to be served, sometimes it's
better to take."

You choose fresh orange juice, a bagel with cream cheese and lox, strawberries, and a slice each of cantaloupe
and honeydew. If you were home, the selection would be based on what's cheapest: Tang, Wonder bread,
Velveeta- You're glad Dumont has not changed his mind about you.

Then he says, "Someone may try to kill you."

Your appetite is gone. You set your plate aside.

He says, "We have enemies. Some want to rule in our place. Some prefer chaos to order. The motives only
matter if they help us win."

"So Josh was killed?"

"I believe so. I won't tell the women. Nothing useful comes from having them worry. I won't tell our people.
Never remind serfs that the king can die." He sips his coffee.

"Who would kill-" You're not sure whether to finish with "Josh" or "me."
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"Why limit the possibilities? There's only one person to trust at the Academy."
"That teacher you sent to Florida? Mr. Fitzgerald?"

"Yourself. Fitzgerald doesn't know what we are. The Headmaster does, and he's served us loyally for ages, but
anyone might grow ambitious. Heller said she told you about us."

"A little."

"Several families of the blood have students at the Academy. Any of them would wish you dead, if they knew
who you are."

"Because I'm the prince?"
He laughs. "That's how she explained it?"
"I'm not the prince?"

"I would've said consort, but, yes, you're the prince. If you die, another youth of the blood will be Heller's
mate, and someday, El Elyon."

"El Elyon?"

"The highest of the elohim."

"Oh. You said if they knew. Only Heller will know who I am at school?"
"And the headmaster."

"What about the people last night? The worshippers?"

He smiles. "Call them stewards when they might hear. They won't tell anyone what they know. If we fall, the
next elohim will choose new puppets. Our stewards know that."

"Puppets?"

"When things go badly, they're blamed, we install new puppets, and life goes on. You only need to worry
about other nefilim."

"So I'm bait?" Your voice cracks. You're not sure if you're more afraid or angry.

"If that was all, I'd never tell you this."

How much of what he says can you believe? Something calms you, making you trust him. You feel it
happening, and you think you shouldn't, but you do trust him. Why be suspicious when he eases your
suspicions? Your suspicions are wrong. It's good of him to ease them.

You ask, "Who are the nef students?"

"You'll know them. By the blood. You'll recognize them as easily as you recognize Heller."

"Won't they know me the same way?"
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He shakes his head. "Your line's older. They don't know its signs. You're safe so long as you don't reveal
yourself."

"Can I tell my family?"

"It's a dangerous secret, Christopher. I wouldn't share it with anyone I loved."
"Oh."

He laughs. "Cheer up! In a few years, you may share it with the world, if you like."
You try to imagine keeping a secret so long. "A few years?"

"That's not even a moment to us. Nefilim can live for a thousand years."

He's not joking. He's not crazy or lying. What happened in 9707 What will happen in 29707 You ask, "Are
you that old?"

His face darkens. You think he's angry, then know it, then know his anger can kill you as easily as you can
flick a gnat. Will he spare you if you beg him?

Before you can speak, his face lightens. He's handsome and good. You would do anything to please him. He is
pure light, so bright and hot you can't be near him because you're mist before the sun. You're about to drop to
the floor and hide your face-

And he's a man sipping coffee. He says, "I'm older."

lth‘H

"Heller didn't tell you everything."

You shake your head. He wants you to treat him like a man, and you want him to be pleased with you, so you
will. You ask, "Could she be in danger?"

You see his surprise. Then he says, "What did she say about the elohim?"
"Just that it's the four of us."

"Sky Father, Earth Mother, Spring Bride, Summer Groom. With the consort dead, the only hope for continuity
is through Heller." He studies you, then adds, "The enemy might show himself by courting her."

You swallow. Are you supposed to be ready to fight someone over a girl you don't like? You ask, "If they, uh,
attack me, and no one else can stop them-"

"Remember bringing Jonathan back?"
You nod.
"Sending people away is easier."

One is going into the dark storm to save a firefly. The other is throwing a firefly outside and slamming the
door. Why is the easy one so much harder to imagine doing?
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Dumont says, "That troubles you?"
"You say it so casually."

"Is the lion casual? It is what it is. We give life, and we take it. That's the heart of our power. It's why they
fear and love us."

The door opens. Jonathan says, "Gabriel is ready."

You glance at Dumont. Who is Gabriel going to kill? You? But Dumont wouldn't have spent time with you if
he wanted you dead, and Gabriel does other things for Dumont than kill.

Dumont says, "I like you, Christopher. You have much to learn, but the Academy will teach you what you
need to know. When your time comes, you'll rule well."

His nod says you may go. You have many questions, but remembering his anger, you decide you don't need to
ask any of them now.

You follow Jonathan out.

Gabriel waits by the elevator. Your new suitcase is beside him. In a butter-yellow shirt and purple
bell-bottoms, he looks like an actor or musician.

Jonathan tells you, "Your trunk will be delivered to the Academy. I look forward to serving you again, sir."
He bows and goes, as quietly as ever.

Should you have given him your blessing? You hope he wasn't disappointed. It's not easy being the prince of
the world.

Gabriel hands you a piece of paper and a coin with a hole in it. "Train ticket, subway token. You'll attract less
attention at the Academy if you arrive like you're no one special. But that makes it tougher to get you there
safe. So we take the elevator down together. You have any last questions, ask them then. I go out. Count to
thirty and follow. When next you see me, you don't know me. Walk to the subway station. I'll follow. Go to
Grand Central. That's when I disappear and you're on your own. Don't stand close to the tracks or do anything
that'd make it easy for someone to arrange an accident. If you talk with any Academy students, keep it simple:
Dumont owed your granddaddy, so he bought you some clothes, put you up for the night, and sent you on to
school."

Gabriel's coolness falters. He adds, "You and Miss Heller-"

You nod to let him know it's okay.

"You met here, but she's a sixth-form girl and you're a fourth-form boy. In public, say hi and move on. Follow
her lead, and you'll do fine." He says softly, "She's seventeen, but she's got a head on her shoulders."

You like Gabriel for a second, then remember how calmly he shot Jonathan. He says, "All set, sir?"
"You can call me Chris."
"Not when I'm on duty, sir."

"When aren't you on duty?"
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He grins. "Good question, sir."

You pick up the suitcase and enter the elevator. "Guess I'm set." As you descend, you ask, "How long have
you been on duty?"

"I was called to be Gabriel on July 18, 1863."

You glance at him to see if he's joking, but why should he? In the Dumont home, he's probably a kid. You
remember him drinking last night. "Are most stewards that old?"

"No, sir," he says proudly. "Most of 'em just get a few extra healthy years. The exceptions are agents like
Jonathan and me."

"You were a soldier?"

"Mr. Dumont likes soldiers."
"There was a Gabriel before you?"
"I expect there were many."
"What happened to them?"

"I don't think much on that. Either they died serving well, or they died 'cause they didn't. I'm not planning on
either, but I'll settle for the first." The door opens, and he walks out.

On the way to Grand Central, you hardly notice New York. At first you're afraid you might be killed. Then
you're afraid you might have to kill someone. If Dumont had said this is the price of being the world-prince,
would you agree to pay it?

What would a killer look like? New York is full of very rich people and very poor ones. You study everyone
you see. Would you prefer to kill someone who is clean and well-dressed or filthy and ragged? A man or a
woman? An old person or a child?

Either no one tries to kill you, or Gabriel does his job extremely well. As you board the train, you think about
the people who never appear in TV shows or movies, the poor and the homeless, and you smile. Their
suffering will end soon. You'll be the best prince the world has ever known.
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Chapter Five

On the train, you look for an empty bench. The car's half-full of business types and college kids and preppies
who might be going to the Academy. You'll have to sit with someone.

You see CC. Your heart swells, and you grin, and you think the elah magic is working overtime.

But the woman who glances up is old enough to be CC's mother. Only her silhouette is similar to CC's. CC's
gone to New Zealand or Never Never Land for all you know.

A man says loudly, "Don't look sad, lad. Got a seat right here." He's in shades of brown, from his pale shirt to
his dark suit. His hair and his clothes are rumpled. His face is too red. His smile is too bright. His breath says
he's been drinking.

His bench is turned to face another. Across from him is a kid who wears round wire-frame glasses and smiles
like he's high. His black hair hangs from a center part to the middle of his T-shirt, where what looks like the
Ford logo actually reads "Fuck."

The drunk seems like a happy drunk, the long-hair seems cool, and you need a seat. Then you look across the
aisle.

Heller, in a window seat, is reading Siddhartha. Should you keep walking? All the other seats are with
straights or preppies.

You jam your suitcase into the rack over the long-hair and sit. The drunk looks like he's passed out. The
long-hair says, "Hey, man. Going far?"

"Near Boston." He could be going to a university. Maybe he'll think you are, too.
The drunk, without opening his eyes, says, "Boston. Excellent party town."
The long-hair says, "Is that home?"

You hadn't thought about what your home is now. Does two families mean two homes? You shake your head
and say, "Gainesville, Florida."

The drunk says, "Gainesville. Excellent party town."

"What's up north?" The long-hair grins wider. "A girl?"

"I wish. You live in New York?"

"No way, José. Visiting a sweet, crazy chica."

The drunk says, "New York. Excellent party town."

The long-hair says, "Man, you think every place is a party town."

The drunk opens his eyes. "Sometimes you have to bring the party.

The long-hair laughs. "Right on!"
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A jock in an Academy sweater walks by. Either he's concentrating on his balance or he sneers at you, the
drunk, and the long-hair. The long-hair says, "No one's bringing a party where he's going."

The drunk nods. "Parties aren't for the weak of will."

The long-hair says, "Fucking preppies. They wipe their butts with money and think it makes their shit smell
sweet." He glances at you. "Nothing personal."

You curse your new hair and clothes and shrug. "They can't all be like that."

"Some crooks rob you; some con you. It's all the same in the morning."

The drunk says with delight, "You're a communist!"

The long-hair nods warily. "It's a free country."

"Ah, yes. You have Democrats and Republicans so you may vote for the prowar, antidrug capitalist you like."
The long-hair says, "Man, you're the one who talks like a red."

The drunk laughs. "I talk like a drunk. You say what you think, and people hate you. I say what I think, and
people laugh."

"What good does it do if they laugh?"

"They remember what I said when they think I was funny. Speak bluntly, and they only remember you're a
boor." The drunk pulls a flask from his jacket. "Want a shot?"

The long-hair looks down the aisle. "Conductor."

The drunk slips the flask back in his pocket, glances at you, and smiles. "If it's hidden, does it exist?"

Across the aisle, Heller looks up from her book and says, "Oh. It's you, Chris."

"Uh, hey, Heller." It's nice that she's talking to you. Then she smiles at the long-hair and you see why. What's
he got that you haven't? You're the prince of the world. He's just a guy who happens to be older, taller,
handsomer, and cooler than you.

The long-hair says, "Heller. Nice name."

She says, "For a preppie?"

He grins. "Especially for a preppie."

The drunk says, "Introductions are in order! And I would gladly make them, if I knew your names."

While you wonder if giving your name to a strange drunk is wise, the others say, "Elverado Sanchez" and
"Heller Dumont."

Elverado blinks at her. "As in Jay Dumont?"

She frowns. "You know Daddy?"
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"By name."

"How?"

Elverado looks sheepish. "I go to the Academy." He glances at you. "Mama teaches science. That's how."
You say, "I'm, like, on a scholarship."

"You a brain or a jock?"

"Just lucky."

The drunk says, "Did I offer you good people a drink?"

Elverado laughs. "Yeah."

You say, "What about the conductor?"

The drunk says, "I fancy a stroll. Anyone care to join me?"

"I could do that," says Elverado.

"Sure thing," you say.

"Since you ask," says Heller. You and Elverado glance at her. She sets down her book. "You did ask."
"Indeed!" The drunk looks at you. "There was another introduction to be made."

"Oh. Christo- Chris Nix."

"Christochris Nix," says the drunk. "A pleasure."

"Um, it's just-"

"Onward!" The drunk rolls to his feet. "Mother Earth's nectar awaits us!"

Heller and Elverado nearly bump as they spring into the aisle. You've been forgotten. You don't like Heller,
Elverado thinks he's cool just because he's cooler than anyone else here, and the drunk's annoying because he's
a drunk. You can read or watch the scenery in peace now. Arriving drunk at school would be a terrible

beginning to your new life. You should stay here and make a list of ways to make the world better.

But you're an elah. Maybe you can control how drunk you get. You really should know as much as possible
about what you can do.

The drunk has one small flask. He probably means to give you each a sip. A sip is only being social.
You scramble after the others.
The platform between the cars has the upper half of its outside door open. It's loud, cold, and windy. The train

rocks like it's galloping. A sign says passengers may not stand between cars when the train is in motion. Being
here is perfect.
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Heller has the flask to her lips. The wind whips her hair. You like her profile and want to draw her, the
countryside, the frame of the doorway. She lowers the flask and smiles. "Single malt. Highland Park?"

Elverado takes the flask and swigs deeply. "If that's Canadian Club, it's mighty smooth."

You're next. Flasks are cool. Warren Beatty drinks from flasks, shoots cops, and screws Faye Dunaway. You
sip. You're afraid you'll cough, and you don't want to know Elverado's definition of rough. Then you
understand. It's like drinking from a stream of melting ice. "That's whiskey?"

"Scotch," says Heller. "The twenty-five-year-old?"

The drunk raises the flask in a salute or a prayer and sips.

Elverado says, "It'll get you off."

Heller says, "Canadian Club? Is that a blended? Daddy says people who drink blended should pee in the bottle
because the effect is the same and the taste is better."

Elverado says, "Your daddy can afford to sneer at people who can't spend a month of groceries on a bottle of
booze."

"He's only pointing out a fact. You must admit it's silly to drink a Scotch from Canada."
You say, "Does that make it a Canuck?"

Elverado and Heller laugh. You were serious, but you laugh with them. Green woods roll by. It's good to roll
through nature in a cage of civilization.

The drunk says, "Wish we had something besides whiskey."
Heller says, "Sobranie?" She pulls a cigarette pack out of her jacket.
The drunk waves it away. Elverado plucks a cigarette. "Thanks."

You take one. It makes you think of Camels, which are cool because of the art deco drawing of Egypt. "They
don't have these in Florida."

"I got them in Monaco." She snaps on a lighter that looks more like jewelry than a lighter, then sees your
glance. "Stole it from Mommy. She has dozens."

The Sobranie doesn't taste better than a Camel. "Don't they kick you out of the Academy for smoking?"
She nods. "That's why everyone smokes."

Elverado says, "They make stupid rules to teach us to break them."

Heller shakes her head. "They make stupid rules to teach us not to get caught.”

Elverado smiles. "You're not so straight."

She meets his smile. Why does that annoy you so much? Because you can't have CC, and maybe you can't
have Heller either. You say, "Cigarettes should cover the smell of a jay."



Chapter Five 88

Elverado asks, "You have weed?"

You had a jay under the flap in your wallet. When the Beastman threw you a goodbye party, a shitload of
dope was smoked. Did you smoke it then?

"Maybe." You open your wallet, hoping it's still there. The world-prince should have all the weed he wants.
You pull a flattened joint from under the flap. "Eureka!"
Heller says, "Is that marijuana?"

You nod, pleased to have her attention. New problem: Can you light the jay in the wind? Do elah powers
include starting fires?

Elverado solves that, snapping open a Zippo and cupping his hands as if he's done this often.

The smoke is as smooth as the liquor in the drunk's flask. As it fills your lungs, Elverado says, "Know why
they banned hemp? To sell more nylon and oil products. Fact. Hundreds of people OD every year on hard
liquor, but no one's ever OD'd on weed. Fact."

The drunk says, "Your rulers ban hemp because rulers love to ban."

You offer the jay to Heller. She says, "Bad things should be banned," and takes a hit.

Elverado says, "That's why you're Miss Straight Arrow?"

She coughs, and her eyes stream. She says, "Rules aren't for those who make them. Everyone knows that."

The drunk takes the jay from Elverado. "So many gifts of the earth." He inhales so deeply you're afraid he'll
finish the joint.

He hands it to you, and a car door opens. A girl in glasses steps out in a blazer and skirt like Heller's. As she
glances at the four of you, you cup your hand around the jay to hide it. The girl says, "Heller?"

Heller says, "Blaise!"

Blaise sniffs, then glances at you. You want to ask if she wants to get high. Does her brown hair make you
think of seals? But Heller doesn't make introductions.

She tells Blaise, "You smelled tobacco. We'll talk at school.”

Blaise nods and walks into the next car.

Elverado frowns. "That was fucking freaky."

Heller says, "No, it wasn't."

Elverado's frown disappears. Heller looks at the drunk, who laughs and says, "What's not fucking freaky?"
You hand Elverado the jay. As he inhales, you ask Heller, "Who was that?"

Heller bites her lower lip, studying the drunk, then you. "Blaise Selby. I don't know her well."
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Elverado says, "It's cool. She didn't notice the joint."

The drunk takes his hit and says patiently, "Best to dispose of the evidence." The jay goes around again, and
so does the flask. When the jay's only a roach, Elverado offers a tiny brass pipe, and you smoke the roach,
cupping it from view whenever people pass.

Heller says, "I don't think it's working. I think I'm just a little drunk."

You know it's working. The train platform is better than a carnival ride, and you've found the best companions
of all. You watch telephone poles flick past and think about Blaise Selby. Why?

Because her hair is the color of CC's skin. You need a girlfriend to forget CC.

When you announce you're the world-prince, getting girls will be easy. But now girls think you're a zit-faced
kid with a weird sense of humor and a pathetic love of comic books. You would give anything to know if CC
liked you because you fooled her into thinking you were cool or if you never fooled her and she liked you
anyway.

You say to no one in particular, "Yeah, this is some good shit."

The drunk says, "All part of the cycle."

Heller grins like a six-year-old. "It's not shit. It's good!"

Thinking is funny, you think, then think that's funny. You see an approaching phone pole and think this could
be the moment of your creation. The pole flicks past. How could you know if you were created approaching
the pole, or passing it, or only when it had been passed? Can something be passed if there's no past? All you
know is you're here now.

Elverado is telling Heller, "You're the coolest straight chick I ever met," and she's saying, "Long hair's best on
boys," and you're wondering what madness made you agree to cut yours, and Elverado and Heller are kissing
on the train platform, and the drunk, heading back toward the train car, is saying, "My work here is done."
Giving Heller and Elverado some privacy is right. If you stay, you'll get jealous.

Does Elverado have the blood? Is that why Heller is responding to him?

No. You would know if he was a nef. She's answering a different call.

Let them be happy. You would rather stay on the platform in the wind than in the car with the cigarette smoke
and the straights. But you go in and see all the straights, most sitting quietly, a few talking, all lonely and
human and trying desperately to do what they think is right. The world is so fucked up that you can't just yell,

"I love you all!" without everyone thinking you're drunk or stoned or both just because you are both.

That makes you giggle. As people look at you, you cough as if you had something in your throat. Then you're
back in your seat.

"They're so straight," you tell the drunk.
"No one's straight all the time."

"They're scared that people will know how fucked up they are. That's fucked up."
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"True."

You grin. "They wouldn't be so fucked up if they got fucked up sometimes."
"Sometimes."

"Maybe all the time."

He shakes his head. "Sometimes you're driven, sometimes you drive. If you're doing the same thing all the
time, you're dead."

"That's far fucking out."

He smiles. "Ride the wind, Christochris. You can't fight it."

"Cool."

When Elverado and Heller return, you look up. The drunk is gone. You say, "Where's that guy?"
Elverado says, "What guy?"

You say, "That drunk."

Heller says, "What drunk?"

You laugh. They're goofing on you. The drunk must've gotten off at the last stop. That's funny. You all got
off, then the drunk got off. You want to explain the joke, but people would overhear and not understand.
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Chapter Six

The town rolling toward you is old New England, with two-story houses of wood, brick, or stucco. The station
is a classic train set, a shoe box with a wraparound porch.

The train jerks to a stop. Preppies pour onto the platform. You hadn't realized how many the train held. They
look alike: mid-teens, clouds of hair, suntanned skin, gleaming suitcases and backpacks. They're healthier and
handsomer than regular kids. Only a few are fat or zitty or dark-skinned. Is life harder or easier for preppies
who don't look like Hitler Youth?

You step off the train from shade into sunlight. The air is cool and moist. The sky is gray. It'll rain, but not
soon. Heller says, "We can share a taxi, but then you're on your own, okay?"

"Nope. A gentleman gets the taxi."
"Don't be stupid."
"Oh, man, don't make this harder than it already is."

Elverado laughs, and Heller shakes her head. You follow her around the station and down the steps to a mob
of kids in blue blazers surrounding three taxis.

You can feel the blood, though it's weak. In the crowd, you can't tell nefilim from human.

A boy tells everyone, "Why don't they ever send enough taxis? Someone in this town should be able to figure
out how many taxis to send on opening day."

Another boy says, "Cooper, how can you expect anyone to figure out anything when you can't figure out
you're a prat?"

A girl calls, "Heller! Room for one more!" If you drew her, she would be a basset hound in the company of a
cat, a fox, and a squirrel. The four scramble into a taxi while the driver does geometry exercises with their

luggage.
Heller is looking at you and Elverado. You say, "How far is school?"
Elverado says, "About two miles."

"It'll be nice to walk. See you there!" You stride away, trying to look like a bold adventurer. The truth is you
want to save the taxi fare, and you'd like to be alone to think.

"Wait up!" Elverado runs toward you with his pack on his back. You're jealous; your suitcase handle is
already digging into your palm.

If elah powers include walking on water, can you cheat gravity? You think, My suitcase weighs nothing.

The breeze catches the suitcase, flipping it upward. You think, My suitcase weighs what it weighs! And you
keep raising your arm as if you're waving to Elverado.

You think, My suitcase weighs a pound.

It's a good compromise. You could carry it all day.
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Elverado, grinning, says, "Nice to get away from the plastic people."

You hear a horn honk as a green VW bug slows beside you. It takes you a moment to recognize the driver:
Ralph Fitzgerald's hair is a little longer than when he came to Florida. He calls, "Chris! Pete! Want a ride?"

Elverado says, "No, thanks, Mr. Fitzgee! Got to stay fit for track!"
Fitzgerald looks at you. You say, "I like walking. Thanks just the same!"
"See you at school then!" He drives away, and you and Elverado walk on.
You say, "Pete?"

He looks embarrassed. "I'll legally change it when I'm eighteen. Mom doesn't understand wanting to be proud
of your people."

"What do they call you at school?"

"Mostly, Elverado, but shitheads sneer when they say it. Masters call me Pete."

"Elverado's cool." As he smiles, you add, "Does everyone call the teachers 'masters'?"

"Yeah. Freaked me out till I saw the logic. Public schools have teachers. Private schools have masters."
"'Cause they're like upper-class English schools?"

"Sure. But why are upper-class English schools like that?"

"Tradition?"

"And again, mi compadre, I say, sure. What's the tradition about?"

You shrug.

He says, "Power. If students have teachers, they're taught it's good to teach. If they have masters, they're
taught it's good to rule."” He nods smugly, and you see two people, a cool older kid and a lonely teacher's kid.
He's trying to impress you. He hopes you'll be a friend.

You laugh. "Man, you are a commie!"

"Sure, if you're talking about Jesus."

You glance at Elverado and hear a distant voice: My work here is done. You say, "Jesus wasn't a commie."

Elverado says, "Woe to the rich? If you want to be perfect, give all you have to the poor? Loving money is the
root of all evil? Or John the Baptist saying if you have two coats, give one to somebody with none?"

"That's idealism."
"Everything good starts as idealism. What's wrong with what Jesus says?"

"Well, if you give things to people, they won't take care of them, and everything will fall apart."
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Elverado grins. "So you don't believe in inheritance?"

You've inherited the world. Don't you deserve it? You must, because you inherited it. Right?
"Inheritance is different.”

"How? Do babies earn their parents?"

"Maybe in a past life-"

"You believe in past lives?"

"You can't rule it out."

"You can't rule out a bale of reefer falling out of a plane right now-" Elverado looks up, and so do you. Then
he laughs, and you join him as he says, "But you might not want to count on it."

"Still, if you had a past life and forgot it-"

"Being punished or rewarded for something you forgot is bullshit, man. What's the point of being punished if
you don't know what you did?"

"Maybe that's just how it works."
"Then life is bullshit and God's an asshole."
"Isn't that what transcending the world is about? Escaping the bullshit?"

"Sure. You'll find bullshitters who say life's an illusion, so what's it matter if they're rich? That's their excuse
to feel good about not sharing their toys." He grins. "That's all being rich is, man. Not sharing your toys."

You grin back. Elverado may be a conceited fool, but he's fun to be around. What more can you ask for in a
friend?

You like the town. There's a river with a stone bridge, small brick stores and little restaurants, a bakery that
smells like donuts, and a drugstore with a magazine rack and a spinner full of comics. You would stop, but
Elverado would think you were a kid.

He says, "Do you think Heller likes me?"

"Man, she wasn't making out with me on the train."

"That was just fooling around. Once doesn't mean a thing."

You were only with CC once, and it means everything. But maybe he's right. Maybe it didn't mean anything
to CC. You shrug. "Thought you didn't like rich people."

"It's not Heller's fault she's rich. People can overcome their past. Her brother was cool."
"You knew Josh?"

"We were on the fencing team. He wasn't exactly enlightened, but he thought things should be a little more
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fair."

You shake your head. "I don't think Heller's going to overcome her past."

Elverado sighs. "Well, I can be Lady Chatterley's lover."

You want to say that's your job. But it's not. Your job is to become El Elyon someday. If you could do that
and be with CC, you wouldn't want anyone else. But since you have to be with Heller, you'll want other
lovers. So Heller should be able to have others, too.

You say, "Love is weird."

Elverado says, "No shit, Sherlock."

As you walk, stores give way to large, old houses with bright paint and nice lawns. The houses and lawns
grow larger. More and more of the buildings are red brick, and you're approaching a cluster of ivy-covered
buildings that look exactly like the pictures in the Academy's brochure.

Elverado points away. "My house is a couple of blocks that way. 1822 Elm. Come by anytime."

"Aren't fourth-formers only allowed off-campus once a week?"

"That's the rule. But if you decide to escape, come on by."

"Thanks, man."

He hesitates, then laughs nervously. "Tell Heller I think she's cool."

"Sure thing."

He holds his hand up, makes a "V," then a fist. "Peace and power to the people, man."

You feel a little silly as you repeat the gesture. "Peace and power, man."

As he starts away, you admire his hair streaming behind him. You call, "Hey, Elverado! How'd you get
around the haircut rules?"

He grins, reaches into his pocket, and pulls out something like a dead hedgehog. He twists his hair on top of
his head and pulls the thing over it. He looks like a kid wearing a dead hedgehog. "It's a Beatle wig. It was for
straights who wanted to look cool. Now it's for freaks who want to look straight. Recycle and reuse, man!"

You laugh. "They think that's real hair?"

"No, man. They think I look like a clown. But the joke is their rule, and I get to keep my hair. So who's the
clown?" He yanks off the wig, shakes his hair free, waves again, and walks on.

You head into the campus. Have you made your first friend here? It'd be nice to hang out with someone who
wasn't rich all his life. But is that like going to Mexico and hanging with gringos? You're in a new place.
Shouldn't you experience it before you judge it?

F. Scott Fitzgerald said the rich are different than you and me. Ernest Hemingway said yes, they have more
money. F. Scott and Ernest both wanted to be rich. F. Scott drank himself to death. Ernest shot himself.
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Maybe neither of them knew what they were talking about.

A sign welcomes you to the Academy. You stare at it. This is the here you have come to, the now you have
found. You'll be a savage among civilized people. You should walk to the ocean, get a job on a freighter,
build a hut on a tropical island. You should go to any here and now but this one.

You need to learn to be the world's lord. This is where you'll learn to rule.

Boys and families are all around you. Not everyone took the train. Gabriel and Jonathan did a good job
disguising you as one of them: They wear blazers, blue button-down shirts and ties, tan trousers, and
Top-Siders. Some wear polo shirts. Some wear trousers in navy blue, brown, or green. You see no T-shirts or
bell-bottoms, no bright colors or bold patterns, no tie-dyes or cutoffs, no frayed and faded jeans.

Boys look strange in sports coats and ties. Sports coats make sense. They tell people you don't work with your
hands. Why ties? To remind you that failed rulers have been hanged?

In the yard before the largest building, two boys use long sticks to throw a ball back and forth. That's lacrosse.
Rich people really do throw a ball around with sticks. That's a point for F. Scott.

A boy says, "Hi. Can I help you?" He sounds suspicious, and you wonder if you should've put on a tie. You
say, "I'm looking for Rider House."

He points across the lawn at the smallest and farthest brick building in a row of two-story dormitories. "Check
in with Mr. Fitzgerald. Then you can go to High House for your schedule." He points at a large four-story
building that dominates the lawn.

"Thanks."

You walk past families, masters, and boys. You're relieved when you spot a girl in a blazer visiting from the
girl's campus. If rich boys and girls are always kept apart, no wonder F. Scott thought they were different.

Over the door of Rider House is a frieze of two knights mounted on one horse. You're staring at it when a boy
comes out, looks at you, then says, "It either means they share everything or they could only steal one horse."

"Uh-huh," you say. "I'm supposed to be staying here."

"Oh?" The boy squints at you. He's black-haired and smaller than most of the boys you've seen. "Mr.
Fitzgerald's upstairs."

The house smells of soap and boys and age. Its stone steps are worn. The wainscoting in the hall has gouges,
some dark enough to have been made by boys who died in World War I. The whorls of the wood are like
ripples on a pond. You walk down the hall with the sense that if you fell against the wall, you would fall
through it into another age.

Someone tall in a gray sports coat bumps you. You think he must be one of the masters until he says, "Hey,
jackoff, watch where you're going!"

You glance at him to apologize, then stop. He's handsome and wide-shouldered, undoubtedly able to drink at
any bar without being asked for ID.

He has the blood.
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He says, "What's your problem, kid?"

"Sorry," you say, taking the stairs two at a time, afraid he'll recognize what you are. Or maybe you're just
afraid because he's big. It's stupid to be afraid when you have the blood, but he has it, too. He's older. He grew
up knowing what he is. He must understand his power better than you understand yours. Even if he doesn't,
even if he was just a big human kid, what could you do if he got mad at you? You can't kill him and heal him
to teach him to fear you. Power you can't show is worse than no power at all.

In the upper hall, Fitzgerald is checking two boys into their rooms. They look like jocks: The redhead is lean
and crew-cut, and the black guy is broad like a weightlifter.

Fitzgerald spots you and says, "Welcome to the Academy, Chris. You're in seven, next to my quarters. If you
planned to play loud music, you're in the wrong house, mister. Have you met the headmaster yet?"

"No, sir."

"He'd like you to stop by his office in High House. Better hustle. You need to sign up for classes, too. Dinner's
at six. Mandatory. Anyone out of the house after 7:20 has to sign out. The book's by the door. Everyone has to
be in their room and quiet by 10. You have read the handbook?"

The handbook turned your mind into mush. All you remember is that if you want to do something, you
probably can't. It had one line that you want to use as a caption for a cartoon: "No boy may go anywhere
outside of a building above the first floor." In the drawing, Superboy would look at the top floor of High
House and think, "Darn it!"

You say, "Yes, sir."

"I like your attitude, mister." His smile softens subtly. "If you need to talk, knock on my door anytime. That's
my policy with all of the boys."

"I'll keep that in mind, sir."

He laughs. "I want to tell you not to 'sit' people so much, but the rest of the masters will love you if you keep
itup."

You grin. "Got it, sir."

You head downstairs, taking care around the landing. You make it to number seven without bumping anyone
else.

The room seems plain for a rich kids' school: white plaster walls, wooden floor. The surprise is that you have
a roommate. He's not here, and that seems good: He has a picture of President Nixon over his bed and one of
his family on his desk: mother, father, older sister, and dog. You think they look Italian, including the dog, a
greyhound.

You didn't bring a picture of your family. Mom asked if you wanted one. You said you could remember what
everyone looked like.

You hang your clothes in the empty wardrobe, then find the bathroom. Like your room, it's disappointing:
You expected brass fixtures and stained-glass windows, something from a 19th century gentlemen's club. The
bathroom was remodeled in the last ten years: it's concrete, tile, porcelain, and chrome. On one toilet wall,
someone wrote, "Joey sucks." Someone else added, "Best." That's a point for Ernest.
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Chapter Seven

High House reminds you of the old lodge at Yellowstone Park, not because it's rustic, but because it's huge.
You go up steps and a porch large enough for the whole school to assemble for photographs, then enter the
front room. It's crowded with boys lined before registration tables. You hear someone complain that all his

first-choice classes are taken. What will be left for you after you're done with the head?

A door to the left leads to the school offices. A pretty woman in a tight white sweater is at the front desk. You
say, "Uh, hi, I'm Chris Nix, and, uh-"

She smiles. "Chris, welcome to the Academy! Go right in. Mr. Mather's expecting you."

You step into a room that looks like the office of a tycoon in an old movie: a big oak desk with nothing on it,
landscape paintings on dark paneled walls, a Persian rug on the wooden floor. There's a knight's sword and
shield on the wall that you would love to hold, and a crucifix with a dead Jesus.

A small, muscular man smiles as he walks toward you. His gray hair is combed back from his forehead. The
cut of his clothes say he's hip: wide lapels, a wide tie, a wide button-down collar. The colors say he's not: dark

blue suit, white shirt, a tie striped in burgundy and royal blue.

When he shakes your hand, you feel the blood, weaker than a nef, stronger than any worshipper you've met.
You know its source. It's as if Mather is a shadow cast by Jay Dumont.

"Christopher Nix! Welcome to the Academy! Come in, sit down!"
He closes the door, drops to one knee, and bows his head. "My lord."

His bald spot makes you think of drawings of medieval monks. He stays kneeling until you realize he's
waiting for you. Will you ever be able to be the world-prince without feeling mortified?

"Uh, Mr. Mather?"
"Yes, my lord?"
"Uh, please rise."

He stands. "Forgive this indulgence. You're my lord and the heir of my lord. As I've served him well, I hope
someday to serve you." He gestures at a seat. "Please, sit. From now on, we'll play our parts properly."

You sit as he continues, "With few exceptions, you'll be like any other student. The only ones here who know
your identity are Miss Huntington of the girls' school and me. And, of course, Heller Dumont."

"Uh, of course."

"Boys and girls have little opportunity to be together privately at the Academy. We've had to be creative.
You'll have study leave three evenings a week. Miss Huntington has a guest room in her house for you and
Heller."

You frown. "What'll we study? Oh."

He smiles, and your embarrassment grows. You say quickly, "That's not necessary. The plan's not to marry
until after college, so we can wait for- I mean, there's a guy she likes, and that's okay for now-"



Chapter Seven 98

Mather's face loses every hint of expression. "What boy?"

"It's nothing serious. I mean, not yet, anyway, and maybe it won't be, and if she and I aren't marrying for
years-"

"Do you know the boy's name, my lord?"

"Elverado. That's what they call him."

Mather looks at the crucifix. "Peter Sanchez."

"He seems like a nice guy."

"Peter's naive, my lord. He's not part of the circle, and there's no reason for him to be."

"Mr. Dumont said I can tell people who I am. I mean, once Josh's killer has been found and it's safe."

Mather studies you, then says cautiously, "I'm sure he means people who're known to be worthy. Discretion is
the elohim way. They've ruled through intermediaries for three thousand years. I'm afraid you'll have to
separate yourself from the Sanchez boy. There are more fitting companions-"

You think you should be quiet, but if you don't speak, Mather will believe he can tell the world-prince what to
do. Speaking up may not change that. But at least you'll learn if you have any influence at all as the elohim's
prince, or prince-to-be, or whatever you are. You say, "Maybe he won't become a friend. Even if he does, I
won't tell him anything without getting an okay first from Mr. Dumont."

"You say Miss Dumont likes him? Romantically?"

You think of them kissing between train cars. "A little."

"He has wormed his way into a place he shouldn't be."

"It's not like he planned it. It just happened." As you speak, you hide a memory: My work here is done.
Dumont taps his fingers on the desk like a pianist doing exercises. "This is awkward."

"You can't control who you like."

He frowns as if you spoke in Aztec, then smiles. "I suppose not. Well, we'll put off your visits with Miss
Dumont for now. Whenever you wish to change that, tell me."

"Okay." You look at the photos on the wall of people with Mather. The older ones are black-and-white.
Mather has a pale crew cut in most of them. The people look important, not like movie stars or presidents, but
like people who sometimes appear in photos with movie stars or presidents. Off in the corner, as if it's not as
important as the rest, is a picture of Mather standing in a living room talking to a seated Jay Dumont. "Uh,
may I ask some questions?"

"Certainly, my lord."

"I can tell you're not a nef. Uh, of the nefilim. But you don't seem like a, um, steward either."

"That may be because I'm among the oldest stewards. I've served our lord for four centuries. His generosity is
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boundless."

You want to ask Mather if he met George Washington or fought in the Civil War. But you have more
important things to learn: "There's a guy in my dorm with the blood."

"Chad Vaughn. Yes. Sixth-former, eldest son of a former senator. The Vaughns are an ambitious family.
Among the lines of the nefilim, they're second only to, well, the first line."

"Excuse me?"

"The line that's adopted you. The Vaughns will see that as a setback. After Josh's accident, there was talk that
Chad should be anointed. The other lines would've supported it."

"Is there anyone else here who could've been anointed?"

"At the Academy?" He shakes his head. "Our only other student of the blood is a Canadian girl, Blaise Selby.
There's a young man at Oxford who might have a claim, and a four-year-old in Sao Paulo. But Chad's claim is
strongest."

You missed Selby's blood because you were high or worried about hiding the joint or, most likely, simply new
to recognizing the blood. Her line must be weaker than Heller's, or Heller couldn't have made her forget what
she saw. Heller is of the first line, but does that mean her line is more powerful than the others? Could Chad
Vaughn's power have been greater than Josh Dumont's? Would Chad need to be more powerful than an elah
to kill one?

Mather waits patiently. You say, "What happened to Josh Dumont?"

"His scull was found on the riverbank last fall. His body was found by divers a day later."

"Someone cut off his head?"

Mather blinks, starts to smile, then stops himself. "Forgive me. 'Scull' with a 'c". A one-man rowboat. Josh
won many races for us."

"He drowned?"

"Apparently. There was no autopsy. Our lord said an autopsy wouldn't help us learn the truth, and it's best to
keep nefilim affairs from human eyes."

You realize you're stroking your throat. You lower your hand. "Did Josh and Chad get along?"

"Very well. They were nearly inseparable. Chad was depressed for months after. His grades fell. But people
told him he could be the next consort, if he rallied. He seems to have taken that to heart."

Which means that even if Chad Vaughn had nothing to do with Josh Dumont's death, he wouldn't mind if you
disappeared. "What if it keeps looking like Josh's death was an accident?"

"Forgive me, my lord. I don't follow."

"Uh, you know. You can't prove a negative. How long do I have to hide what I am if nothing suspicious turns
up?"
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Mather smiles. "In one sense, you'll always hide. People overthrow lords whose rule becomes too obvious.
But the time will come when all the lords of the earth will call you lord."

Mark Christopher Nix, Lord of Lords. You want to ask if you can rule from your own Fortress of Solitude or
Elah-cave. But who wants a secret hideout when you can have palaces and penthouses around the world? By
day, you'll be the Mysterious Mr. Nix, but at night, you'll be the Spectacular Party-man. Rock stars will
befriend you, and the most beautiful women in the world will love you.

If no one kills you.

Mather rises. "Dinner is approaching, my lord. From now on, I shall call you Christopher. When I do, know
that I'm saying, 'my lord."" He hands you a registration packet. "No need for you to go through the line."

"I heard some classes are already filled."
"There's a place for you in any you'd like."

You glance at him, wanting to say that doesn't seem fair. But then, private schools exist to give rich kids an
advantage over poor ones. Take what you can get.

You look over the list. After public school, the number of choices are overwhelming. You pick Imperial
Rome, Marlowe and Shakespeare, Biology, Algebra 2, Introduction to Art, and Crew.

Mather smiles at the sheet. "Fine choices. You'll do admirably at the Academy. If you need me again, tell
Fitzgerald."

"Got it, sir." You shake hands and go.
The information in the registration packet is boring, with one exception: There's the number and combination
of your mailbox, so you head downstairs to the mail room. Mom might've sent you something, or there might

be something more from the school office.

There's a postcard and an envelope. The card is from Mom. She says everyone misses you. You know that's
not true, but it's nice that she believes it.

You tear open the envelope and find a sheet of typing paper. It says:

sweet thing,

i can't call you mark or chris if i don't know who you decided to be, can i? (a rose by any etc.) (i would call
you rose which is a fine name for a boy because of the thorns but i fancy you would rather be my eagle or my

wildcat and i want you to be my anything you want to be.)

i miss you more than the most. i want to tell you all about the place where i am but all i can say now is i'm
fine.

but i worry about you!!! i'm sure you can find good people at that school because there are good people
everywhere. only sometimes good people are hard to find. if that's so, remember it's okay to trust nobody.

i will write again when i can. actually, i will write everyday, but i will only send mail when i can.

with love and love and more love,
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cc
p-s. this page is covered with kisses for you.

You read it three times, then look at the envelope. The Academy's address is printed in the corner. No name is
written above that. The address consists of your name and box number. There's no stamp. It was sent through
the Academy's mail system.

You stuff the letter and envelope into your coat pocket. Your heart beats fast. You look around, expecting Rod
Serling to step from the shadows as the Twilight Zone theme song begins to play. You see no one. You're
alone among the long rows of mailboxes.

The letter only tells you one thing: CC's fine.

No, two things: She's found you, but she's afraid to say anything that would help you find her. It would've
been easy for her to find you. All of your friends in Florida know you're here.

No, three things: Someone is helping her who can use the campus mail.

You look around again, half expecting CC to step into the light. But if she's afraid of being found, she must be
thousands of miles away.

There's a fourth thing the letter says: She still likes you.

You smile and read it again. "Trust nobody" makes your smile go away. Was trust a factor in Josh's death?
Who would dare kill an elah? Or did someone kill Josh without knowing he was the world-prince?

You need to think like a spy. You tear CC's letter into tiny bits and eat it. The idea is romantic. The taste is
disgusting. You wash it down with water and think you've done one thing right. Can you do more?
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As you walk up to Rider House, Fitzgerald and thirteen boys come out in jackets and ties. The tall nef, Chad
Vaughn, is one of them. So is the small boy you met on your way in earlier. Fitzgerald says, "Mr. Nix!"

You say quickly, "Sorry, sir, I'll be ready-"
"Either you're ready or you're not, mister. Take that to heart."
"Uh, yes, sir-"

Fitzgerald smiles. "Relax. We're going up a little early. You want to be a winner in life, remember
Confederate General Nathan Bedford Forrest's advice. 'Git thar fustest with the mostest."

The small boy says, "So we should follow the advice of the losers?"
As Fitzgerald frowns, Vaughn says, "They hardly ever had the mostest."

"True," Fitzgerald tells Vaughn with approval, and turns back to you. "Christopher Nix, your housemates. I
expect us to be one big happy family." He names the others quickly.

No one looks at you like they think you're a brother. The only new name that sticks is David Levitz, the small
boy; he's your roommate.

Vaughn studies you, long enough to say he remembers being bumped in the stairwell. Then he smiles broadly,
saying, "Welcome to the Academy, lad."

Fitzgerald adds, "Mr. Vaughn's the senior resident. When I'm not around, he's in charge. He'll do morning
inspection and assign demerits to anyone whose room isn't up to snuff. If you have questions about any aspect
of Academy life, take them to him first."

Vaughn looks at you and says dryly, "There's nothing I enjoy more than setting wayward scholars straight."
Fitzgerald tells you, "Better hustle, Mister Nix." He starts toward High House, and the boys follow.

Levitz lingers. "Nix?"

"Yeah?"

"I'm Jewish."

You shrug. "That's cool."

"You can ask for another room if you don't like Jews."

"How do you know I'm not Jewish?"

He looks at you, taps his forehead, and says, "I have amazing psychic powers."

You think you didn't feel the blood in him, then realize you're taking all this a little too seriously. You say,
"Hey, I'll always be grateful to the Jews. They invented superhero comics."
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"Fuck." Levitz shakes his head and heads after the others. "I could've had the biggest single at school."
As you yank open the front door, Levitz calls, "Nix! Superman or Spider-Man?"

You glance back. "Neither. Give me Batman, Dr. Strange, or Captain America."

Levitz nods. "That's cool. Totally fuckheaded, but cool."

You nod back, run inside, grab a blazer, then the first tie you see. You lose three minutes trying to make it
look like it was knotted by someone with opposable thumbs, then run out.

The dining hall is enormous. Dozens of round tables are covered with white linen. Platters of food are brought
out by students. Each table is supervised by a master. You might like this if boys and girls ate together, but
girls eat most meals on their campus.

Fitzgerald stands by a table. As you come up, he says, "A place opened up at the headmaster's. Since you're
new, he thought you might want to join him."

You cross the dining hall, feeling conspicuous. Mather may think boys will respect you if you sit at his table.
That's only true for brownnosers. Everyone else will think you're a suck-up.

As you come closer to Mather's table, you're glad you were chosen. You barely notice the boys there. Your
eyes are on the woman standing across the table from Mr. Mather. She's pretty, young, slender, green-eyed,
red-haired, and as tall as you. You decide you could sit at the head's table for every meal. Given his age, she
could be his great-great-great granddaughter. But as you come near, you know she's not a nef or a worshipper.

Mather turns to her. "Miss Chabot, Christopher Nix is a new student from Florida. Chris, Miss Chabot is our
librarian."

You wonder if she's seen Tea and Sympathy, a movie that had seemed stupid until this moment. She takes
your hand and says in a pleasant midwestern accent, "Chris? I'm Christine. We could start the League of
Chrises."

You grin like an idiot as your brain shuts down. Mather spares you from having to answer by pulling out a
chair for Miss Chabot. He goes to his own seat, and everyone sits. Mather bows his head for thirty seconds,
and the hall is silent. When he lifts his head, the room rumbles as diners talk and servers clatter about with
steel pitchers and platters.

No one says anything nice about the food, so you don't, either. But you see a feast: crusty rolls, salad, baked
potatoes, string beans, gravy, and little birds that you learn are Cornish game hens. The conversation moves
from sports you don't know, like tennis and skiing, to places you don't know, like Martha's Vineyard and

Gstaad. You decide Ernest was an idiot and should have shot himself sooner.

Miss Chabot is telling Mather, "I have trouble understanding how a minister can support what we're doing in
Vietnam."

He smiles. "Many great soldiers have been Christians. You mustn't overlook the difference between fighting
for conquest and fighting for freedom."

"If Jesus was alive today, do you think he would fight?"

"In a just war, he would be on the front lines."
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"Is this a just war?"

Mather shrugs. "As St. Paul said, we must trust the rulers God gives us."

"Didn't Germans in the World Wars say the same thing?"

"Which only shows how very wrong they were. God put us here to test us. There's no greater test than war."
"Maybe we pass the test by rejecting it."

"And let evil triumph? No, Miss Chabot. I'll never believe that." He glances at the boy bringing dessert.
"Would we have ice cream sundaes if Communism wins? I very much doubt it."

Most of the boys laugh, and Miss Chabot smiles politely.
"But war's bad," you say, and immediately wish you'd stayed silent.

Mather looks at you. "Of course. As General Sherman said so indelicately, it's hell. On the other side of that
conflict, General Lee said it's good that war is terrible, or we would grow too fond of it. Sometimes a man
must do terrible things for a greater good. The Romans had a saying. If you want peace, prepare for war."

Mather waits for you to nod or say you see his point. You think you know where Fitzgerald learned to quote a
Civil War general. You should say something politely vague, but isn't that lying? The entire table's watching,
and all you can think is what the Beastman would say: Fuck that bullshit. Wrong is wrong.

Miss Chabot says lightly, "And look where the Romans are today."

The boys laugh. Mather says, "Touché," and laughs, too, then asks, "Tell me, Christopher, what do you
believe is worth fighting for?"

You say, "Peace."
"Then we agree in principle, if not in this instance."

You don't agree in principle. There's something wrong with your answer because there's something wrong
with his question. But it's your chance to escape, so you say, "I guess," and hope Miss Chabot doesn't think
less of you.

When you return to Rider House, you want to talk with Levitz about life at the Academy or comic books or
girls or anything that doesn't matter. He's reading books from the school's recommended summer reading list.
He wants a 4.0 average this year, not another 3.9. He does not want to be disturbed. You tell him that's too
bad, since anyone with his work habits is clearly disturbed. When he looks at you, you apologize and leave
him in peace.

So you look at his library. You flip through the indexes of the history books. They tell about individuals,
economies, and wars. They have almost nothing about gods.

But he has Bullfinch's Mythology. You find stories about families of gods and half-gods in Greece, Rome,
Persia, India, and Scandinavia. You can't find anything about nefilim or elohim.

You're beginning to think the names are only known to Dumont and his people when you hear a light knock
as the door opens.
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It's the big blond jock from upstairs. Levitz says, "O'Reilly, it's still study hour."

O'Reilly says, "Levitz, are you a brown-nosing grind or a grinding brownnose? Never mind. Want to do
something amazing?"

"No."

"You don't want to hear about it?"

"I've got a lot of reading."

"I should've known. You're such a dickweed." O'Reilly turns to you. "How about it, Nix?"

Dad said the way to survive at prisons and schools is to find the biggest, baddest guy and make him your
friend. O'Reilly fits. "What is it?"

"A major mindfuck. See, your brain can get convinced of things even if you know they're not true. Like if you
try to do a sit-up and someone holds you down for a minute, you can't sit up when they let go."

You look at Levitz. He stays at his desk, his back to you. You say, "Really?"
"No shit, man. It's like psychology. You got to try it. Come on."

"Where?"

"Vaughn's room. We all tried it. It's freaky. Come on."

Levitz continues to ignore you both. O'Reilly's proposal sounds odd, but preppies are odd. It's a chance to
meet some of your housemates without any masters around. And it's a chance to learn more about Vaughn.

You shrug. "Sure."

O'Reilly opens the door enough to see if the way is clear. Fitzgerald's door is closed. O'Reilly goes out quietly,
and you follow him to the door at the end of the hall.

Vaughn's tiny single is full: maybe half of the boys in the house are in a room barely wide enough to stretch
out your arms. They're sitting on Vaughn's bed, in his chair, on his desk. A stereo plays the first Creedence
Clearwater Revival album. The room's a strange mix of jock and hippie: an oar hangs on the wall near a
black-light poster of Jimi Hendrix.

Vaughn grins at you. "Nix! Good man! I'm taking bets you can do it!"

A tall, skinny kid says, "Hell, Vaughn, nobody can."

"Five bucks says the new boy can," Vaughn says. "He hasn't been polluted by watching you lame-asses fuck

up.
The other kid says, "Ten bucks says no fucking way."
Vaughn nods. "Ten bucks it is."

You say, "Hey, I don't want you to lose money on me."
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The other kid says, "Fine." He holds his hand out to Vaughn. "Pay up."

Vaughn puts his arm around you. "Don't sweat it, Nix. We let ourselves get psyched out. Big mistake. All you
need to do is keep remembering it's all in your head. Keep thinking yourself through to the other side, and you
and me'll be splitting easy money."

You say, "I don't know-"

"Sure, you can. Lie down here." Vaughn indicates a braided rug. "Banner'll put a towel over your head to hold
you down. Can't weasel out on me if you're doing the holding, can you, Banner?"

The tall kid shakes his head.

"Okay," Vaughn tells you. "Make us some money!"

You say, "Well, I'll try-" and lie back. The rug is a poor cushion, but you won't lie there long.
Vaughn says, "That's the old school spirit! Arms at your side. No cheating! Maestro, the towel!"

Banner has a white towel twisted in a roll. He says, "I'm going to put this over your face to hold you down.
It'll be over your eyes until I pull it free. And you won't be able to sit up."

"Of course he will," says Vaughn. "Let's do it!"

As Banner puts the towel across your eyes, the boys begin to chant softly, "Nix, Nix, Nix, Nix!"

Vaughn says, "Gentleman, start your sit-up!"

As you press forward against the towel, O'Reilly begins counting: "Thirty, twenty-nine, twenty-eight-"
Banner says, "Come on! Everything you got!"

Vaughn says, "You can do it, Nix! I know you can!"

You know you can, too. The towel is tight against your head. You can't see, and you hear little more than the
stereo. You strain, certain that when the towel is pulled away, you'll snap upward and finish with ease. It's odd
the other boys couldn't do it. Their failure will make your success sweeter.

Thirty seconds of trying with all your might to sit up is tougher than you thought, but you won't slack off with
people watching. Your stomach's tight and your back's sore and O'Reilly's count goes lower and lower. You
want to laugh because this'll be so easy.

O'Reilly says, "Two," and the towel is jerked away. You lurch upward.

Something pale is just in front of you. You can't stop from rocketing forward. The pale thing and your face
will collide.

Karate practice brings the response: Your right arm drives up and turns to deflect the threat.

You see it as your arm begins to turn. Someone straddles you, turned away, leaning forward, pants and
underwear down around his knees, his pale hairy ass just in front of your face.
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Your forearm hits his buttocks hard, throwing the kid across the room and into the laps of the boys on the bed.
You scramble to your feet. Vaughn, rubbing his ass, stands. He yanks up his pants and buttons them while he
glowers at you. You look at the door. Several boys block your way, but not deliberately. First they gawk at
Vaughn, and then they wait for his decision.

He's quiet for a long moment. Then he grins. "Good one, Nix. Let's see how the next one goes."

O'Reilly opens the door. You leave wishing you'd decided to be a grind tonight, too.

Levitz looks up as you enter, then turns back to his reading. You say, "Did you know?"

"It's an old trick."

"You could've warned me."

"They'd just make it worse for me."

"So you helped them."

He glances at you. "I didn't take sides!"

"And who did that help?"

He shakes his head. "You can't beat them, Nix. People with power do what they want. People who don't-" He
shrugs. "They're jerks. Stay out of their way, and you'll be fine."

You watch him go back to his reading. You want to despise him. But he's smaller than you and just as much
an outsider. He came to the Academy because he wants to be as rich as any of them, if not richer. How could

he have done anything else?

What should you have done? Zeus would've fried Vaughn's ass. Jesus would've kissed it. Or would he? You
never thought you would wish you'd paid more attention in Sunday School.

You say, "Levitz, do you have a Bible?"

"Do you read Hebrew?"

"No."

He shrugs and keeps working.

You stare at the wall and think you want to do anything but think. You take out paper and a pen from the

things Dumont gave you and draw a boy burning in Hell. He's supposed to look like Chad Vaughn. He looks a
lot more like you.



Chapter Nine 108

Chapter Nine

You wake when Levitz's alarm goes off. In the bathroom, sleepy boys rush through showers, shaving, and
brushing teeth. Everyone ignores you. You hope that's good. You dress, wishing you could wear jeans and a
T-shirt, glad you don't have to wear a tie until dinner.

You make your bed and hang up your clothes. When you're done, you take a last look at the room. You should
make a cartoon for Mom showing The Kid clea