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Chapter One


John Coffee struggled for air as his bare feet slapped the winter sand. He was running into the wind, finding it hard to move, harder to breathe. It started to rain as he tore across the dark, early morning beach. He yelled, but the sound of the crashing surf smothered his warning. All he could do was keep charging toward the dunes and hope he could stop them before they killed her.
He had been watching them for the last hour. Three from the dregs of any one of America’s larger cities. Spending some time here, before they moved on. Come to beg for a few days, or to rob. They needed money. Coffee hated it when they used needles. There was something wrong with men who sent the white death flying through their veins.
It made them so they couldn’t think straight.
He’d come across their kind before.
He knew what they would do to the woman.
She should have turned back when she reached the pier, like she did yesterday and the day before. But she didn’t. Life wasn’t fair. She was out before the sun, so maybe she had some extra time this morning. Maybe the runner’s high clicked in late. Maybe she just felt good. But whatever the reason, she shouldn’t have to die because she ran farther than usual.
He heard her scream as his right foot slammed into a rock and he went rolling onto his side. The night vision glasses dug into his ribs, then slipped off his shoulder as he struggled to his feet. He didn’t waste time groping for them in the dark.
He never should have let it get this far. He should have stopped the woman. Warned her. Even though it was none of his business, he couldn’t let the woman die this way. Sometimes you had to get involved.
She screamed again, the sound carried to him on the wind as he tore up the dune.
“ Don’t, please don’t,” he heard her plead. They’d done this before. The big man was using a long bladed knife to slice through the woman’s jogging shorts and panties while another held her from behind. She was already naked from the waist up.
One of the men was standing off, watching his two companions. Coffee backhanded him as he came off the dune, striking him in the bridge of his nose, driving bone and cartilage into the brain. The man was dead before he hit the ground. Coffee kept going, went for the big man with the knife.
The man holding the woman shouted a warning and the big man turned, but too late. Coffee blocked the knife with his left and broke the big man’s jaw with his right. The man screamed and stumbled, but didn’t go down.
The second man, the one with the pock-marked face, released the woman and flicked open a switchblade. Two men, two knives.
Coffee slipped between them while they were still trying to figure out what went wrong. Needles, he thought, they dulled the senses.
“ Behind me,” he said, in a throaty voice, barely above a whisper. The woman stood still, stunned. “Now,” not any louder, but said with force. The woman moved. Now, to get at her, the men would have to go through him.
“ Marty,” the big man said, “you all right?”
“ He’s dead,” Coffee said.
“ Garth,” the man with the pock-marked face said, “he kilt him.”
“ Shut up, Eddie,” the big man named Garth said, turning an angry gaze toward John Coffee. The words came out, “Ut ut, Eddie,” either from drink or the broken jaw, but his meaning was clear.
“ Back off and live,” Coffee said.
“ We got the knives,” Eddie said. “What do you have?”
“ Lady,” he said, “this never happened. Go home. Forget. I’ll take care of these men.”
“ I won’t leave you. I can fight,” she said. Coffee was surprised. To her the odds had to appear poor. Two men, both big, armed with knives. They were about to rape and kill her, she had to know that. Yet she wouldn’t run.
“ Yeah, lady, stay,” Eddie said, and he charged, holding the switchblade above his head, blade down, like an amateur. Coffee blocked the thrust with a backhand blow that sent the knife flying. Eddie howled and jumped away.
“ Look out,” the woman yelled. Coffee ducked in time to save his head as the long knife sliced through the air where his neck had been. He lashed out at Garth, but the big man was faster than he looked, dodging Coffee’s blow and delivering a punishing left to the side of his face.
Coffee staggered, he hadn’t expected coordination from the man. He was big, drunk, hopped up and apparently feeling no pain, because his broken jaw hadn’t slowed him down.
He backed away from Garth as the knife came for him again, but again it found only air. He held the knife like a sword. Garth was speeding, but he knew how to use a knife in a fight. Coffee slid to the left, expecting Garth to charge on past, but he turned with him and Coffee felt the blade prick his abdomen as he jumped back.
“ Get away, Garth. I’ll get him,” Eddie yelled. He had a gun. Garth moved back as the woman jumped on Eddie’s back. He screamed when she sank her teeth into his neck. She wrapped an arm around him and grabbed onto his gun hand, shaking it and forcing the shots to go wild.
Coffee turned back to Garth, who was still diverted, watching the naked woman terrorize Eddie. Coffee took advantage of his lapse and moved forward with a killing blow to the bridge of the nose, like the one that had finished the first man, but Garth jerked away in time to save his life, however not in time to avoid altogether the blow that slammed into his broken jaw. He stumbled backward and this time he went down.
Coffee swirled around and kicked the gun out of Eddie’s hand.
“ Get off,” Coffee said. The woman jumped off the man’s back, leaving him staggering and stumbling. He crumbled into a sitting position on the sand.
The fight was over.
Coffee grabbed a great breath as lightning knifed across the sky and thunder cracked the dawn. The rain was pouring. The fog was moving in. The early morning moon was blacked out. A dog howled in the distance. The woman was safe and Coffee was going to have to kill these two men. The dog howled again, sending shivers down his spine.
The clouds shifted overhead, allowing enough moonlight to filter through for him to get a good look at her. Her body rippled, she was a runner in beautiful shape, and she was beautiful. The kind of woman a man like John Coffee could never have. Then the clouds covered the moon again and she was covered in the early morning darkness.
“ Okay, lady.” He was still disguising his voice with the throaty whisper. “Go home, please. Forget this ever happened.”
“ Who are you?”
“ The best friend you ever had.” He kept his face turned away from her. “And if you appreciate what I’ve done, you’ll leave. Now.”
“ I don’t even know what you look like.”
“ Now, please,” he said.
“ Thank you.” She turned away and jogged over the dune and into the dark fog.
The dog howled again and he tensed. It was between him and the sea.
The old horror had seen the article and she had been waiting to pick up his scent. She had it now, and she was confident enough to announce herself. She wanted him to know before he died.
He had to get ready. She was sure of the kill or there would have been no warning. Coffee bent low and picked up Garth’s long knife, then he grabbed Eddie and jerked him to his feet.
“ What?” the man said.
“ Keep quiet and you’ll live,” Coffee lied as he moved behind him. He held on to Eddie’s belt with one hand and brought the knife up to his throat with the other. Then he started stepping backwards, bringing Eddie with him, till he was above the fallen Garth. The big man opened his eyes, staring blankly at the night. Coffee reached down with the long knife and slit his throat.
“ Shit,” Eddie said.
“ For his own good,” Coffee said. Then the Rottweiler came over the dune, big, black, with fangs bared. Eddie screamed as they ripped into his groin, separating his private parts from his body, a fitting, but horrible way to die.
Coffee moved his arm around his human shield and sunk the long knife into the belly of the huge dog, then jumped back as it howled, snapping at the knife protruding from its belly. He dropped Eddie and ran. His one chance was to make it to the sea before the dog realized he’d taken flight.
He charged up the dune, slipped and scrambled on all fours for a foothold, got it, grabbed a breath, pushed himself back onto his feet and then he was on top of it. The sea was visible, despite the rain, and he longed for it as he went down the steep side. He slipped again in the wet sand and went down on his back, feet first. He pushed off against the dune when he hit bottom, like a sprinter in the starting blocks, and shot out for the sea.
The rain stopped as quickly as it had started, but the sand was mush sluicing between his toes. His lungs screamed. His heart was pumping like a locomotive gone crazy. His legs burned like they’d been stabbed with a branding iron. Every muscle in his body said, slow down, but the chill charging up his back said, run faster.
And he ran faster, because he heard it behind him as it howled into the night. Then it was silent and he knew that it was coming for him. Halfway, the sea, so close and so far. He stepped on a shell or small rock. It dug into the tender part of his foot, but he kept running, grabbing air with lungs and loose fists as he pumped his arms. He heard the dark rumbling breath of the beast behind as his feet slapped water and he dove forward, sliding into the turbulent waves and safety.
The big dog howled. He heard it easily above the crashing sea, but he couldn’t risk a look, all his effort had to be spent getting back to the dinghy. He took long even strokes, making slow headway against the tide. He was tired, but he was in his element now.
He rolled his head out from the water with every other stroke and glanced at the heavens, using the stars to keep himself swimming in the right direction. He flipped over onto his back after a few minutes, to float, to rest and to think for a few seconds. The kayak he’d used to get back and forth to his dinghy was on the beach. Going back for it was out of the question. He studied the sky and watched the moving clouds cover the stars, then release them, as the winds aloft pushed them from the sea, to be caught by the mountains inland.
Then he looked to the shore and smiled in relief. The dog was gone. But he wasn’t surprised. She knew him well enough to know he wouldn’t be coming back. She was probably behind the dunes taking care of the bodies. She wouldn’t want any police.
He took a few easy breaths, made sure he had his heart rate under control, then rolled over and swam out against the tide. He saw the gray dinghy five minutes later and he swam toward it with renewed effort. The rubber boat was anchored above a sandbar only twenty feet below the surface and far enough away from the shore so that it wasn’t visible in the dark.
He was tired when he reached it. He wanted rest, but he had a lot left to do before sunup. He said a silent prayer, then propelled himself up out of the water, with a strong kick, and into the boat.
He pulled off the wet jeans and tee shirt and thought about pulling off the boxer shorts, but the thought of riding around naked in the ocean made him shiver.
He thought about the men on the beach and wondered if the one he’d used as a shield was dead. He hoped so, because even a man like that should not have to die at the hands of one like her. She had a way of keeping them alive till the very last. Very bad, he thought.
Thirty minutes later he closed on his boat. It was anchored three miles south of Palma and as far out as four hundred feet of chain would let him anchor. He pushed the kill switch on the Evinrude and was coasting toward it when the first bullet ricocheted through the night and sizzled through the inflatable boat.
The second bullet whizzed over his head as he went over the side. He was a powerful swimmer and he struck out away from the boat, toward the open sea, the last place they’d expect him to go.
A flashlight beam hit the water.
“ See him, Tom?” The voice was high pitched and whiny. Coffee pictured a skinny man in his early twenties, with a scraggly beard and long hair.
“ I think I got him, Itchy.” Coffee wondered what kind of name Itchy was. “Yeah, I think I got him,” Tom repeated. Tom had a deep bass voice and Coffee pictured a big man. Big and not too bright. He’d fired the gun before he had a clear target.
“ We gotta get the body,” Itchy said.
“ I know.” Tom moved the flashlight back and forth across the water. Coffee went under when it came his way and did the breast stroke toward the boat, coming up quiet and close, two more silent strokes and he was underneath the bow. They could look till dawn with that flashlight and never find him.
“ Check the rubber boat,” Itchy said and Tom moved the light to the dinghy.
“ He’s gone,” Tom said.
“ Makes no difference if you got him or not, he’s dead. No one could swim to shore from here,” Itchy said.
Wrong, Coffee thought, any good swimmer could make it.
“ But we got no proof,” Tom said. “No proof, we don’t get the other half.”
“ So we make ourselves a little bonus. He’s got a lotta neat stuff below and I bet if we look, we’ll find a stash. Guy with a boat like this. Gotta have a stash. Even if he don’t, we can get a pretty penny for the CDs all by themselves.”
“ But we’re supposed to sink the boat and not take anything.”
“ I won’t tell if you don’t,” Itchy said.
“ Fine by me.” Tom turned off the light.
“ Okay,” Itchy said.
Coffee saw a glowing cigarette fly over the side. Then he heard the men clamor down the companionway and go below. He swam along the side of his boat, a forty-five foot sloop, to the aft end. They hadn’t even brought up the swim ladder. He had to push aside their dinghy, a small red Zodiac, to get at the ladder.
He climbed silently aboard, listening to the men rifle through his things below. He was going to have to kill them. Funny, he thought, he’d managed to get through his whole life without killing anybody and tonight he had killed two men, was responsible for the death of a third and was about to kill two more. Listening to the men tear the boat apart firmed his resolve. He moved through the cockpit without making a sound, but it wouldn’t have made any difference, because they’d found the stereo and the lonely sounds of Billie Holiday started drifting out over the waves.
“ How about some rock and roll?” the one named Itchy yelled out. For a few seconds silence reigned. Then Bob Dylan’s scratchy, raspy voice filled the night.
They had the volume cranked up full blast. He didn’t think the speakers would take it for very long, but it didn’t matter. He stepped through the cockpit, walking softly on the deck to the mast, where he unhooked the main halyard. He held the line firmly in hand and moved back to the cockpit. The other end of it was wrapped around the starboard side power winch.
Then he eased up the port side cockpit cushion and took out the flare gun, broke the barrel, loaded it and snapped it closed. With the gun in hand, he poked his head into the cockpit.
“ We’re rich,” Tom said, his bass voice booming from the front cabin.
“ How much?” Itchy passed by the galley toward the cabin. Coffee got a glimpse of his back. He was tall and big boned, with a close cropped military style haircut, not at all like he’d imagined. He resisted an urge to go in after them, but the quarters were too close, the outcome too unpredictable. So he sat above and behind the hatch, ignoring the cold, as he tied a bowline in the halyard and fed the line back through it, making a sliding loop, and waited.
He didn’t have to wait long. A big man with long black hair lumbered through the companionway and went to the aft part of the boat, toward the tethered Zodiac. He didn’t turn around. When Itchy’s close cropped head came through, Coffee slipped the bowline noose over it, jerked the rope around his neck, then stepped on the deck button, activating the power winch. Itchy’s scream was cut off with a gag as he shot upward.
“ What?” Tom turned around.
“ Don’t move.” Coffee pointed the flare gun his belly.
“ Oh my lord.” Tom stared at his friend, riding upward toward the spreaders, swinging and kicking, while Bob Dylan sang about a simple twist of fate in the background. Itchy’s tongue was hanging out of his mouth, his eyes were bulging, his neck was broken and he was dead, his kicking feet just didn’t know it yet.
“ Why are you here?” Coffee asked.
“ It wasn’t me. It was all Itchy’s idea. I hate the ocean. I can’t even swim.”
“ Why are you here?” Coffee repeated, but the man went into shock, staring upward at the jerking corpse. Coffee knew the answer anyway, so he shot the big man in the belly. Tom flew overboard, splashing into the water, with his eyes still in shock, still staring at the swinging corpse, as he slipped into the hungry arms of the dark sea.
Coffee waited a few seconds, then lowered the body till it was two feet off the deck. For an instant he thought about searching it for the cash, but he didn’t. They’d only found the dummy stash, containing a thousand dollars in twenties. It was meant to be found. Gritting his teeth, he pushed the body over the lifelines, lowering it till its feet were dragging in the water. He grabbed a fistful of the dead man’s shirt and held the body aloft while he removed the halyard. Then he dropped the dead man into the sea to join his friend.
He found the killing didn’t bother him, but he didn’t enjoy it either.
Now the cold chilled him and he went below. He turned off the stereo and welcomed the silence. He didn’t have much time as he wanted to be ashore before sunup. He moved to the side cabin and took out his duffel bag and started stuffing it full of clothes. Then he went to the forward bilge, raised the floor hatch and removed a waterproof pouch. He opened it and took out two packages wrapped in wax paper, one contained ten thousand dollars in hundred dollar bills, the other a loaded forty-five automatic and an extra clip. He dropped them into his duffel. He would miss the CDs and books, some of them not replaceable, but it was time to move on.
He put on dry clothes-Levi’s, a sweatshirt, running shoes, without socks, and went on deck. The sun was just starting to crack the sky, but he still had fifteen minutes or so before daylight.
He picked up the five week old newspaper and read the headlines over the article in the View Section one more time.

Hot new California artist sells two paintings to the White House.

If only she wouldn’t have been so successful. He dropped the newspaper into the duffel bag. Then he took the bag on deck and dropped it into the Zodiac.
He said a silent Hail Mary before he hauled the anchor for the last time, and still another one, before he reattached the main halyard.
“ I’m gonna miss you, old girl,” he said as he raised the main. He wasn’t a sentimental man, but he spent a silent moment behind the wheel with the bow pointed toward the rising sun. Then he crossed himself and unfurled the jib.
There was a good wind.
He set the self-steering gear to keep it pointed west, then he lowered himself into the dinghy and bid a silent farewell to the only home he’d ever enjoyed. He loved that boat, but to stay on board, nurtured in the safety of the sea, was to give up on life. It was time for him to join the land of the living.



Chapter Two


“ Gonna pass?” Arty said, coming up behind her.
She stopped, just as the water crossed the sidewalk. It looked to Arty like she’d been daydreaming.
“ You almost got blasted,” he said, as she jumped over the spray shooting out from the sprinklers on the old lady’s front lawn.
“ I’m not just going to pass, I’m going to get them all right, Arty Smarty Pants.” She turned around as soon as she was clear of the spray. She was fingering a locket with her left hand and was holding her books in her right.
Arty hated it when the other kids called him that. He didn’t even like it much when they called him Arty, but Arty was better than fatso or fat boy and lots better than what his own mother called him-her little butterball. He’d take Arty Smarty Pants any day. Even from a girl.
“ No way,” he said. She watched as he came closer and giggled when he tried to jump the spray. His coordination was off and he landed in the middle of the blast, getting his corduroy pants wet. He jumped out of the spray and slipped, windmilling as he struggled to catch his balance and keep from going down. She held her breath and didn’t laugh.
“ My mom says that if I get them all right she’s going to take me to Disneyland.” She punctuated the statement by sticking out her lower lip and blowing the hair out of her eyes.
“ No way.” Arty stopped and bent over, trying to brush some of the water away from below his knees.
“ She said so, and she wouldn’t lie, and zip up your fly.”
Arty zipped up. His fly came down too often for him to be embarrassed about it. “Disneyland’s thousands of miles away,” he said.
“ Is not, only five hundred.”
“ Five hundred, that’s still a lot. You really going?”
“ If I don’t blow it.” She bit her lower lip and crossed her fingers for luck. “We’re going to fly to San Francisco on the little plane and take a jet to John Wayne Airport on Sunday after church, if I get them all.” She squeezed her eyes against the sun shining over his shoulders.
“ How you gonna do that?” All the kids in school knew about Carolina’s memory. She was smart and she could figure things out, but she had trouble telling the answers. She had even more trouble writing them down. She might know all the states and their capitals, but there was no way she was going to be able to put them all on paper at test time.
“ I studied hard, and I wrote each state and each capital over a hundred times. Try me.” She sucked in her breath and raised her shoulders, making herself as tall as possible.
“ Nevada?”
“ That’s easy, Carson City.” She closed her eyes and Arty thought she was imagining the map and the words in her mind.
“ Hawaii?”
“ Easier, Honolulu.”
“ New York?”
“ Easier still, Albany?” She opened her eyes and smiled.
“ Albany, yeah, that’s it.” Arty rolled his round head. “I can never remember that one.”
“ Ask me another.” She moved to his right side to get the sun out of her eyes.
“ I’ll give you an easy one. California?”
“ It’s,” then she stopped and started to stutter. “Eh, eh, it’s a, it’s a-”
“ I knew it. You’ll never get ’em all right. You won’t get past two or three and then you’ll freeze.” He regretted saying it as soon as the words left his lips, but sometimes he couldn’t help himself, words just flowed out before he got a chance to stop them. He wanted to say something clever, to make her like him. He didn’t want her to think he was a snot or a snob.
“ Will not.”
“ Will too. You’ll freeze like a dead man.” He started to say more, but he bit his bottom lip to keep himself quiet. He’d already done enough damage, by now she had to think he was a real jerk.
She put her right hand to her locket, fingering it tightly with her thumb and forefinger. “I’m going get them all right, even if it kills me.”
“ I bet you don’t.” His teeth let go and his lips just started flapping. He felt like he was shooting himself in the foot.
“ I bet I do.”
“ Tell you what, if you get ’em all, I’ll carry your books for a year.”
“ And if I don’t?”
“ If you don’t, you can’t call me Arty Smarty Pants anymore.”
“ What can I call you?”
“ Art, or Arty, but you can’t call me anything else.”
“ It’s a deal, and even if I win I won’t call you that.”
“ Really?” Now he really felt stupid about his big mouth.
“ Really, but if I get them all you still have to carry my books.”
“ Okay.” He wanted to say he’d carry her books right now, but he couldn’t, he just puffed up and smiled. He hoped she would miss one or two, because more than anything he wanted to carry her books. He was hopelessly in love with her, he had been for the whole three months that she’d been in Palma. The very thought of her kept him awake nights. He was eleven and she was his first love.
As if reading his mind she held her books out to him and dumped them into his arms. “Might as well start carrying them now, because it’s in the bag.”
He felt the sweat trickle under his arms as he grasped the books. This couldn’t be happening. He didn’t have many friends, and here was the girl of his dreams, handing him her books to carry. Wait till the guys see him with her. They wouldn’t be making fun of him anymore.
“ Hey Arty,” she said, biting the right side of her lip, “you ever get the feeling that something is in your room with you? Something scary?”
“ You mean at night?”
“ Yeah, at night. When you’re alone. And it’s dark.” A curtain moved and she turned toward it. The curtain closed, fast. “Someone’s watching us.”
“ That’s just an old woman. She never comes out past the front porch. You should see her skin, black as black. And hair, whiter than the brightest white, she’s-”
“ Arty, I was talking.”
“ Oh, yeah.”
“ Last night, just before I went to bed, I got this feeling that someone was watching me. You know, like when you’re riding in a car, you can sometimes tell if someone is looking at you from the car alongside, and if you turn quick, you can catch them before they turn away.”
“ Yeah,” he said.
“ Only last night there wasn’t anyplace I could turn and look, except my window. I tried looking away and spinning around real fast, but there wasn’t anyone there. I even tried looking in the mirror to catch whoever it was, but I didn’t see anybody. But I knew there had to be someone. I could just tell. I was scared.”
“ You sure it wasn’t just a tree brushing against the house or the sound of the wind outside?” Arty asked, thinking how wonderful it was that she was talking to him. She was treating him like she would treat anyone else. Like he was her friend, and she didn’t seem to care that he was fat.
“ I don’t know. It felt like someone was watching me through the window, but every time I looked there wasn’t anyone there.”
“ Probably just a bad dream. I get them sometimes.”
“ I wasn’t asleep. It was creepy.”
“ Yeah, but sometimes, when you’re almost asleep, creepy thoughts can sneak into your brain. You think something is real, but it’s only the start of a dream.”
“ No, it wasn’t like that at all. I was wide awake.”
“ Did you tell your dad?”
“ He doesn’t live with us. My parents are divorced.” She said it with a sadness in her voice that Arty couldn’t miss.
“ Bummer.”
“ Yeah, it’s pretty shitty. I really needed to call someone.”
“ What about your mom?” He wondered how she could swear like that. If his father ever heard him talk like that, he’d be grounded till he turned twenty-one and spanked till there was no skin left on his butt. Thinking about his father brought the start of a frown, but he fought it away.
“ She was out on a date.”
“ Wow! So you were home alone? There is no way, just no way, no matter who got born or who died, that my folks would ever leave me home alone for even a minute.”
“ Well my mom leaves me alone lots. She has a bunch of friends, so she goes out a lot. I wish she’d stay home more. I hate it when I’m alone, especially at night.”
Arty thought about what she’d said for a second. He hated the magnifying glass he was always under at home and she hated being alone. “I’m never alone at home, unless I’m in bed, and I don’t like it. My dad is always after me to do something for him, usually I can’t wait to go to sleep.”
They walked in silence for a few seconds, then he added, “I wonder if I’d be scared without my folks there. I wouldn’t miss my dad, but if my mom wasn’t even there, if I was all alone, I bet I’d be scared. It’s only natural.”
“ Yeah, it was pretty scary.”
“ Most likely that’s what it was, you were just scared ’cuz you were alone.”
“ Probably.”
“ You can call me.”
“ What?”
“ If it ever happens again, you can call me and I’ll come over, even if I have to sneak out.” He couldn’t believe he’d said that. His lips were flapping again. If he got caught sneaking out his dad would break his legs.
“ Really?”
“ Yeah, really.” There he went again. What if she called him tonight? What could he do? Ah, but she couldn’t call. She didn’t know his number.
“ What’s your number?”
“ Eight-six-seven, seven-eight-eight-four.” He couldn’t believe how quickly he’d blurted out the number. “Any time you need me, call and I’ll come running.” Darn and double darn, he kept getting in deeper.
“ Thanks,” she said. “Can you write it down for me when we get to school? I don’t want to forget it.”
“ Sure.” He shifted the weight of her books from his right to his left hand. She had the big three with her, English, math and social studies. Their combined weight took a toll on his arm. “Hey, how come you don’t carry your books in your backpack like everyone else?”
“ Because I don’t want to.”
“ What’s in your pack?” he asked, studying it. She was wearing it snug against her back and there was definitely something in it.
“ It’s a secret.”
“ You can tell me.”
“ Maybe, when I get to know you better.” Wow and double wow! She wanted to get to know him better! In all his life he had never, ever felt this good.
She skipped a couple of steps ahead and he happily followed, watching her from behind. She was a little small for her age and she had a cute wiggle when she walked. For a second he thought he saw something in her backpack move, but felt he was mistaken. It must have been that little wiggle that caused the movement. He smiled and picked up the his pace so that he was walking next to her.

The old woman peering out from behind the curtains also saw something in the backpack move, but it was the sparkle the sun made shining off the locket that she was interested in. A shiver ran through her bony frame, and she muttered the words, “At last,” in a voice made harsh by too many years and too many cigarettes. Then she closed the curtains and slumped down on a worn sofa in a dark room.

“ Do you like RFK?” Arty asked, trying to keep up the conversation.
“ It’s okay, a school’s a school. But I like that it’s named after Robert Kennedy. My dad said that he was one of the best men that ever ran for president. That’s why they killed him. He was too good for the job. That’s what my dad said.”
“ My dad hates the Kennedys,” Arty said. Then he changed the subject, asking, “How about Palma, do you like it here?”
“ Yeah, I like that it rains a lot. I like the rain and the woods. And I like most of the people. It’s not like a big city.”
“ I can hardly wait to grow up and get away.”
“ Why?”
“’ Cuz I can’t stand my dad. He’s always after me. As soon as I get old enough, I’m out of here.” Arty surprised himself, he’d never talked this way to anyone before. Somehow it seemed natural talking to her.
“ Where did you live before you came here?” he asked, breaking a few seconds of silence.
“ Atlanta.”
“ So that’s how come you have that accent.”
“ I don’t have an accent.” She stuck her lip out and blew the hair out of her eyes again, then laughed. “Well maybe a little one, but I’m trying to get rid of it.”
“ I like it,” he said.
“ We’re here,” she said. Arty was kind of sad when he looked up and saw the school. He felt like he could have gone on talking to her for hours. He had so much he wanted to say, and not just lip flapping, he really wanted to tell her stuff.
“ Race you up the steps,” she said, and she took off, taking the six steps two at a time. She was at the top before he hit the second step.
“ No fair.”
“ Life isn’t fair, Bubba.”
“ Bubba?”
“ My dad used to say that to me all the time.” Then she said, “Come on, we have to get to class.”

“ Good morning class. I trust everybody had a wonderful weekend. I know I did.” Miss Sadler had a grin on her face two blocks wide. “I want you all to know that this is my last year teaching. You’re my last and my best class. Does anyone want to guess why?” She was wearing her hair on her shoulders, instead of the usual ponytail, and she was wearing contacts, instead of her glasses.
Brad Peters raised his hand.
“ Yes, Brad.” Carolina heard the sparkle in Miss Sadler’s voice and saw the joy rumble from her eyes and knew the answer. She also knew there was no way Brad Peters could ever figure it out. He wasn’t only a bully, he was dumber than dumb.
“ Your rich uncle died and left you a million dollars,” Brad said in a deep voice with a touch of mean. He couldn’t be funny if he tried, Carolina thought. He was ornery and ordinary and she hated the fact that he sat in front of her.
“ You couldn’t be more wrong, Brad,” Miss Sadler said. “Anybody else?”
Carolina giggled and she saw Brad’s ears turn red. He was angry, but she didn’t care. He wouldn’t dare pick on a girl.
Miss Sadler walked across the room, looking at the students in that special way she had that made each kid think she was looking at him or her and no one else. Carolina raised her hand.
“ Carolina.” Miss Sadler’s smile should have told the whole class, even that idiot, Brad Peters, the answer.
“ You got married.”
“ That’s right. My name isn’t Miss Sadler anymore, it’s Mrs. Chase. But you can keep calling me Miss Sadler.”
“ From the bank?” Brad shot out, speaking out of turn and trying to make a joke. He was always doing that. He thought he was funny, but no one ever laughed.
“ What are you talking about, Brad?” Miss Sadler said, losing part of her smile.
“ You know, from the Chase Manhattan Bank. Is he a rich guy?” What a stupid thing to say. Carolina felt like smacking him in the back of his big fat head.
“ No, Brad, Mr. Chase lives in Tampico. He owns Miles of Books, the big used book store. That’s how we met. I was looking for some French language books, because I was going to spend the summer in Paris, but I met Miles Chase and now I’ll be spending my summer, and probably the rest of my life, across the way in Tampico.” Most of the folks in Palma referred to Tampico as just across the way.
Carolina watched the glow sparkle from Miss Sadler as she handed out the papers for the test. She was so obviously happy. Carolina wondered if her mom and dad were happy like that once, but she didn’t think so. They never seemed happy together when they were married and it was worse now that they were divorced. They were full of so much hate for each other that it seemed to kill off the love they once had for her.
She fingered her locket and smiled. It proved her father still loved her, and now her mom’s offer to take her to Disneyland, if she got all the state capitals right, proved she loved her too.
It would be just the two of them on the trip. Just them and not any of mom’s new boyfriends. They would have time to talk and get to know each other. Maybe they could start doing things together again, like they used to. She just had to get them all right. It meant so much.
Some of the kids had already started answering the test questions and she hadn’t even gotten her copy yet. She sat in the second seat in the last row, by the door, and Miss Sadler’s desk was on the other side of the room, in front of the first row, by the windows. She always handed out the tests starting from the first row.
When Brad, who sat in the seat closest to the door, turned and handed her a stack of tests, she kept one and handed the others back.
“ Let me copy off you,” Brad whispered.
“ No,” she whispered back into his squinty eyes.
“ You’ll be sorry if you don’t.”
“ I don’t care.” She knew there was no way Brad would mess with her. He might be a bully and enjoy picking on younger and smaller kids, but if he picked on a girl, even his bully friends would have nothing to do with him. She was safe from any of his threats. She knew it and he knew it.
“ You’ll care if I kick shit out of your boyfriend.”
“ I don’t have a boyfriend.” She wished Miss Sadler would look over and see them talking. She usually never missed anything. But she was sitting at her desk, staring off into space.
“ Farty Arty,” Brad said with a snicker barely above a whisper.
“ He’s not my boyfriend.”
“ I’ll kick shit out of him anyway.”
“ Okay.”
“ What?”
“ Okay, you can copy.” She felt defeated. There was no way she was going to Disneyland now, not a chance. She wanted to cry, but she wouldn’t do it in front of Brad. He’d laugh at her.
She looked down at the test sheet and read the first question. Damn, she thought, and it’s so easy.
The capital of New York is.
She hesitated before writing down, New York City, the wrong answer. She looked over at Miss Sadler, who was still lost in her own little world, probably dreaming about Mr. Chase and his bookstore. Then with a guilty quiver, she turned her paper around. There were only twenty questions on the test. She wrote the wrong answer for every one of them and Brad copied them all.
“ Time’s up,” Miss Sadler said, “trade them across.”
Everybody traded papers with the person across from them.
“ Now hand them back.”
Everybody handed their new test paper to the kid behind them and the kid in the last seat took his to the one in the front of the row. Miss Sadler liked passing the papers around that way, so you could never tell who would be grading your paper.
“ Anyone know the answer to the first question?” Miss Sadler asked. A bevy of hands shot up, but Miss Sadler looked over at Carolina and there was no mistaking the look. She was looking right at her, not any of the other kids, just her. Almost like she expected Carolina’s hands to be folded in her lap. She half smiled, then she turned away.
“ Can you tell me the answer, Art?” His hand wasn’t up either. It never was, but that didn’t seem to matter to Miss Sadler.
He answered the question, “Albany.”
“ Correct.”
Brad Peters turned around, eyes blazing. “You gave me the wrong answer.” He sounded like a snake when he whispered, and she pictured him like that, big and thick, hanging from a giant tree, mean and waiting, with black snake eyes that you could see right through.
“ I didn’t know,” she said. “I missed it too.”
“ Yeah.” He turned away from her.
His head started shaking five minutes later, when the tests were handed back, and he saw that he’d missed all twenty. He turned around and pasted her with his beady, dark snake eyes.
“ Let me see your paper.” His face was so red she thought he was going to hit her then and there. She knew for sure she’d done a stupid thing, giving him all the wrong answers, but there was no way she was going to let him bully her, even if it meant failing the test and not going to Disneyland with her mother. Because she knew if she let him get away with it once, it would never end.
“ I didn’t do so good.” She showed him her paper with the red check mark next to every answer. She bit her lower lip, feeling bad about failing the test, but secretly satisfied that Brad had.
“ You are one stupid girl. I should have known better than to copy from you. Shit.” He turned away as the class was passing the papers forward to be collected by Miss Sadler. She watched the back of his head till the shade of his ears turned from red back to pale white. He was used to failing tests, but still he had been one mad, mad bully.
For the next half hour Miss Sadler talked about the animals that lived on the African plain. She had been raised in Kenya and she loved talking about it, but Carolina was only half listening. She bit her lip more and fought back tears. She wasn’t going to Disneyland with her mother. Now they would never get to talk things out. They would never be like they were. They would grow farther apart, instead of closer. And it was all Brad Peters’ fault. She hated him as much as she hated her mother’s boyfriends.
The bell sounded and the first recess came and it went. Then more talk of elephants and zebras. The lunch bell. She ate by herself in the cafeteria. Then more of Miss Sadler, this time math. The bell again and second recess came and was gone. Only an hour to go and Miss Sadler was droning on about family values. Carolina listened, with only half attention, until the final bell.
She opened her desk, dropped her book, pencil and papers into to it, closed it, sighed, stuck her lower lip out, blew the hair out of her eyes and looked at the clock. Three-ten, she stood up, stretched, and with a delicate move, reached out for the backpack she had so carefully draped over the back of her chair. Then she started for the door.
“ Carolina,” Miss Sadler called.
“ Yes, ma’am.”
“ I want you to stay after for a few minutes.”
Oh no, she thought. She’d looked at the tests. I’m in trouble now. But when she looked in the teacher’s eyes she didn’t see the fire she knew Miss Sadler was capable of. “I didn’t so well, did I?” she said.
“ Are you asking me or telling me?” Was she hearing right. Were those lips curving up into a smile.
“ Ta, telling I guess,” Carolina stammered.
“ I saw you showing the answers to Mr. Peters.” She always called you by your last name when she caught you doing something wrong, like passing notes, or talking when her back was turned, or not doing your homework. The fact that she called Brad by his last name and herself by her first, gave Carolina hope.
“ I, I-” she didn’t know what to say. She didn’t want to lie and she didn’t want to tell. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
“ What’s the capital of Nevada?” Miss Sadler shot out.
“ Carson City,” Carolina answered without thinking.
“ Florida?”
“ Tallahassee.”
“ New York?”
“ Albany.”
“ Just as I thought. You wrote the wrong answers on purpose. Don’t answer, I won’t make you tell.” As a teacher, she was the best Carolina had ever had. She had always been fair. She never made anyone stay after unless they really deserved it, never gave too much homework and never, ever raised her voice, even when she was mad, but it didn’t make any difference now. She’d failed the test. She wasn’t going to Disneyland. Her mother was going to be so disappointed.
“ I’m sorry,” Carolina said. “I don’t have any excuse for what I did.”
“ Oh, yes you do. I’m guessing that Brad made you show him the answers. I don’t know how he did it. You had to show him the answers, but you didn’t have to show him the right ones, did you?”
“ No.” Miss Sadler was so smart.
“ I’m also guessing he won’t ever ask to copy off of you again. That was your plan, wasn’t it?”
“ Yes,” Carolina whispered.
“ You get an A. Brad gets an F.”
“ What?” Carolina said, eyes wide and heart pounding.
“ You heard me. I’m giving you a hundred percent.”
“ But?” She couldn’t believe it. There were such things as miracles after all.
“ Case closed, go home.”
Carolina turned and walked quickly to the door, fighting back tears and a smile.
“ Carolina,” Miss Sadler called.
She turned.
“ Enjoy yourself at Disneyland.”
Carolina smiled, turned and ran down the hall and out the front door of the school, where she crashed into Arty.
“ I’ve been waiting to carry your books,” he said, grinning wide.



Chapter Three


“ We’re in trouble,” Arty said, as Brad and two other kids approached. His voice moved up an octave when he talked and Carolina could tell he was frightened. It wasn’t fair that Brad could bully nice kids like Arty just because he was bigger.
Bullies were the lowest of the low, lower than the stuff that grows under you toes. She wished she was a boy, then she’d give Brad something to think about.
“ Brad and the Shadows,” Carolina said. Ray Harpine scowled, making both his eyebrows and lips look thinner than they were. Steve Kerr scrunched up the left side of his face so much she couldn’t see the color of his left eye. Carolina knew Ray and Steve hated being called Brad’s shadows.
“ Shit,” Arty said under his breath, and Carolina saw his lower lip start quivering. She shivered a little herself, but it was cold and she wasn’t wearing a sweater.
“ Hey, did I hear you right, Farty Arty. Did you say shit?” Brad tucked his hands into his Levi pockets and thrust his pelvis forward. His thing was outlined by the Levi’s and she wondered how he’d like it if she gave him a swift kick where it would really hurt.
“ Maybe there’s hope for the mama’s boy yet.” Steve put his hands in his pockets, imitating his leader. It wasn’t for nothing that Ray and Steve were called what they were. Carolina wondered if Steve even knew how to think for himself. Ray was smart and if Brad wasn’t around he could be kind of nice. He could make other friends if he wanted. She couldn’t understand why he hung around with Brad.
Brad hawked a big one and let the lugey fly. Carolina watched the gob of snot as it sailed through the air, milky white and snotty green. A great clump of sticky, slimy nose shit, sliding upward, like a tiny comet. The wind caught it as it reached the top of its arc and headed back toward earth, changing its path, ever so slightly.
It landed on Arty’s tennis shoes. What were the odds? It was impossible to tell if Brad had done it on purpose. There was a lot of room for doubt. Nobody could be that good.
“ Good one, Brad,” Ray said.
Brad beamed, but it rang false to Carolina. Brad had just spit. It was dumb luck that it landed on Arty’s shoe.
“ Shit, Brad, why’d you have to go and do that?” Steve sounded like a jerk to Carolina. “Now, poor Arty’s nice white shoes got slimy snot all over ’em.”
“ I’m sorry, Arty, I wasn’t lookin’ where I was aimin’.” Brad’s face was covered in a rare smile.
“ It’s okay, Brad. I know you didn’t mean it.” Arty said. Carolina could tell he just wanted them to go away.
She started to speak up, but held her tongue. Her father had always told her to mind her own business and not to get involved. He believed that nice guys always finished last and that do gooders were as bad as Bible thumpers, always sticking their noses where they didn’t belong. But it was hard, because she kind of liked Arty.
“ Come on Carolina, let’s go.” Arty attempted to lead her around the three bullies.
“ Not so fast.” Brad ran his hand through his hair. He wore it long on the sides and tapered into a ducktail in the back, like the bikers in the fifties movies. “I want to talk to your girlfriend about the test.”
“ Are you mad because I flunked it?” Carolina said.
“ Yeah, I am.”
“ You’re not half as mad as my dad’s going to be. He’ll beat the shit out of me for sure. He always does when I don’t do good.” She told the lie with a little shiver for effect.
Brad’s scowl lit up. He flexed the muscles in his arms and rolled his shoulders. He was wearing a white tee shirt that fit close to his chest. There wasn’t any fat on his large frame. He was as big as any kid in junior high school.
“ Good, ’cuz you deserve a lickin’.” Brad laughed. His shadows picked up on his mood and laughed with him.
They couldn’t know she was lying. Her father wasn’t at home. She didn’t know where he was. But she had always been sharp. Her father had always said so. She was always able to say the right thing, and somehow she knew if Brad thought she was going to get a licking for failing the test, he’d let them by. He was that kind of boy, so lying to him to get themselves out of trouble didn’t seem wrong at all.
“ We gotta go.” Arty grit his teeth and took Carolina by the hand.
“ Step aside, boys,” Brad said, “Carolina’s got a date with Daddy and we wouldn’t wanna hold her up.” The three boys moved out of the way, laughing, and Carolina and Arty moved on down the sidewalk.
She glanced over at Arty as he led her away. He was turning red and she couldn’t tell if it was because of Brad or if he was embarrassed to be holding her hand. Part of her wanted to let go, but another part of her liked it. She didn’t know what to do.
They stepped off the curb to cross Fremont Avenue, when a car coming around the corner solved the problem for her. They jumped back and by the time they were up on the sidewalk, they were no longer holding hands.
“ Here’s where I turn off,” she said, when they got to the corner of Lark Lane.
“ Okay.” He turned a slight shade of pink.
“ You might think I got them all wrong, but Miss Sadler made me stay after, remember?”
“ Yeah.”
“ She said she knew I flunked on purpose, because Brad was copying. She gave me another test. An oral one.”
“ And?”
“ And I got them all right. She gave me a hundred percent. You know what that means?”
“ I gotta carry your books every day for a year.”
“ You betcha. I leave home every morning at twenty to nine. I’ll expect to see you right here at nineteen till.” She flashed him with a quick smile and she was amazed at the size of the smile he gave her back.

When she got home she made herself a cheese and tomato sandwich. She didn’t eat meat, because she loved animals and it seemed wrong to eat them. All the other kids thought she was nuts. She had some milk and cookies when she finished. She didn’t mind milk, because animals didn’t have to die to make it.
With her hunger satisfied, she strolled out into the living room and lay down on the couch. She was only going to close her eyes for a second or two, but it was dark when she woke up to the sounds of Mick and his street fighting band.
She wanted to ask her mother if she’d sold any more paintings, but she was listening to the Rolling Stones in her bedroom and she knew how happy she was when she was laying down and listening to Mick sing his rocking blues.
Sticky Fingers was her mother’s favorite CD and it was playing loud. Not loud enough to bother the neighbors, but loud enough that Carolina couldn’t turn on the TV. But it didn’t matter, Carolina was glad. Just hearing the music meant that maybe her mother was getting over the blue funk she’d been in about how poorly her last show had gone.
When the CD was over, Carolina half expected her mother to put on Sympathy for the Devil, because that’s what she usually did after she played Sticky Fingers, but instead she came out of her room wearing a shocking pink dress. It was new. “How do you like it?” she asked, spinning around so Carolina could get the full effect.
“ It’s nice,” she said, not meaning it. She hated the dress and what it represented. Then she said, “Do you have to go out tonight?” She hated it when her mom went out on dates and left her home alone. She hated all her mother’s new friends. The men and the women, but mostly the men. She wished her father would come back. She wanted it to be like it used to be, her father home right after work, with a kiss and hug for her, her mother with dinner on the table, her father playing with her after dinner, television with mom and dad, her mother tucking her in and telling her a bedtime story as she drifted off to sleep. Now all that was gone.
“ Yes, I do. I’m going to dinner with a nice man. It hasn’t been so easy on me since your father left, you know.” She pouted and fixed Carolina with a soulful stare. She looked like she might cry, and she would have fooled anyone else, but not Carolina. She was a fine actress. She should be in the movies, Carolina thought.
“ It hasn’t been easy on me either. And what if I hear things, I mean noises, in the house, like I did last night?”
“ Carolina, I told you that’s all in your imagination.” The phony sadness was gone now. “There are no things and no noises in this house at night, and I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t bring it up again.”
“ Yes, Mother.” Now it was Carolina’s turn to put on a phony pout.
“ And don’t, Yes Mother, me. You know I don’t like that.”
“ Okay, Mom.”
“ That’s better.” Her mother flounced down on the love seat and looked at her watch.
“ Will you be back early?” Carolina asked.
“ I’ll be back when I’m back. You’ll be fine. Just keep the doors locked and don’t let anyone in.”
“ Okay, Mom,” Carolina said with obvious resignation. She didn’t get time to say anything else, because she was interrupted by the sound of the doorbell.
Her mother popped off the couch and almost skipped toward Carolina, kissing her on the forehead. “You be good now. I’ll try not to be too late.” Then she went out the front door and into the night. Carolina wasn’t even curious enough to peek through the curtain to see what the man looked like.
She put her hands down on the seat and pushed herself off the couch. She had to pee. She was halfway to the bathroom when she heard the scratching noise. She stopped, smiled, reversed herself and headed toward her bedroom. This was a friendly scratching noise. Mom was gone and it was time to feed Sheila.
“ Okay, girl, I’m coming.” She went into her bedroom, opened her bottom dresser drawer and laughed as the white ferret jumped out and scurried up onto her shoulder. It nuzzled her ear. “You always know when Mom’s not home, don’t you?” The animal’s body wiggled its yes answer.
Carolina opened the top drawer and pulled her underwear and tee shirts aside to get at the dried cat food underneath. Having a secret pet was fun, but soon she was going to have to tell her mother, because soon she was going to be out of food and she would need some money to get more. Money she didn’t have, her allowance didn’t go far enough.
She opened one of the small packages with her teeth and laid out the contents on the corner of her dresser and giggled as the ferret leapt off her shoulder onto the dresser top and started to eat.
“ Hungry, huh? Okay, you eat and I’ll go and get some water.” She rubbed the animal’s back and giggled when it wiggled. “I’ll be right back.” She was happy as she left the bedroom and headed toward the kitchen. She still had to go to the bathroom, but she could hold it till she got a bowl full of water for her pet. After all, Sheila depended on her. She could go pee anytime. She closed the door to her bedroom, so Sheila couldn’t run about the house, and went for the water.
She turned on the light when she entered the kitchen. She shivered a little. It was cold. She opened the cupboard by the refrigerator, took out a bowl and went to the sink. She turned on the water. Then she heard it, a crackling kind of sound from outside the kitchen window. Someone was there, walking across the dried leaves outside. She turned to the window and saw nothing but her reflection, but it felt like somebody was out there. She turned off the water with the bowl only partially full.
She set it on the counter. The house was quiet as the desert with no wind. She took shallow, silent breaths, as if whoever was out there could hear the blood surging through her veins and the raging sound of air as it rushed in and out of her lungs.
Something scraped along the side of the house, by the kitchen window. Her heart pounded. She walked backwards, taking baby steps, without picking up her feet. She put her hands behind herself, feeling for the doorway between the kitchen and the hallway. More scraping. She wanted to run, but was frozen. She took a deep breath, fighting back a cough as her asthma kicked up. She tried to hold it back. Her inhaler was by the sink, but the sink was under the window.
She had another one, but where was it? Her lungs started to spasm. Where was it? She closed her eyes for a flash and tried to picture where she’d seen it last. Ever since she could remember she’d had trouble with words. She always seemed to get the letters mixed up. She compensated by remembering things as pictures. She saw the picture. It was sitting on the TV.
The muscles in her stomach started to contract. She doubled over and bit her lip, fighting back the coughing spasm. She forced her feet to move. More scraping outside. The person, animal or thing out there was getting closer to the window above the sink. She was afraid to breathe, if she didn’t get the inhaler quick, she might have a full blown attack. She stretched her right arm behind herself, never taking her eyes off the window, finally she felt the door jamb.
She had no choice. She grabbed a great breath and went into a jerking, gut wrenching, coughing spasm. An attack was close. She reached up and flicked off the light, covering the room in darkness. Then she turned, coughing and holding her hands out in front of herself, because the spasm forced her to keep her eyes squinted shut.
She felt along wall, till she found the door to the dining room. She stumbled into the table, banging herself in the shins on one of the dining room chairs. She put her hands on top of the table and worked her way around it. If whatever was outside was making any noise, she was drowning it out with her coughing.
She made her way halfway around the table, then she turned toward the living room, flicking the dining room light off as she passed it. She stumbled and fell over the couch, winding up on the floor. The attack was close. She crawled to the television, fought to get up on her knees, reaching out for the inhaler.
It wasn’t there.
Her mother must have moved it.
Where would she put it?
The medicine cabinet in the hallway bathroom. That’s where her mother always put the inhalers when she left them lying around.
The spasm eased up for a second and she crawled over to the end table by the right side of the couch, reached up and turned the lamp off. Now the house was dark.
She pushed herself off the floor, forcing herself into a bent over crouch with her hands on her knees. She walked bent, coughing and jerking, with her head facing the floor. She remembered to go around the table in the dining room, but she misjudged where the doorway was and bumped into the wall. She flung her arms left and right along it and found the doorway. She moved right and went through it.
The attack was on her. She felt like she was going to die. She was afraid the inhaler wouldn’t be enough. She might need oxygen. She didn’t have any. She was never without her inhalers. She’d never had a problem, till now, but she’d never been this terrified and worked up before.
She moved along the wall with her right hand leading the way, feeling for the bathroom door. She wished she would have left her bedroom door open, because then the light from her room would have been enough for her to see in the hallway. She felt the doorway, but she was afraid she didn’t have time to feel around in the darkness for the medicine cabinet, so she flicked on the light and opened the mirrored door. It was there. She grabbed it with a shaking hand, put it to her lips and took a quick puff, followed by two more, and the contractions started to weaken.
After a few seconds she was able to breathe again, not normally, but well enough so she could move about the house. She turned off the bathroom light and scooted along the wall toward her bedroom. She found the door, felt for the knob, found it, opened it and went in, closing it after herself and turning out the light.
There was someone out there. She felt it. She knew it. Last night she only felt it. Tonight she knew it. And tonight she was alone, again. But she wasn’t going to sit and wait for them, or it, to come and get her, no sir. She took another puff from her inhaler, then put it in her pocket. It was stupid not having one there all along. Then she set Sheila on her shoulder with one hand and grabbed her father’s old baseball bat from under her bed with the other.
She sat on the bed for a minute, catching her breath and letting her eyes get used to the dark, then she went into the living room where the phone was. By the time she sat down on the couch, the attack was over and she was breathing normally.
She set Sheila down on the back of the couch and dialed Arty’s number, feeling a small sense of relief when she heard the phone on the on the other end of the line start ringing.

He heard the phone ringing from under his pillow and was afraid to answer it. What if it was her. But of course it was her, nobody ever called him. It was her. It had to be her. He wished he didn’t have a phone in his room. He wished he didn’t have his own number. But he had a paper route and sometimes he had to use the phone for collections and his father wouldn’t let him use the family’s phone. He made Arty have his own, and he made him pay for it, too.
The back of his neck tingled with the vibration of each ring. He’d been sleeping on his back, with his head directly over the phone. He didn’t want to answer it, but if he didn’t, his parents might hear it and come into his room. He didn’t think they could hear it, though. The pillow hid the sound, like pillows always hide the sound of a bad guy’s pistol in old gangster movies.
The phone rang again.
What if she’d heard the noise again?
The phone rang again.
What if she felt like she was being watched again?
The phone rang again.
What if she wanted him to come over?
The phone rang again.
He picked it up.
“ Hello,” he tried to sound sleepy, but he was afraid his whispering voice had betrayed him.
“ Arty?” It was her.
“ It’s me.”
“ Did I wake you up?”
“ Yes,” he lied.
“ But it’s only eight-thirty.”
“ I go to bed early, ’cuz of my paper route.” He didn’t want to tell her that he couldn’t stand watching television with his father, that he’d much rather be alone in his room.
“ There’s someone outside.”
“ Get your mother, right now,” he whispered into the phone.
“ She’s not here, and I’m kinda scared. I turned all the lights off, so I can hide better if he comes in.”
“ No, that’s stupid,” he whispered loudly. “Turn ’em back on. You don’t want it to look like nobody’s home. And turn on the TV.”
“ But whoever it is knows I’m here.”
“ Make sure all the doors and windows are locked. I’ll be right over. Don’t let anyone in till I get there. Oh, yeah, I’ll knock three times, Knock, knock, knock,” he said slowly, “that’s how you’ll know it’s me.”
“ Do you know where I live?”
“ I know.” Arty knew where everybody lived. “I’m leaving right now.”
He hung up the phone and pushed himself off the bed. He might be in serious trouble with his father tomorrow for sneaking out, but he had a friend who needed him tonight.
He pulled his flannel pajama pants out from between the crack in his buttocks, then pulled them down. For an instant, naked from the waist down, he wondered about what to wear, then he dropped the thought and pulled on the same underwear he’d worn to school. His mother never would have approved. Then he went to his dresser and pulled out a faded pair of Levi’s from the second drawer.
Breathing heavily and already sweating, he stuffed his feet into the same white socks he’d worn earlier. If he was violating his mother’s rule about never wearing anything he’d taken off till it was washed again, he might as well go all the way. But not the white tennis shoes, he’d never wear those again. He rummaged in his closet and came up with his new Nikes and put them on.
He took a deep breath, to calm himself, after he’d laced them up. He scratched the back of his neck, to chase away the chilly willies, and took another breath, before opening the second from the top dresser drawer and taking out an old sweatshirt. He put it on over his pajama top. He knew how cold it was outside.
Now he had to get out of the house. There was no way he was going to get down the hall, through the kitchen and out the back door. His mother spent every night sitting at the breakfast table, alone, reading. And he wasn’t going to get out the front way either. His father spent every night in front of the television, also alone. That meant he had to go out the window. Something he hadn’t done since he was younger-and leaner.
He pulled the curtains aside and raised the window. The squeaking sound it made going up caused him to jump back. He held his breath and waited. But nobody came.
He stared at the open window for a long half-minute. Outside meant danger, excitement, a friend. Inside was his mother in the kitchen, his father in front of the TV and Arty alone in his room. He blanked his mind, putting tomorrow and his parents out of the picture and his leg through the window.
Fifteen minutes later he was huffing up the sidewalk in front of Carolina’s house. He jogged up to the front porch without thinking, grabbed a lungful of air and knocked three times. The door opened immediately.
“ Boy am I glad you came.” The relief in her eyes made whatever his father decided to do to him tomorrow worth it.
“ I got here as fast as I could.”
“ Come in, quick. I think someone’s been looking in the window.”
“ You didn’t turn the lights on,” he said. “We gotta do that.”
“ You sure?”
“ Yeah, how many movies have you seen where the bad guy comes into the dark house?”
“ Okay.” She walked over to the couch and turned on the lamp.
“ Where’s your mom?”
“ On a date. Follow me.” She led him over plush white carpet, across a living room filled with a bright orange and yellow overstuffed sofa with matching love seat and chair. “My mom likes bright things,” she said. “My room is this way.”
“ I can’t go in your room.”
“ Why not?”
“ I don’t know,” he said, but he knew the answer and he didn’t feel like holding it back. “My mother wouldn’t like it.”
“ So, don’t tell her.” She turned on the light as she entered her room.
“ It’s nice,” he said. “I’ve never been in a girl’s bedroom before. Actually, I’ve never been in anyone’s bedroom but mine. My parents won’t let me in theirs and I don’t have many friends.”
“ That’s too bad,” she said.
“ How come you got two beds?”
“ They were on sale when my mom bought the furniture for the house. She thought it would be a good idea, in case I had friends sleep over.”
“ You got many friends that spend the night?”
“ Not yet.”
“ The bedspreads are different,” he said. Then he screamed.
“ Sheila,” Carolina said, sounding cross and trying not to. “Come here.” She laughed as the ferret jumped from Arty’s shoulder into her lap.
“ What is it?” Arty asked, feeling sweat run under his arms.
“ It’s my ferret. Arty meet Sheila, Sheila meet Arty.”
“ Keep it away.”
“ Oh grow up. She won’t hurt you. She’s as harmless as a cat.”
“ You’re sure?”
“ Sure. Stick out your hand.”
He obeyed and extended his arm. Sheila approached warily and nuzzled his hand. “She likes me.” He stroked her fur. Then he said, “She has a gold necklace like yours.”
“ Yeah, mine was too long, so I used a pliers and made it shorter, and since Sheila had to have a name tag I used the leftover part instead of a collar.”
“ I’ve never had a pet before,” he said.
“ Me either, Sheila’s my first, and my mom doesn’t know about her.”
“ What?”
“ She’s a secret pet.”
“ If she’s a secret why does she need a name tag?”
“ Because if she gets lost and someone finds her, I want them to know she’s a pet and not a wild animal, so they don’t hurt her.”
“ How did you get her?”
“ I saved my allowance and lunch money, till I had enough. I got her at the pet store in Tampico.”
“ So how come it’s a secret?”
“ Because I know my mom. She’d make me give her away. She hates animals.”
“ How do you keep her from finding out?” He smiled at the clucking sound the ferret was making.
“ I buy dried cat food with my allowance and keep it in my underwear drawer. My mother never looks in there.” She smiled more with the right side of her face than the left.
“ You have a crooked smile.”
“ Really?” She looked in the mirror above her dresser. “Yeah, I do.”
“ Where does it go to the bathroom?”
“ At first I thought that would be my big problem, but it wasn’t. I leave the window open a little bit and she squeezes out when she has to go and comes right back in afterwards.”
“ Did you train her to do that?”
“ No, she always did it. She’s never gone in the house.”
“ Does she ever bite?”
“ Only when she’s playing, but it’s just little nibbles and it doesn’t hurt.”
The ferret arched its back and screamed, making a sound like a baby that had been scalded with boiling water. Arty jumped away from the animal, squirming and turning along with Carolina, following the ferret’s frightened gaze and he saw two glowing red eyes staring into the room. Staring at them. Then they faded to black and were gone.



Chapter Four


John Coffee glanced over at the wrapped packages on the passenger seat. Gifts. Carolina was one of the few good things to come out of his life. He smiled as he thought of her eyes, sparkling green as dew lit grass on a fresh morning, her crooked smile showing perfect teeth. Most people wouldn’t believe what he had to tell her, but she would, because they never lied to each other.
It tore at his heart, the thought of telling her, because it would probably steal away her childhood. But she had to be warned, even if it meant the steep price of her innocence. But first he wanted to just sit and talk, gab about baseball, school and whatever else she might be interested in.
He parked across the street and shut off the engine. He had the windows down and he felt a chill as the evening breeze blew through, bringing the scent of the sea and something else.
He sucked in his breath and held it, listening to the silent breeze. An electric charge danced through the air. He tasted a faint rotten egg smell, and he knew he wouldn’t be knocking on his daughter’s door with gifts and a smile and gabbing about the Atlanta Braves this evening.
The wind shifted, taking the faint sulfur smell away, but he’d tasted the familiar scent and knew that she was near. He opened the door, cringing at the sound it made. He knew what he’d tasted on the wind. He opened the glove compartment, took out a small jar and dropped it in a coat pocket. Satisfied that it was secure, he reached back in and took out the holstered forty-five automatic. Not very accurate at distance, but hit a person anywhere at close range and you picked him up and slammed him back about six feet.
He took the gun out of the holster and shifted it to his left hand. There was a reason children feared shadows on the wall and primitive people feared the night. A gun would be useless against whatever tore at their hearts, and he doubted it would be much good against what he was about to face, but he felt naked without it.
The charged air sent the hair on his arms tingling in warning, and he crossed himself.
She was close.
He stepped out of the car, looking up and down the block as he closed the door, checking to see if anyone was watching. The small residential street was lit by a street light at either end, the two in the middle of the block were dark.
Was it coincidence?
She was clever.
It started to rain.
The house was covered in darkness and it reminded him of another dark house on another dark night. It was overcast then too. And, he remembered, it had rained the night he broke into her house at the end of the road. There were stories and legends, whispers and pointing fingers. The locals knew enough to leave the old woman alone. Not him. She was old and he thought she would be easy. Old, she was, and now his daughter might wind up paying, because easy, she wasn’t.
He moved across the lawn with the practiced ease of a burglar, glancing again at the light at the northern end of the street, then at the southern.
Nobody at either end.
The living weren’t out tonight.
He turned his head away from the far off street light and moved his eyes back into blackness, so they would get used to the dark. He wanted to flee and he would have, the locket wasn’t worth it, but Carolina was. He headed toward the side of the house.
There was a space between each house, in most cases covered by bushes or small trees. The houses were about ten feet apart. That space made a perfect den for an animal, or one of the many homeless that were starting to dot the landscape, or an excellent way for a thief to enter a house unobserved.
One of Carolina’s bedroom windows faced the front of the house, but was hidden from the street by a small pine tree. He liked that, as there was no way a passerby could see into his daughter’s bedroom.
Carolina’s other bedroom window faced into the dark space between the two houses. He knew this as surely as any professional housebreaker knows what he’ll find when he enters an empty house through a window. He’d cased the place earlier. He’d been inside when his ex-wife and daughter had been away. In and out without being detected. He was good at his trade.
He closed half the distance between himself and the bushes guarding the space between the houses. He saw something out of the corner of his eye. He turned toward the light at the southern end of the block. A child had just come jogging around the corner on the other side of the street.
He sprinted toward an aging Chevy pickup. He was over the side and lying flat on the wooden bed, before the boy was able to cross over to his side of the street. He’d been in the truck for less then a ten count when the boy came struggling by, breathing hard. A boy in a hurry.
He peeked over the side as soon as the boy was by and watched as he climbed the steps and knocked on the door of his daughter’s house. The boy rushed through as soon as the door opened, and even from his position he was able to hear the sound of the deadbolt clicking in place after him.
He wondered why all the lights were out if someone was home, and why let the chubby kid in and not turn them on? Jane would never do that, he thought. Then he figured it out, Jane wasn’t home. Carolina was home alone. She had the lights out because she was frightened and she wanted it to look like nobody was home.
Was it the old woman? Had she seen it?
For a few seconds he hated Jane for leaving her alone. Then he turned the hate toward himself for bringing this down on his daughter, and for not being available when she needed him.
But he was here now.
He swung a leg over the truck’s bed and hopped out. The light in the living room went on.
Why?
He was standing by the truck, trying to work it out, when the light in her room went on. The chubby kid isn’t afraid, he thought, or he wants it to look like someone’s home, an adult maybe. Time to find out.
He closed his eyes for a second and imagined a small sandy island, some palm trees and a fantasy blond in a string bikini. If he was going to die, that’s what he wanted on his mind as he checked out.
He reached into his coat pocket and took out the jar. He kept the gun glued to his left hand as he used the heel of his right palm against the lid to open it. Then holding the jar between thumb and forefinger, he rotated it, filling his right hand with hot pepper. He said a silent prayer to the Blessed Virgin, asking for strength, as he dropped the open jar back into his pocket.
Prayer finished, he took a deep breath, crouched low and moved quickly to the bushes, because if she was here, this is where the old horror would be, in the dark, between the houses. Three feet away, he bent even lower and moved in.
She was on him before he exhaled, battering him like a charging bull, sending him flying backwards, while she raked his face with long fingernails. The force of her attack sent them rolling onto the front lawn. Halfway to the street, with her decaying hands on his throat, he stuck the gun into her stomach and started pulling the trigger.
The sound of the forty-five filled the night as he emptied three rounds into her belly, but the witch held on to his neck with her left hand, while grabbing and flinging the gun aside with her right. After the gun was gone into the night, her right hand joined the left in taking his breath away. Then she relaxed her grip for an instant and he inhaled, expecting to get a great lungful of crisp, clean air, but instead he inhaled the stench of her, a rotting stink that smelled of something long dead.
She wanted him to sense her, to know what she was, before she killed him. She knew where the locket was now. She no longer needed to follow him. She wanted him dead, but not before he suffered. He felt the cold surging from her lifeless hands as they rippled like electricity, sparking on his skin.
And he felt the opposite, a burning heat screaming from his oxygen starved lungs. He craved air. He was going to die. He was going to fail Carolina. Carolina, the thought of her wiped out the image of the fantasy blond and gave him the will for one last, desperate effort. He raised his right hand, opened it and slapped her face, shoving the hot pepper into her leathery skin.
She screamed. Her eyes bore into his, locking on as sure as a fighter plane’s radar. Twin doors dragging him into a world where no one gets out. Where dead is better than alive, but death is only a dream. But she couldn’t hold him, her pain was too great and she was used to dealing with innocents. It’s hard to capture a soul that’s already lost.
He tried to raise his hand to slap her again, but couldn’t. His lungs were about to burst, his brain about to shut down, when she surprised him by breaking eye contact and throwing him backwards with gorilla power and machine force.
He landed on his back, grabbing air like a man breaking the surface after being too long under water. Three great breaths and he was able to think. A fourth and he could see. She was clutching her face, clawing at the place where he’d slapped her. The light in her eyes was blazing, promising him that special place in her special hell. She raged at the night, sounding like a wounded animal. Her kinky hair caught fire and lit up her face. The black of her skin changed to a hot glowing white and shifted again to icy clearness, allowing him to see her burning brain and the glowing orbs of her eyes.
She hissed and steam rolled out of her mouth. Her lips turned into a pair of burning worms, struggling to crawl off her face. She caught him in a glowing gaze. For an instant he thought she was going to come at him again, and engulf him in the fire and heat of her, but her eyes burst into flame, taking away her sight, leaving her to rage aimlessly, while the fire consumed her, changing her into a mass of glowing oranges, whites and reds as she burned.
Crab-like, he scooted away from her, buttocks scraping the ground as the fireball blazed, radiating the heat of hellfire, singeing his eyebrows from over half a lawn away. He covered his face with his palms and lost the hair on the back of his hands. He tucked his head and rolled across the sidewalk, over the curb, and into the gutter, which afforded him some protection.
Beaten and battered, he raised his head from the protection of the cement curb and chanced a look. The night was losing oxygen to the flame, forcing him to fight for air. He thought again that he might die this night, but he couldn’t take his eyes off the spectacle of her. The ball of hot fire and death rose a few feet from the ground, hovering above the lawn, lighting up the block and casting long shadows.
Then, without warning, it shot into the night sky, pierced the clouds and was gone.
“ Time to move,” he said aloud. He pushed himself up from the gutter, took a quick breath and looked out into the dark. He wanted the gun, but it would take too long to get his night vision back. He had to give it up, which he regretted, because if Carolina found it, she’d know it was his.
Aching, with his hands on his knees, he jerked and staggered back to the car. He crossed himself with his right hand as he reached for the door with his left. He gasped when he saw the back of his hand on the handle and felt pain as his fingers closed around it. He hoped the burns weren’t as bad as they looked.
Fighting the pain and fighting to stay conscious, he managed to get the door open. The key was still in the ignition. He pulled himself inside and started the car. The engine burst to life and he shoved his foot to the floor. The car screeched down the block, leaving behind black skid marks, as porch lights came on and doors started to open.
He was still standing on the gas as took a corner six blocks away. She was angry now and that was good. It would keep her coming after him and he was putting as much distance between himself and his daughter as he could. He took another corner, but was going too fast now and lost control on the rain slicked street.
He tried to turn into the spin, but was too late. The wind was knocked out of him as the car charged over the curb and up onto a lawn. One of the front tires blew, ricocheting through the night like a gunshot. He grabbed a weak breath and stomped on the brakes. The car, still out of control, chewed up a row of hedges as it barreled toward a lone pine tree.
He pushed harder on the brakes. The rear tires locked, ripping up the lawn even more. He yanked on the wheel, pulling it to the right to avoid a head on collision, but he wasn’t quick enough. The left headlight made a popping sound as the glass broke and the left fender screeched as it scraped against the tree. He felt a stinging sensation as a pine branch, bent back by the charging car, gained its freedom when it encountered the open window. Pine needles tore across his face, stinging him and leaving small trails of blood in their wake.
He kept the wheel cranked hard to the right as he pulled his foot from the brake and shoved it back onto the accelerator, and he gobbled more air as the rear wheels sought purchase, digging into the wet grass.
He started to ease off the gas when he saw the wolf, two houses away, in the middle of a another lawn, surrounded by a chain link fence. Staring at him. Daring him. He bit into his lip and tasted blood. Lightning cracked overhead, lighting up the cloud cover and bathing his world in a ghostly glow for a flash of a second. Then black reigned again, greeting the thunder blast that sent shock waves through the night, through the neighborhood, through his body, through his very soul.
He gripped the wheel with a white knuckled fury that set his arms shaking. He hunched over it, clenching his stomach muscles, and shivered, but with anticipation, not fear. He had done battle with her, and he had survived. He had looked into those eyes, and he had survived. He had tasted the stench of her, and he had survived. She was his destiny.
He put his foot to the floor, causing the rear wheels to spin, seeking traction as they dug into the lawn. He eased off on the accelerator a fraction and the tires grabbed into the earth as he slammed the pedal back to the floor. The car started to spin, but when the wheels caught, it shot forward, like a bull charging the cape, tearing through one yard, then the next.
The screeching metal chilled him and charged him as he blasted through the chain link fence. He screamed and locked on to the glaring red eyes of the wolf, glowing with the reflection of the single headlight, and once again he was staring into the pit of her, and once again he tasted her stench.
The beast charged the car, leaping onto the hood, snarling as it smashed into the window. A thousand spider web cracks sizzled through the glass as the wolf bounced off of it, and the car continued its journey across the lawn and through the fence at the other side.
He jerked the wheel to the right, tearing up a fourth lawn as the rear wheels spun on the grass and the car sought the street. He had to drive with his head out the window, with the wind whipping his face, because he couldn’t see through the cracked glass. He held his breath as the car thumped over the curb, fought for control, with only his right hand on the wheel, got it and guided the car down the block, and was around the corner before a single porch light came on.
Two blocks away, going slow with the right front tire thumping like a jack hammer, and his head lolling out the window, like a dog sniffing the breeze, he turned into the alley behind Fremont Avenue. He’d brought two different neighborhoods from sleep to noisy violence. The police were going to be involved. Questions were going to be asked. It was a small town. He was going to have to get rid of the car, but first he had to change the tire.
He stopped behind a restaurant, turned off the single headlight and shut off the engine, plunging his world into sweet, silent dark. It was cool and still foggy. He would have to be very fast. He pulled the keys out of the ignition and stepped out of the car, groaning as he tried to stand. Already his body was sore. He gently touched his neck and winced at the pain. It would be black and blue in the morning.
He touched his left check and winced again. It was wet and sticky. He removed his hand and wiped the blood on his Levi’s. His face would be scabbed over soon. That along with his neck, would make him noticeable anywhere, but in this small town he would stand out like a man wearing a tuxedo in jail.
He stepped around a puddle of water and wished he was some place warm, but wishing wouldn’t change the tire. He opened the trunk and pulled out the jack and the tire iron. He set them on the ground and reached in for the spare. His hands screamed as he wrapped them around the tire and his arms and shoulders roared as he lifted it. He dropped it by the jack and hoped his body wouldn’t quit on him before the night was over.
He bent and picked up the tire iron and frowned. The right front tire was sitting in a puddle of muddy water. He had two choices, move the car and get only a little wet as he changed the tire, or kneel in the puddle and get a lot wet. He decided on the latter, mounted the jack and raised the car till most of the pressure was taken off the tire. Then, using the tire iron, he popped the hubcap and loosened and removed the lug nuts. The rental people weren’t going to be happy about the state of their car, he thought, as he was loosening the last nut.
He was back at the jack, raising the car the rest of the way, when he heard the wolf howl. Three quick pumps and the tire was off the ground. She would find him soon. He moved to the side of the car, no longer conscious of his tired and whipped body, and pulled the flat off and set it aside. The wolf howled again, but instead of filling him with fear, the piercing animal scream fused him with new energy. It would wake the whole town, he thought, as the wolf cried again, closer.
He picked up the spare and was bending to fit it in place, kneeling in the wet, when he heard the wolf growl. Fast, well trained reflexes commanded him to stand, turn and face the enemy. He had no weapon save the tire, which he clutched in front of himself with a double fisted grip, like a heavy shield.
The enraged animal came at him for the kill. She leapt from fifteen feet away, turning herself into an airborne missile, deadly as any that ever rained from a warplane. Jaws gaping, she collided with the tire’s metal rim. The force of the attack sent him reeling. The wolf flew over him as he fell. He rolled away from the beast, toward the car, grabbing onto the tire iron. He would not surprise her again. If he waited for her to attack, he would be a dead man.
He pushed himself off of the wet pavement, raised the tire iron over his head, and charged the wolf as she turned to face him. She growled, but it was cut short as he swung the tire iron across her right foreleg. She howled as the leg broke. The fight was over. She growled at him defiantly, then hobbled away. He stood back as the wolf was engulfed in fire and watched again as flame shot upward, through the fog and into the night.
He turned back toward the car, wondering if he could get the tire changed before she came back. He stooped, picked up the tire and rolled it to the car. He knelt in the puddle, but his adrenaline stopped pumping almost as quickly as it had started and he was covered in pain. He dropped from his knees onto his ass in the muddy water, caught a few seconds of rest, and started to plan.



Chapter Five


Cold shivered through the room and the radio on Carolina’s dresser came on by itself, filling the air with the mono music of Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band asking their audience to enjoy the show. The volume cranked itself up to full blast by the time they told the audience to sit back and let the evening go.
The Beatles were only a few words into the chorus, when Arty came to the conclusion that the two pinpoints of red light were eyes staring into the room and they meant to do Carolina harm. He was starting to rise even before they faded.
“ Get down!” He dove across the bed, landing on her before the band had a chance to introduce the one and only Billy Shears. Without a thought of his own safety, he put himself between whatever was staring in the window and Carolina’s small body.
The ferret screamed its baby wail and Arty screamed as he felt the furry animal scoot between himself and Carolina. But he didn’t let go.
Three great explosions ripped the night and the Tiffany lamp by the dresser exploded, showering purple and blue glass shards down on Carolina’s dresser.
Arty screamed again as a searing slice of heat ran along his back, sending him rolling off the bed. He kept his arms vice-tight around Carolina, taking her and the ferret with him to the floor. His chest banged into hers when they landed, causing the whoosh of air rushing from their lungs to meet midway between their lips, just before they banged heads.
They both gasped, seeking air, but he didn’t let go. They took in small, quick breaths. The ferret shifted and Arty, not used to it, yelled-but the sound of his terror was covered by a howling wail that tore through the neighborhood, sending a shock to Arty’s ears that made him forget about the fear and the pain.
The radio went silent, but Arty still held his charges in his protective grasp.
Seconds later they heard the sound of a car speeding away, laying rubber halfway down the block.
“ Arty, you’re crushing me,” she said, after it was quiet again. She relaxed her body and the ferret slid out from between them, sensing that the danger had passed.
He took a deep breath and pushed himself off of her and into a sitting position, by the side of the bed. “Are you all right?” He gasped for breath. “I didn’t hurt you or anything, did I?”
“ I’m okay.” She sat up too. Sheila jumped into her lap and Carolina stroked her fur. “How about you, girl? You’re not hurt are you?”
“ I think I was shot.” Arty clenched his fists against the pain. His face had gone white.
“ What?” Carolina turned her attention from the ferret toward Arty.
“ I think I was shot,” he said. “In the back.”
“ Let me see.”
“ It stings.” He moved his shoulders slowly from side to side.
“ Can you get up?”
“ I think so.” He pushed himself up from the floor. “Are you okay?”
“ Yeah, I’m all right. I’m just worried about you.”
“ Ah, it hurts.” He stood. Then he sat on the bed, before he fell down. His back was on fire. He wanted to cry, but not in front of Carolina, so he grit his teeth instead.
“ Let me look.” She got off the floor and sat on the bed behind him. “Egads, your back’s all bloody,” she said, setting the ferret down.
“ It hurts bad.” He balled his fists against the pain, but he felt good, despite the fire on his back. He had saved her.
“ We should call the police,” she said.
“ No! Don’t do that. They’ll call my parents and I’ll get into a gang of trouble. My dad would go nuts.”
“ But what if you’re really hurt bad? He’d want you to go to the doctor.”
“ No, he wouldn’t. You don’t know him.”
“ Arty, I don’t know what to do.”
“ Let’s see what it looks like before we do anything. It really hurts, but it doesn’t feel like I got a bullet in me or anything.”
“ Okay, I know about getting in trouble. It seems like that’s my middle name, the way my mom is always yelling at me lately. It’s like I can’t do anything right.” She frowned, making the muscles on her neck stand out. “But I would never be afraid of my mother if I got shot.”
He bit his lip and didn’t answer her.
She sucked in her breath when she saw all the red. His sweatshirt was stuck to his back, held there by an oozing river of blood. “I don’t know if I can do it.” She shook slightly.
“ What?” he said, with a quiver in his voice.
“ I don’t think I can pull your sweatshirt up. I might hurt you.”
“ Go ahead,” he said, the tears welling up in his eyes, “it can’t hurt more than it does now,” but then he changed his mind. “Maybe we ought to just leave it the way it is. I’ll fix it when I get home.” He’d spent a good part of the last month worrying about junior high school next year and gym class, where he would have to undress in front of all the other boys. Nobody had seen him naked for years. He didn’t take his shirt off in front of anybody. He was too ashamed of his fat.
“ No,” she said, “I’ll look at it and maybe see how bad it is.” She forced the words out between tense lips, her voice as weak as his. “I’m going to wash my hands first.”
“ Why?”
“ So I don’t give you any germs. They do it on television all the time.” She eased off the bed and went into the bathroom.
He heard the running water splashing in the basin and realized that his mouth was dry. “Can you bring me a drink?” he called out.
“ Sure,” she called back.
He closed his eyes and tried to wish the pain away. It didn’t work.
“ It’s my rinsing glass.” She handed him the water.
“ Thanks.” He opened his eyes, took the plastic glass and drank it all.
“ You were thirsty,” she said. He noticed the real concern in her sweet green eyes and all off a sudden it didn’t hurt as much. “I’m gonna pull up your sweat shirt now.”
“ Okay.” He was glad it was her and not some doctor in a hospital.
“ Ready?” She moved into place behind him.
“ Easy.” His skin tingled with the electric shock of her hands on his back.
“ Just sit up straight. I’ll try not to hurt you,” she said as her small fingers grabbed both the sweatshirt and flannel pajama top. “Can you raise your hands?”
“ Sure.” He winced and raised his arms. She pulled the two shirts over his head, slowly and carefully.
“ There’s a lot of blood, maybe we should call the paramedics,” she said, getting off the bed.
“ I’ll get in a lot of trouble. Can’t you just put a bandage on it?” He didn’t think it hurt that much anymore and he wondered if she was looking at his fat and laughing.
“ I’m going to drop your bloody clothes in the bathtub. Then I’ll get a washcloth and some peroxide. My mother always puts peroxide on every cut and scrape to kill the infection. Don’t go away.”
“ Where would I go?”
“ I don’t know, just don’t.” She started to leave the room.
“ Wait,” he said, “could you turn the radio on. I really like the Beatles.”
“ You can’t be hurt that bad.” She moved around the other bed and turned on the radio.
The Beatles were singing about the girl with kaleidoscope eyes.
“ This is great, they’re gonna play the whole album.”
“ I could’ve just played the CD if you wanted to hear Sgt. Pepper.”
“ It’s not the same as hearing it on the radio. Could you turn it up?”
“ Why not?” She turned it up a little, but not full blast like it was earlier.
“ Because when you hear it on the radio, you know you’re sharing the music with all the other people listening. It’s not like you’re alone in your room, with headphones, trying to block out the world.”
“ I never thought of it like that,” she said as she was leaving the room.

The medicines were in the hall bathroom. She went straight for the medicine cabinet, opened it, took out the peroxide and noticed two partially used inhalers on the bottom shelf. She took one out and gave herself two puffs, for safety’s sake, then put it back. She still had the one in her pocket. With the peroxide in her hand, she hurried into the kitchen, but stopped as soon as she entered the room.
She started to reach for the light switch, but stayed her hand. She heard a faint scratching sound, mingled with the music filtering from her room, but couldn’t tell where it was coming from, the living room, dining room or the hallway behind her. She had thought she was safe. They’d heard a car go screeching away. But cars can come back. She heard the sound again as it intermixed and twisted with the music and rippled stereo-like throughout the house
She wanted to go shooting back to her bedroom and the safe and familiar sound of one of her very most favorite songs, She’s Leaving Home, because that’s what she’d been wanting to do for a long time, but her feet were frozen in place. What if it was behind her? She had to know where it was coming from, before she could run away from it. She listened for the sound, but heard only the thump, thump, thump of her pulse beating between her ears, till it drowned out the soothing sounds of John, Paul, George and Ringo. She took small, silent breaths, not wanting to betray her position. She wondered how, whoever it was, had gotten in the house. The windows were all locked and the front and back doors were deadbolted shut.
It wasn’t possible for someone to be in here with her. She heard the sound again. There was no mistaking where it was coming from this time. It was in the kitchen with her. She wanted to scream, but her mouth was frozen shut and dry. She had never been so thirsty. She caught a quick vision of Arty gulping down the water from her rinsing glass. She wasn’t as scared then as she was now.
Arty had been scared though, but he still protected her. He got shot pushing her out of the way. If it wasn’t for him she would probably be dead. She wished he was here with her now, instead of listening to the Beatles carry on about Lovely Rita the meter maid.
Silverware crashed on the floor on the other side of the kitchen and something came rushing along the kitchen counter toward her. She heard it as it thumped onto the floor and she jumped sideways, banging into the breakfast table, dropping the peroxide.
Sheila squealed when the jar landed on her back.
Carolina caught her breath and fought to keep from laughing. She’d been scared over nothing but Sheila. She turned on the light and chased away the dark.
“ You bad girl,” she said, in a soothing voice that conveyed the exact opposite of what she was saying to the ferret. “Did I hurt you?” She bent over and scooped her pet up and picked up the peroxide. “You know you’re not supposed to be in this part of the house. What if Mom catches you? I’d be having ferret stew for dinner. You wouldn’t want that, would you?”
She continued talking to the animal as she crossed the kitchen and got a sauce pan from the cupboard next to the oven. She smiled, bent again, picking up the silverware Sheila had knocked out of the dish strainer and plopped them back in it. Then she filled the pan with warm water.
“ Now you, little girl, I have to go and check on Arty and I want you to be good. No getting jealous, okay?”
The ferret answered her by wiggling in her hand. Carolina set it on her shoulder. She needed both hands to carry the pan of water.

“ I didn’t go anywhere,” Arty said, trying to make a joke. She’d been gone for three and a half songs and he was starting to get worried.
She set the pan of water down on the nightstand and the ferret jumped from her shoulder to the bed as Carolina went over and shut off the radio. “I’m kind of tired of the Beatles, tonight,” she said.
“ Yeah, me too,” he said as she went in the bathroom.
She came out a second later with a wash cloth and towel. “I hope this doesn’t hurt too much.” She moved back up behind him on the bed. “I’m not supposed to be doing this, you know-I’m only a kid.” She soaked the towel in the water and dabbed at the blood.
“ That feels good,” he said, meaning it. The feel of her warm hands on his cold skin sent shivers of pleasure up his spine, drowning away the pain.
“ It’s only a little cut, right by your back bone, not even an inch. Don’t move again.” She slid off the bed. “Be right back.”
“ Where are you going?”
“ To get some bandages.”
He took a look around her room while she was gone and was surprised to find that it didn’t look like what he thought a girl’s room should look like at all.
On her bed was a plain, baby blue, chenille bedspread, worn and years old. She had a large, long haired Teddy bear sitting between her two pillows. The ferret was curled up in its lap, watching him. It seemed alert, aware and afraid.
He reached out a hand to her and Sheila scurried into his lap, eager for a calm reassuring petting. He complied and stroked her fur. She wasn’t afraid of him, so he reasoned it must be the red eyes he’d seen looking in the window that had the ferret on edge.
“ How you doing?” Carolina asked, coming back into the room for the second time. Her eyebrows were knitted close together and she was wearing a frown. “Even though it seems like only a scratch, maybe you should go to the doctor. I cut myself on a broken milk bottle once and my mom didn’t take me to the doctor, because she thought it was no big deal and now I have this big scar.”
“ Where?” he asked, wide eyed and interested.
“ On my right arm.” She showed him a two inch scar that started at her elbow and inched down toward the back of her hand. Her frown changed into a smile as she saw him looking at it.
He winced as she applied the peroxide and winced again as she applied three bandages, cross wise because he wouldn’t go to the doctor and get stitches. There was no way he wanted his dad to find out.
“ What am I gonna put on?” he said, again conscious that he was naked from the waist up, that he was roly poly fat, that he was China bone white, and that sweat was pouring like rain from under his arms.
“ I have one of my dad’s old Army shirts.” She went to her bottom dresser drawer and opened it. “Sheila sleeps on it.” She pulled out a faded military green fatigue shirt, shook it, and brought it over to him. “Here.”
He took the offered shirt, pulling an arm behind himself to put it on. Sliding in the other arm, he smiled-he liked the way the old cotton felt next to his skin, and he smiled even broader when he was surprised to see that it fit. It was a man’s shirt. For a second he felt a tinge of pride, then he remembered that the only reason it fit was because he was fat.
“ I was sure lucky you came over tonight,” she said. “You saved my life.” The gratitude in her perfect mint green eyes was real.
He was embarrassed and turned away.
“ No, really,” she said. “If you wouldn’t have come over, one of those bullets would have killed me, because I’d probably have been sitting right there playing with Sheila. And if you wouldn’t have jumped on me, the bullet that sliced your back would have gone right through me. So, no matter if you like it or not, you saved my life. I’m going to have to follow you around forever, until I can save yours. Then we’ll be even.” She smiled.
He looked over at the remains of the smashed Tiffany lamp and noticed a hole in the wall, by her dresser. That bullet would have smashed into her small body and tore up her insides, pulling out blood, guts and gore.
“ We should clean up that mess,” he said, nodding toward the broken glass on the floor.
“ Let’s look outside first.” She picked up her backpack and held it open. The ferret scurried in and she closed it up and slung it over her left shoulder.
He was impressed. She should be scared stiff as a petrified log. Most kids would be crying and shaking, but here she was, wanting to go outside and maybe see who fired the gun into her bedroom.
“ You think that’s smart?” he said. He wasn’t sure he wanted to go out right now.
“ It’ll be okay. There isn’t going to be anybody there. We heard the car peel away.”
“ I was more worried about the police. If they come and find out someone shot into your house, they’re gonna stay till your mom gets home and they’re not gonna let me leave without calling my parents.”
“ The bullets would have to go through the tree first, silly. You won’t be able to see from outside.”
“ What about in here? What about when your mother comes home?”
“ She never comes in here, but I’ll clean up the mess and move my dresser in front of the holes in the wall.”
“ What if the bullets went out the other side?”
Carolina poked her head out the door. “Didn’t go through. My mom will never know.”
“ Maybe you should tell her. And maybe you should call the police. I could go home and you could say that someone drove by and shot off a gun.”
“ No way. I don’t want you to leave. We’ll keep it secret. It was probably some old cat burglar that thought nobody was home and when we turned on the lights, he just shot off his gun because he was pissed.”
“ I could stay. I’ve been in trouble with my dad before and I’ll be in trouble again. How bad could it be?”
“ No way, Arty, we’ll keep it secret.”
“ Okay.” He pushed off the bed. Then he walked to the curtains, pulled them up and put his fingers through the two holes. “We heard three shots,” he said.
“ Who knows where the other one went.”
“ What about the lamp?” he said, looking at the glass on the floor.
“ My mom never notices anything I have. She won’t even know it’s gone,” she said as she was walking out her bedroom door. He followed, unable to think of anymore arguments or any other reason to keep her inside.
She hesitated for a second at the front door, turned to Arty, stuck out her lower lip, blew the hair out of her eyes, and said, “Well, here goes.” She opened the door just in time to see the neighbors from across the street close theirs.
“ I betcha everybody in the neighborhood opened their doors for just a second, then closed ’em right back up again,” Arty said.
“ Bet you’re right, but we’re not chickens like them. Are we?” She had that crooked smile and that twinkle in her eyes that Arty would follow anywhere.
“ No,” he said, puffing up his chest, “we’re not.” He moved past her, walking tall as an eleven-year-old boy can, across the front porch, down the steps and onto the front lawn.
“ Hey, wait for me.” She laughed and charged after him. “Only a few minutes ago I was scared shitless, and now it all feels like a game.”
“ Not to me,” he said, again remarking to himself how it was neat that she could swear without even thinking about it. To her, swear words were just words. And there wasn’t anything dirty about words. At least not to her.
Then he said, “Do you hear anything?” The hair on the back of his neck tingled and cooled, as a northern breeze moved down the block, blowing cold in from the sea not so far away.
“ No,” she said, but she was standing as still as he was. They stayed quiet for a few seconds, trying to hear through the fog that came in with the breeze. Then the fog was around them and it was dark.
“ Still think it’s a game?” he whispered.
“ No, let’s go back inside,” she said, but the fog came in strong, and it came in heavy. They couldn’t see the streetlights at the end of the street. Then they couldn’t see across the street. Then they couldn’t see across the lawn and before they realized it, they couldn’t see the front of the house and then it was hard to see each other.
“ Come over here and take my hand,” he said. She moved close to him without picking her feet up off the wet grass.
“ I’m starting to get scared,” she whispered, taking his hand.
“ Of what? It’s only a little fog. Happens all the time,” he said. This was something he was used to. He’d lived in Palma all his life and to him fog was an old friend, hiding everything it consumed, including him and his overweight, fat, roly poly, porky body.
“ Which way?” she asked.
“ This way. Be careful.” He led her to where he thought he remembered the front porch being. She was still walking without lifting her feet. “It’s okay, nothing’s gonna happen. I’ve been in fog millions of times. I like it.”
“ Ouch!” She stumbled over something and tripped. She fell onto the wet grass, pulling Arty along with her, and once again he found himself lying down with his arms around her. He decided he liked it.
“ I kicked something,” she said, scrambling out from under Arty. She crawled on her hands and knees, passing his fumbling feet as he was trying to get up. “Got it,” she said.
“ Got what?” Arty asked, shaking the grass off of himself, the way a cowboy dusts off after he’s been thrown from a horse.
“ This.”
“ Jeez Marie, is it loaded?” Even though she looked like a ghost in the fog, Arty had no trouble seeing what was in her hand.
“ It’s an officer’s model, short barreled, colt forty-five automatic, and yes, I’m sure it’s loaded, because we only heard three shots and this holds eight. My father would never go anywhere with an empty gun.”
“ Your father?”
“ How do you think I know what kind of gun this is? I don’t know anything about guns except only one kind of gun, this kind of gun, because my father showed me. He made me learn how to hold it and load it, and shoot it, so many times I can’t count them all. It was the only thing about him that I didn’t like. Sometimes I thought he loved this gun more than me,” she said.
“ Let’s get inside.” Arty took her hand and led her to the porch, then to the front door, then to the sofa in the living room.
Carolina laid the gun on an end table, shivered for a second, then laid down the backpack on a cushion next to her and opened it. Sheila scurried into her lap. “Undo me,” she said, turning her back to Arty.
“ What?”
“ The locket, undo the catch on the chain.”
“ Oh.” Arty undid it and Carolina pulled off the locket and unhooked it from the chain. She turned around, looking like she was going to cry.
“ Look up, Sheila.” She raised the ferret’s head.
“ What are you doing?”
“ I’m going to put the locket under Sheila’s name tag.” A single tear fell from her eye and she reached up and wiped it off.
“ Why?”
“ Because that’s my dad’s gun. I don’t know why he wants to go shooting into my bedroom. I can’t believe he’d do a thing like that, but until I find out why, I don’t want to wear this locket. I won’t put it on again until I know why he did it, but I don’t want to lose it either, just in case it was some kind of mistake. Sheila is always with me, so the locket will always be close by.”
“ Does your dad ever come see you?”
She was quiet for a second, her eyebrows knitted together in thought. “No, he’s never been here.”
“ If your dad’s never been by, maybe he doesn’t know where you live. Then it couldn’t be his gun. It’s just one like it.”
“ It’s his.”
“ You sure?”
“ Yeah.”
“ Then maybe your dad’s a burglar and he didn’t know this was your house.” She hoped he was wrong. But maybe he wasn’t. She knew what her father was. She’d heard her parents arguing about it before they got divorced.
“ Or maybe your dad was shooting at whoever was trying to break in, the person with the red eyes maybe?”
“ If he was trying to stop someone he wouldn’t have left the gun.”
“ Maybe they chased him away.”
“ Then how come they’re not still out there?”
“ Maybe they are.”



Chapter Six


He glanced at the dead tire lying in the puddle. It had saved his life. It didn’t seem right to leave it for the trash collector, but he was too tired to waste energy picking it up and putting it in the trunk. Besides, the car was trash anyway. He heard sirens in the background. The fog started to move in. It was time to go.
He closed his eyes for an instant and imagined that fantasy blond on that far away island, clean in the warm sun, the pounding surf in the background. All he ever wanted in life, but he’d chosen the wrong path. He sighed again and climbed in the car.
A low overcast sky hid the moon and stars and he had a difficult time seeing across the alley, through the blanket of thickening fog.
He had already managed the impossible. Three encounters with the old horror and he was still alive. It would be tempting fate to invite a fourth, but he didn’t have any choice. She was the host at this party and his invitation was in the mail, so he had to prepare.
He started the car and drove out of the alley. The sirens were behind him, and judging from the sound of them, he figured they were going to the scene of his second battle. True, he had driven across four or five lawns and ripped them to shreds, but didn’t anybody care about gunfire in the night anymore?
He stopped at the alley’s end. The fog, a double-edged sword, was getting thicker. It would give him cover and allow him to slip out of town unobserved, but it would also slow his progress, and he wanted to be as far away from Carolina as possible when she came for him again. He turned left and then right on Fremont Avenue. After a few slow blocks, he took another right on Across the Way Road.
He had to go through Tampico before he could pick up the road to the highway, which could be a blessing, because he had no other weapons save his knife, and of course, the pepper, but she’d be ready for that. There were a lot of specialty stores on both Ocean Drive and Beach Walk. Maybe he could break into one and find something before he headed toward the highway.
He kept his left hand on the wheel as he reached toward the glove compartment. He grimaced with pain. She’d hurt him. It seemed like his left side, from his waist to his shoulder, was bruised, maybe he even had some broken ribs.
Grunting, he punched the glove lock with his index finger and the glove compartment popped open. He reached in and pulled out a leather knife holder. It wasn’t a gun, but it would have to do, he thought, as he pulled to the side of the road, halfway between the two towns, and parked.
He kept the lights on, the engine running, and the car in gear with his foot on the brake, as he loosened his belt and pulled it from his Levi’s. Once free from the pants, he ran the old leather belt through his fingers. It was World War II standard Army issue. It had been his father’s. He wore it to hold up his faded Levi’s every day of his life, till the farm and the drink killed him.
He had been seventeen when his father died on that tractor. He turned eighteen a month later and joined the Army the old man had loved so much. He wanted to be a hero, like him. But heroes are hard to be, especially between wars, he mused, as he slid the belt through the loop in the scabbard.
He arched his back and eased the belt through the belt loops behind him. The night was alive. An evening breeze rustled through the trees. A cricket chirped in the background. He heard an owl hoot and a car backfire from a few blocks away. He heard the river, off in the distance, as it wound through town, taking melted snow from the mountains down to the sea. He buckled the belt and sniffed the air, like a rabbit checking for the fox. He hated being the rabbit.
He slid the scabbard around so that it rested over his right side. Then he slapped it with his right hand, unbuckling the strap that held the knife in place with his little finger. The Bowie knife was in his hand and before his eyes in a flash.
Satisfied, he put the knife back in the scabbard and buckled the strap. He closed his eyes, forcing himself to relax. He listened to the night and willed himself to become part of it. Then, lizard-quick, he slapped the knife holster with his left hand, unbuckling the strap with his thumb and, as quick as before, he was holding the gleaming blade before his eyes. He hadn’t lost his touch, he was as fast with his left as he was with his right. He reholstered the knife and snapped the buckle. He was still the rabbit, but he was a rabbit with fangs.
Ready, he squinted into the fog, took his foot off the brake and eased down on the accelerator. The car started to move away from the side of the road, coughed and died. Instinctively he put it in neutral, turned the ignition and listened to the starter motor grind. It refused to catch. He turned the key off and waited a few seconds. He tried again and received no joy. He pumped the gas a couple of times, being careful not to flood it, tried again and still it didn’t start.
He was about to try again, when he heard a car coming from the other direction, from Tampico. He formed an instant plan and acted on it. He got out of the car, leaving the door open. He lay down on the opposite side of the road, facing away from the oncoming car. He was afraid if he was able to see it bearing down on him, he’d be tempted to jump out of the way.
With his ear on the road he could feel the car approach as well as hear it. It was crawling toward him, picking its way through the fog. Would the driver see him in time to stop or was the fog too thick? Had he inked his own death certificate when he thought of this plan and had he signed it by foolishly playing possum in the street?
The car came closer. He imagined he could see it and silently cursed himself for facing away from it. He wanted to see the face of it. He imagined the massive mouth of an iron grill, grinning and open, covered by giant headlight eyes, bright and menacing, glaring, angry and hungry, an aging, nearsighted driver behind the wheel, unable to see on the best of nights, blind as the dead on a night like this. Would the blind driver even realize something was awfully wrong when the front wheels rolled over his head and pelvis, turning his brains to mush and condemning him to an eternity of damnation?
He said a fast Hail Mary and prayed for the forgiveness he knew could never be his. He mentally crossed himself. He grit his teeth as the soft sound of the purring engine roared through him.
He heard a scream. Someone had seen him, but would the driver react in time? How fast was he going? Slow enough to stop before or after the thumping the tires would make as they rolled over his body? What a stupid plan, he thought, as he waited for the sound of rubber screeching on the road.
He wanted to roll out of the way, to get up and run, to leave and never come back. But he was committed. There was no place for him to hide.
The rumbling engine penetrated both the ear pointed skyward and the ear on the ground, ricocheting in deafening stereo through his skull, in sharp contrast to the quiet night. But it wasn’t coming any closer. There were no screeching brakes. There would be no thumping of tires rolling over his head.
His world was dark. His eyes had been squeezed shut, like a child’s when he’s trying to fool his mother into thinking he’s asleep. He opened them and realized that his body was bathed in the car’s headlights. He closed them again and relied on his hearing.
He listened, willing himself to remain still as a dead man. The engine continued running. No other sound. He started to count in his head, when he got up to sixty he started over. A minute is a long time, two is longer, three, longer still. He stopped counting.
Why wouldn’t they get out of the car? Why wouldn’t the driver shut off the blasted engine? Whoever was in the car was still thinking, being cagey, making sure. Maybe the driver thought he was dead and so he didn’t need to act in haste. Could be, he thought, so he decided to give him something to think about.
He moved his arm. Not much. He didn’t want to over do it. Then he lay still and fought back a smile as he heard a door open.
“ Come on, Miles,” a woman’s voice said. “He’s alive.”
“ Sarah, we shouldn’t get involved,” A man’s voice. A coward. Smart, but a coward.
“ Look at his car. He’s been in an accident. Probably a hit and run,” the woman said.
“ We should call somebody more qualified,” the man said.
“ I am qualified. I was a nurse before I was a teacher, remember? So are you going to help me or what?”
He felt the woman bend over him, felt the warmth off her fingers as they sought his carotid artery, searching for a pulse, but from the short conversation he’d heard, he knew that if he grabbed her, the man would cut and run. It was in his voice, the way he talked. It was a coward’s voice. He couldn’t risk grabbing her. He needed the car. He needed the man to come and help and the man needed some encouragement.
So he moaned. Not a long moan. Short, but enough of a moan to convey his despair, but she took it for pain.
“ Miles, you get out here right now or I’ll never speak to you again. And shut off the engine.”
Miles did as he was told and the night went quiet save for the sound of the surf hitting the shore not too far away.
“ I don’t know about this, Sarah,” the man said.
He heard the man’s footsteps as he approached and he caught the image of a grassfeeder on the African plain. A gazelle perhaps, with her head in the air, sniffing the breeze, but the breeze lied because the lion was on the wrong side of the wind and just as she puts her head to the grass, the lion pounces, and he pounced, just as the man bent over him, grabbing him by the hair and forcing him to the pavement, with the knife blade at his throat.

“ Don’t run, ma’am. I don’t want to hurt anyone, but I will if you make me.” His words came out like they were filtered through gravel and they sounded like they hurt.
“ I won’t run,” Sarah Sadler said, and she wondered why she’d said it.
“ Good girl.”
He pushed himself off of Miles and pulled him with him as he stood, keeping the knife at his throat. Miles offered no resistance.
“ You can have whatever you want,” Miles said, “just let us go.”
“ What if I want the woman?”
Miles was silent.
“ But you don’t, do you?” She looked at him straight on. He was a troubled man, but he wasn’t a rapist.
“ No, ma’am, I don’t. Now let’s get in the car. You drive, Sarah.”
“ You know my name.”
“ I heard Miles.”
“ Of course.”
“ Wait till we’re in the car,” he said.
“ I won’t move.” She stood away from the driver’s door. The man was obviously agitated and she didn’t want to do or say anything to upset him more than he already was.
“ Miles, you ride shotgun. Remember, I’ll be right behind you.” He led Miles to the passenger side of the station wagon and helped him in, the way a policeman puts a prisoner into a car, then he got in the back. “Okay, Sarah, you can get in now.”
“ All right.” She slid behind the wheel. This was the first time she’d been behind the wheel of Miles’ station wagon. It was a Volvo. It was new, and nobody drove it but Miles.
“ Where am I going?” Sarah asked. She studied him in the rearview mirror. The cuts on his face and the burns on his hands were in sharp contrast to the steel in his voice. He didn’t look like he tolerated disobedience well, but she was a good judge of people. She’d worked her way through nursing school as a social worker and she’d earned her teaching credential working as a nurse. She was confident he wouldn’t harm them, but she knew she would have to keep him talking and that she had to gain his confidence.
“ The highway. If you can get me there, I’ll get a car at the motel and be out of your lives forever.”
“ If?” she asked as they came into Tampico. She saw a police car up ahead, waiting at the light and for a second she thought that if she could just pull up along side, she could yell for help.
“ Pull over, there.” He indicated the curbside by the park, across from the dunes. He’d seen the car, too. The windows were down and the sound of the surf was louder than before.
“ Don’t shut off the engine,” he said and she obeyed, wondering what he was going to do next. She sighed as the light changed and the police car drove off into the night.
“ What are you going to do with us?” Miles asked.
“ I have a little girl, Carolina,” he said, ignoring Miles and addressing her.
“ Carolina Coffee?” Sarah asked. She turned and looked at him in the dim light. She did see a resemblance.
“ Yeah.”
“ She’s in my class.” She felt better. Surely this man wouldn’t tell them who he was if he intended to harm them.
“ You’re her teacher?”
“ Yes.”
“ Then I hope you get out of this night alive.”
“ What are you talking about?” Miles’ voice was caught between a whine and a whisper.
“ Quiet, Miles,” Sarah said. “I want to hear.” She tried to see into his eyes, but the darkness hid too much. He sounded sincere, though and the more he talked, the safer they would be.
“ I’m a thief,” he said, continuing to ignore Miles. “I stole something and now the owner wants it back.”
“ Then give it back.”
“ I don’t have it, but it wouldn’t make any difference, she’d kill me anyway.”
“ And Carolina?” She wondered if the man was paranoid. He was sounding that way.
“ I’m afraid the old girl thinks Carolina has it.”
“ Does she?” Sarah decided it would be best to humor the man.
“ Yes.”
“ Why don’t you call the police and turn yourself in? They’d protect your daughter.”
“ She’d kill them.”
“ You’re crazy,” Miles said. Sarah clenched her teeth. How come he couldn’t shut up? If they wanted to get out of this, they were going to have to play along with the man. Couldn’t Miles see that?
“ Why don’t you let us go and take the car? We won’t say anything.” Sarah hoped the soothing sound of her voice would calm him.
“ Miles would.”
She didn’t answer, because she knew he was right. The last thing she wanted was for this man to think she was lying to him. She was afraid their survival depended on her gaining his trust.
“ What are we going to do now, Mr. Coffee? I can call you that, can’t I?”
“ Call me John.”
“ Well?”
“ Get me to the highway and you can go.”
“ Are you going to tell me anymore?”
“ Only one thing. If you see a wolf in the road, don’t hesitate, run it down.”
“ Can I ask why?”
“ She’ll be expecting you to stop. Most do. It’s always fatal.”
“ I don’t know if I can run down a defenseless animal.”
“ Listen, Sarah, you might think I’m sitting here full of bullshit till it flows out my mouth. That’s okay, I don’t mind. But if you see a wolf blocking our way, you have two choices, step on the gas and run it down and maybe live to see the sun come up, or you can stop, but it isn’t going to get out of the way, and this puny little station wagon isn’t going to keep it out.”
“ Alright, if I see a wolf, I’ll run it down,” she said, hoping to calm him. She glanced over at Miles and was surprised to see him covered in sweat and cowering against the door. His hand was creeping toward the handle. She couldn’t believe it. He was going to run.
And he did. He flicked the door handle up and jumped out of the car. He was slow and John Coffee could have killed him with the knife. But he didn’t. Instead he started to open his door to go after him when a roaring sound like she’d never heard before cut through her senses and she saw a wolf-like animal in the center of the street, eyes blazing, smoke rising from its snout.
Miles was running in the other direction, away from the wolf and away from her. He didn’t look back and he didn’t see the wolf.
“ If you don’t do something quick it’ll get bored and go after Miles. It thrives on fear.”
She tightened her arms on the wheel as he climbed over into the front seat. “Ready?” she said.
“ Ready,” he answered. She floored the tank-like Volvo just as the wolf looked away from them, toward the running man. It looked back too late. Sarah felt a sharp thud as the Volvo crashed into the wolf’s chest and she heard a crunching sound as the wheels rolled over its body.
“ Keep going,” he yelled, but she slammed on the brakes and turned her head around. She wanted to see if Miles was okay, but she couldn’t see him, because her vision was blocked by the ball of red flame shooting skyward into the overcast cloud cover.
“ Where will he go?” John Coffee asked.
“ Home, most likely, to call the police.”
“ Can you stop him?”
She spun the car around, but they didn’t have far to go. Miles had collapsed on the sidewalk about two blocks away. She pulled over to the curb, on the wrong side of the street, and jumped out of the car. She bent over him, then looked up at John Coffee, who slid over behind the wheel.
“ He fainted,” she said.
“ Can you keep him quiet about this?”
“ I think so. He’ll hate losing his car, though.”
“ Car like this, he must have insurance.”
“ He has insurance for everything.”
“ I’m sorry about all this, Sarah,” he said, “but I had no choice.”
“ Will we be okay?”
“ If I was you, I’d pack a bag and get out of town for a few days. And I wouldn’t tell anyone where I was going.”
“ It’s that bad?”
“ She’s human, too. If she finds out who helped me, she’ll be coming for them. This is a small town, not many Volvos.”
“ Like a werewolf?”
“ Worse. She can be whatever she wants,” he said. Then he put his foot on the gas and drove away.

He kept the window down, inhaling the night, as he drove out of town and into the woods. He saw the streetlights in the rear view mirror as he passed the city limits sign. She would be back, and judging by how long it took her to recover last time, she would find him about halfway between Tampico and California’s Highway 1, about five miles away.
He punched the odometer button, sending the gauge back to zero-zero-zero. He kept glancing at it every few seconds. He expected her at the halfway point. Halfway between town and the highway. Halfway between life and death. He looked at the speedometer and kept the needle halfway between thirty and forty. It was dark and the road had many curves. There was no need to be reckless.
He shivered and sweat tickled him as it dripped from under his arms. He rubbed his elbows against his sides, without letting go of the steering wheel, forcing his shirt to soak up the sweat.
Zero-zero-two on the odometer and the dripping sweat was back. Zero-zero-four and he tightened his hands on the wheel, trying to shake the electric tingling sensation that was running up and down his spine. Zero-zero-six and it started to rain, hard. He was forced to roll up his window. Zero-zero-eight and the front window started to steam up. Zero-one-zero and he was forced to take his right hand off the wheel and wipe the steam away. He turned on the defroster. It didn’t work.
“ Damn,” he muttered. He felt that she was somehow responsible, but he knew she couldn’t be. He rubbed his elbows against his side again, but it was no use, his shirt was soaking. It was like he’d stepped into a sauna with his clothes on. His palms were wet and his right one was getting wetter as he kept wiping the window.
Zero-one-two and his stomach cramped. He hunched forward, waiting for the spasm to pass, zero-one-four and it did. Zero-one-five and a flash shot in front of the car, brushing the windshield, turning the rain water on it into steam.
She was early.
He slammed on the brakes, putting the car into a skid. The Volvo started sliding to the right. He turned the wheel into it, gently putting his foot back on the accelerator and giving it some gas, cursing himself for panicking.
He grabbed the stick, pulling it down into low, but he didn’t feel any response from the heavy car. Ahead, he saw the road curve to the right. He gave the car more gas and felt it start to respond, but would he have control before the road curved or would he slam into one of the giant pine trees beyond? He inched a little more on the accelerator and sighed as he regained control of the Volvo.
Then the burning ball of light flashed in front of him for a second time, lighting up the night. He jammed his foot on the brake pedal, locking the rear wheels. The car spun sideways as it went off the road, coming to a jerking stop inches from a two hundred year old redwood pine.
The seat belt and shoulder harness held him fast, but still he had the wind knocked out of him. He fought for air as he pushed the latch on the belt, freeing himself. He pulled on the door handle, without waiting to catch his breath, and hit the ground, pulling his Bowie knife free with his left hand as he rolled.
The woods were covered in silence, as if every creature, every insect, even the wind itself, knew what was loose among them this night. He strained his eyes forward into the dark, willing them to see as his wind came back in slow uneven breaths.
He heard the howl of the wolf. She was close and she meant to kill him. What had happened in town was no accident. He had lost his life insurance policy. Somehow she had seen the locket and she no longer needed him.
The fog had lifted enough for him to see that he was lying in a patch of dirt between two tall California redwoods. He stole a quick glance back at the car. He thought he might be able to get it back on the road. If she didn’t kill him first.
He crawled on his belly, using his elbows and knees for propulsion, toward the tree on his left. When she came for him, he wanted something at his back. He heard a rustling of pine needles coming from the dark on his right. She wasn’t even trying to maintain silence, so sure was she of the kill. Well, he had news for her, he wasn’t going to be so easy. She was so used to others, who turned and ran, that she was getting careless. He would use that to his advantage.
The wolf howled again, sending terror to the creatures of the night and shivers through his body. He moved toward the tree and scooted up against it. He crouched low, with his knees bent and his buttocks and back pressed firmly into the rough bark. He wished he had his gun, but he’d battled her without a gun before and he’d survived.
The wolf growled, telegraphing him of the pending attack. So unwolf like, he thought, but she could be arrogant. He heard the quick even patter of paws on pine needles. Her leg was healed. She would guard it better this time.
He had to make an instant decision. She could see in the dark, so she knew about the tree at his back. She wouldn’t come straight at him, at the last instant she’d veer to the left or right and leap with open jaws from about ten feet away. She’d want to grab his head, clamping down on it as she passed. The sheer force of her moving thrusting weight would break his neck.
Left or right, he thought, choose wrong and die, choose right and maybe he had a chance. He chose left, and turned holding the knife in front of himself with both hands, arms outstretched and elbows locked. He had only one chance and if he guessed right he’d have a surprise for her, if he guessed wrong she’d snap his neck and feast on his carcass.
He kept himself low and jumped forward, using his bent legs like pistons. He let out a war cry as he felt the knife sink into the soft underbelly of the wolf that went sailing over his head.
She howled in pain, a wail shrill and angry. A wail that would keep the dead in their graves and make the living wish they were lying beside them. He laughed as she scooted off into the dark.
She hadn’t expected a silver blade.



Chapter Seven


Arty was three blocks from home, pedaling into the dark with a rack full of papers, when he heard the familiar sound of his father blasting away on the horn. Six in the morning and most of the town still asleep, but his father didn’t care. He stiffened his heart and his right leg and pushed back on the brake, no sense pretending he didn’t hear.
At first he thought his father had discovered that he snuck out last night, but he shelved that thought as quickly as it came. He wouldn’t be coming after him in the truck if he was pissed. When his dad was pissed he couldn’t sleep till he hit something. He would have been waiting up if he knew Arty hadn’t been at home last night, belt in hand, and Arty would have felt its sting way before he would have folded paper one.
He put the kickstand down and rubbed his hands together against the cold. The pickup backfired as Bill Gibson downshifted and the tires chirped when his dad popped the clutch. Bill Gibson was never easy on anything or anyone, not clutches, wives-Arty’s mom was his dad’s fourth wife-or his son.
The pickup drew closer and Arty saw the shotgun in the gunrack behind his father. So he was going shooting today. That explained why he was up so early, but not why he had come chasing after him. It couldn’t be good, nothing his father ever did was good.
“ Hey, son,” Bill Gibson said.
“ Yeah, Dad?” Arty tensed. His father never called him son. It was almost friendly.
“ Can you give me some money? I’m a little flat and I need some shells.” Arty recognized the lie immediately. His father was too cheap to buy shells and he was too lazy to load his own. He had Arty do it, but Arty wasn’t about to mention it, because it would be like calling him a liar and that couldn’t be good.
“ How much?” It wasn’t fair. They had an unwritten rule. Arty’s paper route money was his. He bought his own clothes and paid for his own lunches at school. None of the other kids had to do that. He needed his money.
“ Twenty bucks.” His father had opened the door of the truck and the dome light came on, illuminating a two day stubble and a wicked mean look in his eyes. Arty shuddered as his father stepped down, spitting a cigarette in the street. He wanted to tell him no, but he knew the consequences and didn’t want to suffer them, especially not on the street at the beginning of his route.
“ That’s gonna leave me real short, Dad,” Arty said. He had three hundred and sixty dollars hidden in an envelope, taped behind his top dresser drawer, but he was hoping he would never have to use it, because he was saving up to run away.
“ I’ll pay you back,” Bill Gibson said, yawning and acting like he meant it, but Arty knew he’d never see the twenty again. He reached into his back pocket and pulled out his wallet. He sighed and took out the money, four fives and three ones.
“ Here you go, Dad.” He separated the fives from the ones and handed them toward his father.
“ That all you got?”
“ I had to pay for the new tires for the bike. I gave Mr. Wilkes the money yesterday, right after I got paid.”
“ Damn.”
“ But you said you only wanted twenty.”
“ I lied.” His father snatched the remaining three dollars from his other hand.
“ How am I gonna pay for lunch?”
“ Not my problem, boy.” Bill Gibson turned away from his son. He climbed back into the truck, settled behind the wheel, slapped a mosquito on the back of his neck, then popped a cigarette into his mouth.
Arty watched till the truck turned the corner at the end of the block and he was worried. If his father started taking his money on a regular basis, he would have to raid his stash, something he didn’t want to do. He would have to run away much sooner than he’d planned.

“ Arty and Carolina sitting in a tree, K-I-S-S-I-N-G.”
Arty heard the voice singing out of tune and turned to see Brad Peters coming up the walk behind them, wearing a black leather jacket over a white tee shirt. He hated that song. Why couldn’t Brad leave them alone?
“ Hurry,” Arty said, “he can’t bother us once we get inside.” He took her by the elbow and started pushing her at a faster pace toward the safety of the school doors. The last thing he wanted was trouble with Brad.
He wanted to look behind to see if Brad had sped up, but he continued on, like he hadn’t heard the bully behind. Sometimes that worked with his father, especially if he’d been drinking. But sometimes it only made him madder, and those were the times when he really lit into him.
“ K-I-S-S-I-N-G,” Brad repeated, too loud to be ignored, but they were almost to the steps and Arty decided to risk a glance behind to see how close he was. Turning his head, he saw that Brad was too far to catch them before they were inside the school and he felt a surge of warm relief. Now he could only hope that someone else would irritate Brad enough during the school day to take his mind off of whatever mischief he had planned for him.
“ Look!” Carolina grabbed onto Arty’s arm and pointed. “There!” Arty faced back forward, looked up and sighed, then stopped. In front of them, barring their way up the concrete steps, were Brad’s shadows, Ray Harpine and Steve Kerr, both dressed in Levi’s and white tee shirts, the standard uniform of Brad’s small gang. Only Brad wore the black leather mantel of leadership.
Arty’s first impulse was to run, but he was too fat and too slow and besides he would never leave Carolina alone. Even if the bullies would never hurt a girl, he couldn’t leave her. He quivered, but he stood his ground. They might tease him, but they would never thump him right in front of the school. That was too close to trouble, even for Brad.
“ First comes love, then comes marriage, then comes Arty pushing a baby carriage.”
“ Funny, Brad, real funny,” Arty said. Arty hated to be embarrassed and embarrassing him was something Brad was good at, just like his father. He wished he knew how to fight. Sometimes he would stretch out in bed and dream that he was slim, tough and not afraid of anyone.
“ Got a girlfriend, Arty?” Ray came down the steps with Steve following behind. Both boys cast long early morning shadows and the sun reflecting off their pale white faces gave them a ghostly pallor. Steve cracked a knuckle and Ray farted.
“ Yeah, got a girlfriend?” Steve echoed. The bullies laughed.
But Arty wasn’t laughing. He wanted to clench his fists against his fear, but was afraid the bullies would take that as a sign of aggression. “I’m not hearing anything funny. Sorry guys.” He tried to sound calm, but couldn’t quite pull it off. He could never fool his bully of a father either.
“ He’s not hearing anything funny, guys,” Brad said through a false smile and hooded eyes. He was wearing his camouflaged duck hunting cap and he tilted it up.
Ray moved behind him, but Arty didn’t want to take his eyes off Brad. He reminded him of a zoo snake stuck in a glass cage.
“ Shoot any furry little animals lately, Brad?” Carolina said. Brad went hunting with his father every weekend.
“ What’s it to ya,” Brad said.
“ Must make you feel like a big man,” Carolina said.
“ We don’t just do it for fun. We eat what we kill,” Brad said, defending himself.
“ Most people buy their meat at the store,” she said.
“ Yeah, and most people eat meat.”
“ I don’t eat it because I like animals,” she said.
“ Yeah, and me and my dad go hunting because we like animals, too. We like to eat ’em. So there.”
Ray got down on his hands and knees behind Arty. Arty suspected something was wrong, because Brad’s fake smile turned into a real one and he seemed to be looking beyond them, but before he could turn his head to find out what was going on, Brad let out a loud laugh and said, “Hey, Arty guess what?”
“ What?” Arty answered without thinking.
“ This!” Brad planted a hand on Arty’s chest and shoved him backward. Arty’s knees met something and buckled. He screamed as he fell over the boy on his hands and knees behind him, throwing his arms up and sending Carolina’s books flying.
“ That’s not funny, Brad,” Carolina said. Her face went red, but she was wise enough to say no more.
“ Yes it is,” Brad laughed. “It’s as funny as you not eating meat.” He pretended to brush some lint off his leather jacket, turned and said, “Come on, guys.” Ray got up off the ground, also laughing and, along with Steve Kerr, followed Brad up the steps and into the school, leaving Arty humiliated among a throng of smiling and snickering students.
“ Let me help you up,” Carolina said.
“ I can do it.” He rolled from his back onto his stomach, pushed himself up into a crouch, then stood and brushed himself off as Carolina was picking up the books.
“ Are you okay?” Arty saw real concern in her eyes and appreciated it.
“ Boy, I hate them.” He reached into his hip pocket, took out a plastic comb and ran it through his hair with two quick strokes, then put it back.
“ Me, too.” She tucked her books under her arm.
“ Let’s go.” He led off, with her following, up the steps and down the hall, toward their classroom.
“ I’m gonna start taking karate lessons,” he said, turning toward her.
“ What? Where?”
“ Parks and Recreation are starting karate lessons in Tampico. Four o’clock on Monday, Wednesday and Friday.”
“ How are you going to get there?” She brushed hair out of her eyes with the back of her hand.
“ Bus. It leaves from school at three-twenty.” He stopped walking and faced her. “I’m tired of those guys pushing me around. I wanna be able to fight back.”
“ How much does it cost?”
“ Parks and Recreation don’t charge. It’s free.”
“ Can I come, too?”
“ Sure,” he said with a wide smile lighting up his face. “I was hoping you would. I’d hate to go there all by myself.”
“ I can hardly wait.” She seemed excited.
“ There’s just one small problem.”
“ What?”
“ My parents would never let me do something like that, so I had to lie to them.”
“ What did you tell them?”
“ I told them I was going there to take Spanish lessons, so I guess I gotta learn that, too.”
“ Excellent,” she said. “I’ll tell my mom the same thing. We’ll buy some tapes and study on Tuesdays and Thursdays when we don’t have karate lessons. No one will ever know.”
“ My parents will never let me study with a girl. I’ll have to lie about that, too.”
“ So, lie,” she said.
“ I will,” he smiled.

Sarah opened the top drawer of her teacher’s desk without looking at the class. She took out a framed photograph, glanced at the clock, then lowered her eyes back to the photograph. She looked so happy, he did too. They were staring out of the photograph, arm in arm, both in bathing suits, her hair wet, her smile real-now she wondered about his.
She flexed her fingers and bit herself on the inside of her cheek to hold back the tears. Another quick glance at the clock told her she had a minute left. She wasn’t smiling or frowning as she pulled the picture out from the glass frame and dumped it in the wastebasket.
The bell rang.
She stood, faced the flag and put her hand over her heart.
“ I pledge allegiance to the flag,” the children’s voices rang out, but for the first time since she’d begun her teaching career she wasn’t listening. Her thoughts were about last night and early this morning and the suitcase in the trunk of her car.
He ran.
He’d left her.
He had every right to be afraid. Lord knows she’d been afraid. But she didn’t run when she had the chance. She couldn’t, not when John Coffee had that knife at his throat. His life was as precious to her as her own.
“ Of the United States of America.”
How could he do such a thing? A man that would do that, run away and leave his wife, ranks right down there with child molesters and pornographers. How could she have been so fooled by him?
Well it was over now.
Now she would have to face her friends.
It was going to be so humiliating.
“ And the republic for which it stands.”
But infinitely better than getting up in the morning with him beside her. To have to look over at his beautiful face as the sun blessed it with its morning glow and to know it was a coward’s face.
The true blue eyes that lied when he said he’d die for her that day on the river. The honest smile that lied when he said she was the most important thing in his life that day when they were holding hands in the park. The square Dick Tracy jaw that should have shored up the face of a strong man, but instead hung on to the bottom of a liar’s.
All lies.
The only thing he cared about was himself.
“ One nation indivisible.”
Indivisible, was that like, till death do us part? Because if it was, then the nation was in trouble. But something did die when he opened that door. Her respect for him. And she couldn’t love a man she didn’t respect. But this morning, looking down at his beautiful face while he slept, and he was beautiful, handsome didn’t describe him, she wavered. She’d thought with time she could gain that love back. She could make him be a better man than he was.
“ Under God.”
She’d resolved to make her new marriage work, and got out of bed to make the morning tea. She’d always liked coffee, one of the many things she’d given up to please him, but she’d learned to appreciate a good cup of tea with milk. She was dipping the tea bag for the fifth and final time, he liked his tea just so, when he came into the kitchen wearing his jogging sweats.
“ Morning,” she had said.
“ It was your fault,” he’d said. His blue eyes were hard, his square jaw was set.
“ I don’t understand?” She’d said, searching for some softness in his face.
“ I told you we shouldn’t have stopped,” he’d said.
“ With liberty and justice for all.”
“ It’s over,” she had said, gaining back the precious liberty she had surrendered to him when she obviously should have know better.
“ What about my Volvo?” was his only response.
“ You can report it stolen tomorrow,” she’d said, giving John Coffee an extra day to do what he had to do.
“ Easy for you to say, you still have your car.”
“ It’s not my fault.”
“ What if I want to call the police now, today?”
“ I think he’d probably come for you,” she’d lied.
“ Yeah, well, if you think it’s best, I’ll call the police and the insurance tomorrow.”
“ I do.”
“ Have it your way,” he’d said, going out the door.
She was packed and gone before he’d returned.
“ Miss Sadler,” it was Carolina’s voice, she looked up. “The pledge is over.”
“ Sorry, I had my mind somewhere else.” She smiled, but it wasn’t a happy smile. “I have some news for you,” she said. “I’ve never lied to you. I think it’s important to always tell the truth.”
She was wringing her hands as she talked, glancing from student to student, trying to take them all in, but she was having a hard time this morning.
“ I’m getting a divorce.”
The class was whisper silent, even Brad Peters. People got divorced, sure. But not less than a week after they got married. Something must have happened. And they all wanted to know what. She had their attention like she’d never had it before.
“ I’ve got some good news and some bad news. I asked for my job back, but it’s already been taken.”
A few of the kids sighed, Arty and Carolina among them.
“ That’s the bad news. The good news is that I’ll be teaching at the junior high, next year, homeroom and social studies.”
Then Arty did something completely out of character, he started clapping. Carolina joined in followed by Lynda Bingham, then by another kid, then another, till the whole class was clapping, even Brad Peters.
“ Thank you class. She wiped the tears away and after the applause died down she took in the whole class with the special way she had and smiled. “There is one thing, though. The first person to call me Mrs. Chase gets an F for the semester, and in case you’re wondering, Mr. Peters, you have the lowest grade in my book and it’s a C.”
“ Alright,” Brad said. “Thank you Miss Sadler.”
“ I’ll only be with you till noon today, then Miss Weber will take over for the rest of the week, while I take care of some personal business, but don’t panic and don’t despair,” she said with a little laugh, “I’ll be back first thing next Monday morning as usual and I’ll remain till the end of the term.” She smiled and looked over her class.
“ Now, for today’s first lesson,” she said, sounding like her old self. And she felt like her old self. Her life wasn’t over, it was just beginning.
During the course of the morning she studied Carolina, but the girl was behaving as she always did. She was alert, attentive and eager, a delightful child. She certainly showed no sign of any undue stress in her life. She wished she could ask her about the dark brooding man that was her father, but she didn’t want to be the bearer of sadness to the child.
As the morning wound down she found herself wondering if she was doing the right thing by taking the time off. But something strange had happened last night and she was determined to find out what it was and she wanted to know more about the man who called himself a thief.

Sarah wiped the sweat off her brow as she made her way to her yellow VW Beetle in the parking lot. She had changed in the teacher’s lounge and was wearing tight fitting Levi jeans and a loose fitting Levi jacket. She was warm, despite the overcast sky, and she walked with a brisk pace, her worn leather cowboy boots clicking on the pavement, her new hiking shoes and socks in the bag under her arm. She usually took a hike in the woods during lunch hour, but today she was just too depressed and the only thing that seemed to perk her up was thinking about the mysterious John Coffee.
There were only two places he could be staying. The Tampico Motel across the way, or the Pine Tree Motel by the highway. She didn’t think he’d be staying in town, not with Miles’ Volvo. Besides he’d said he wanted to go out to the highway, so she figured he was out at the Pine Tree.
She unlocked the driver’s door and flicked one of the three bells she had safety pinned to the headliner. She liked the soft music they made on bumpy roads, quick turns and going in and out of driveways. Getting in, she reached over to the passenger side and flicked another, then she started the car and flicked the third. Three tinkling rings for good luck, a ritual she never started the car without.
She jingled out of the parking lot and thought about putting in a tape, but decided against it, instead deciding to roll down the window and listen to the sound of the surf as she drove along Across the Way Road toward Tampico. She drove straight through the town, not even thinking about Miles as she headed for Solitude River Road, that twisty, curvy road that sometimes followed the river to Highway 1.
She sat back and relaxed once she was clear of the town. She’d driven the road so many times that the car knew the way. She loved the drive through the forest. It was so quiet and peaceful. She felt like every tree was her friend, their branches, arms waving in the breeze. It was a rare occasion that she drove straight through. What took the average driver fifteen or twenty minutes usually took her an hour or more. She loved to stop and get out of the car and inhale the forest, but today she planned on making the drive in average time.
She was reliving the night before, telling herself that there had to be a logical explanation for the crazy things that had happened, when she saw something out of the corner of her eye. Something out of place. Something that didn’t belong among her tree friends. She glanced right, but it was gone.
Another day she might have stopped to investigate, but she was taking no foolish chances after last night. No more than the big one she was already taking. Last night John Coffee told her to leave town. She had ignored him, thinking he had to be over exaggerating, hoping he was over exaggerating.
Then she saw the wolf, standing by the side of the road as she came around a turn. Not threatening, just there. She was past it before she had time to be afraid, but she tensed her grip on the wheel and inched the accelerator down a bit, allowing the speed to climb from twenty-five to thirty-five, until she was far enough ahead of it so that it posed no danger to her.
She eased off the gas as she rounded another turn and saw it again. This time she felt a shiver and drove over to the left, on the wrong side of the road, to put as much distance between herself and it as she went past, and once again she put her foot down on the gas, only this time she put it to the floor.
A horn blared and she forgot the wolf as she jerked the wheel back to the right. The roar of the tanker’s horn, mingled with the sound of its mammoth engine, shot through her and she felt the blast of wind as the truck-beast roared by, missing her car by a margin too thin to mention.
She hung on to the wheel and slowed down, continuing on toward the highway. She heard a wolf howl in the distance when she rounded the next turn. She rolled her window up, keeping her eyes glued to the road as she let the speedometer creep up to fifty, faster than she had ever driven on the winding road before.
Ten minutes later she jingled up the driveway into the parking lot of the Pine Tree Motel. She didn’t expect to see the Volvo backed up to one of the rooms pointing out her quarry, so she was surprised when she did. The front end didn’t seem to be damaged and that surprised her, because the force and sound of the impact when she hit the wolf had been violent and loud.
She parked her car at the far end of the lot, not sure what to do. Should she brazenly walk up to the door pointed out by the Volvo’s rear end and knock, or sit in her car and wait. She couldn’t sit alone in the parking lot for long. She’d be noticed and someone would call the manager. She wondered how the police staked out a suspect without being seen. Surely they didn’t sit in their cars in broad daylight and wait for them to make a move.
She didn’t have to wonder long, because the door behind the Volvo opened and John Coffee came out. He walked to the car, like it was his, unlocking the door with his head down. She would have expected him to be casting furtive glances around the parking lot, but instead he acted like he was doing nothing wrong.
He eased himself into the car, supporting himself by holding one hand onto the back of the seat and the other on the door. She could tell it was a struggle and she winced with sympathy pains as he arranged himself behind the wheel. He was taking his time. He wasn’t concerned about being followed.
He was wearing sunglasses, but they couldn’t hide the bruised and scabbed over face. She put a hand up to her cheek and felt her heart go out to him. He could be miles away by now, but he wasn’t. He had trusted her, believed her when she said she wouldn’t call the police. He had put his life in her hands. She wanted to know more.
But when he drove out of the parking lot, she knew it would be useless to try and follow. She couldn’t keep up with the Volvo in her old VW Beetle, so she decided to do something for herself for once. She glanced at her watch. She had plenty of time.



Chapter Eight


“ Out of the way!” Steve Kerr burst through the exit, holding a backpack over his head. A small kid from the fourth grade was hot in pursuit.
“ Give it back,” the kid wailed.
“ Catch me,” he yelled back, pushing between Arty and Carolina like a fish swimming through water, causing hardly a ripple as he weaved between the crowd of kids going home.
“ What a jerk,” Carolina said.
The pursuing fourth grader, not as successful at negotiating the throng of students, clipped Arty in the side as he shouldered his way through the crowd. Arty stumbled and grabbed on to Carolina’s shoulder to keep himself from tumbling down the steps, but he dropped her books.
“ You big jerk,” Carolina yelled at Steve’s back as he made his way across the street, running against the red light, dodging the traffic. Tires screeched, but the younger kid made it across after him, without ever knowing how close he came to never seeing the fifth grade.
Arty grabbed onto Carolina, digging his fingers into her shoulder, windmilling his other arm, struggling to keep his balance. He would have fallen if she hadn’t grabbed onto him.
“ Sorry ‘bout that,” he said, gaining his balance. “I hope I didn’t hurt you.” They were standing in front of the exit and other kids coming out of the school had to go around them.
“ It’s not your fault. It’s that asshole, Steve Kerr,” she said.
Arty bent over and picked up the math and social studies texts and was reaching for the English book when a foot flew by his face, kicking the book, sending it flying down the steps with the pages flapping in the wind, sailing Carolina’s English assignment on the breeze, like a paper airplane.
“ I didn’t see it, sorry.” Relief flooded through Arty. Better the blue eyes of Lynda Bingham than the snake eyes of Brad Peters.
“ That’s okay,” Arty said, “it was an accident.”
“ Is not okay,” Carolina said, “my homework is getting away.” Arty, surprised at her tone, started to protest, but was cut off by Lynda.
“ I’ll get it,” she said, darting off after the fleeing paper.
“ She did that on purpose,” Carolina said.
“ It was an accident,” Arty said.
“ Maybe,” Carolina said, softening her voice as she watched Lynda catch up with the wayward homework. “If she’d done it on purpose I suppose she wouldn’t be chasing after it. I was just thinking about what a bully that Brad was this morning and then this happens, so I thought the wrong thing.”
Hearing Brad’s name reminded Arty of why he was in a hurry. “We’re causing a bottleneck here. We can meet her halfway,” he said. He started walking toward Lynda.
“ We don’t have to be in such a hurry,” Carolina said, but Arty didn’t slow down and every few steps he snuck a glance over his shoulder.
“ Here it is,” Lynda said, jogging toward them. She handed Arty the English assignment. “Sorry again.” Then she said, “There’s my mom. I gotta go.”
“ She likes you,” Carolina said.
“ She does not.”
“ Sure she does, that’s why she kicked my book.” Sheila moved in the backpack and Carolina shifted it a little to make the ferret more comfortable.
“ That doesn’t make any sense.”
“ It does if you’re a girl. She wanted to talk to you. It gave her an excuse.”
“ She could just come up and say, hello.”
“ Some people are shy.”
“ I know about that,” he said, “but I don’t get it, nobody’s ever wanted to talk to me before.”
“ I did. Why do you think I called you Mr. Arty Smarty Pants?”
Arty looked at her and scratched his head. He saw movement in her backpack and she shifted it from her left shoulder to her right. The ferret moved again and she shifted the backpack again to accommodate it.
“ Do you have to move that pack back and forth all the time?” he asked.
“ Sure,” she said, then she asked, “Are you coming over again tonight?” They were several blocks from the school and Arty slowed to a normal walk.
“ You mean sneak out again?” He still hadn’t gotten over last night and she was asking him to do it again. He’d spent the night sleeping on the bed next to hers and would have slept right through till sunup and missed his paper route if she hadn’t awakened him. The memory of climbing in his bedroom window as his alarm went off caused him to shudder.
“ Yeah. After what happened last night, you have to come again. I can’t be alone.”
“ Your mother?”
“ She’ll probably go out again. She always does.”
“ Okay, but I won’t be able to get there till between nine and ten. If I try to leave any earlier I’ll get caught.”
“ You have to come earlier. What if those eyes come back?”
“ They won’t. Besides, it was probably just a cat or a possum.”
“ No, it wasn’t. It was a person, a peeper, and he might come back. You have to come earlier,” she pleaded. He felt his resistance starting to melt. It was tough having friends.
“ I don’t know.”
“ Maybe we should tell someone,” she said.
“ We can’t!” Now he was pleading. “I’d like to, I really would, but my dad would go ballistic.” He started chewing on his lip and a tremor ran through his shoulders.
“ Okay, we won’t tell. Besides, we agreed last night and I never go back on a promise.”
“ Yeah, we agreed, but maybe you were right. Maybe we should tell someone. It’s better that my dad hit me than something bad happen to you.” He said the words hit me low and under his breath, and all the chewing in the world couldn’t keep his lower lip from trembling.
“ He hits you? You mean spanks you if you do something wrong, right?” She stopped walking and turned to face him.
“ No. I mean he hits me. Sometimes with his fists, but mostly with a belt. He’s mean. He hits my mother too.” He felt strange talking about it. He’d never mentioned it to anyone before.
“ That’s wrong.” She looked him straight in the eyes. “You should tell someone at school. I saw a program on TV and that’s what they said you should do. You should tell someone.”
“ No, I can’t. It’s a secret. You can’t ever tell anyone, okay?”
“ Okay.”
“ Promise. You said you never break a promise.”
She saw the look of desperation in his eyes and promised.
And that’s that he thought. She couldn’t tell now. Not after she promised. Then he said, “But really, maybe we should tell about last night. I’d feel awful if something happened to you, ’cuz I kept my mouth shut.”
“ I’ll be okay,” she said. “He knows we saw him peeping, so he won’t come back. Heck, he’s probably already left town.”
“ But what about the gunshots, and that scream, and the bullets in your room? I got shot in the back, remember?”
“ I don’t know, Arty. It’s my father’s gun. Or one exactly like it, but there’s something I should tell you and it’s real hard for me, because I love my dad. I really, really love him.”
“ What?” he said.
“ My dad breaks into houses and steals things. That’s why my parents got divorced. My mother said she couldn’t take it anymore.”
“ Wow. Like a cat burglar?”
“ I don’t know. I don’t think so. He used to drink a lot and I don’t think you can break into tall buildings and climb high fences if you’re drunk.”
“ Gee,” Arty said, fascinated. Then he asked. “Has he ever been caught?”
“ I don’t know. I know he never went to jail, least not till they divorced, because he was home every single night when I got home from school.”
“ Hey, do you think your father was trying to break into your house last night?”
“ I don’t know. I can’t figure it out. Why did he shoot up my bedroom? Did he do it on purpose or was it on accident? Was he shooting at someone else and missed and the bullets went wild? That doesn’t make sense to me because he’s such a good shot. Maybe someone else got his gun and shot it off, or maybe it’s a gun exactly like his. That could be it. I hope that’s it.”
“ I think that’s it,” Arty said, not knowing what to think. Then he said, “Do you still want me to come over?”
“ I’ll be okay. I’ll lock the door if my mom goes out. If I hear anything, I’ll call the police.”
“’ Cuz, I’ll come if you want me to.” He was relieved that she was letting him off the hook.
“ Thanks, but I’ll be all right,” she said, but he could tell she really wanted him to come, and he couldn’t blame her. He wouldn’t want to be alone either.
They walked another few minutes in silence, each wandering around in their own thoughts. Arty put his father out of his mind and was enjoying the walk, living only in the present.
They rounded the corner and were a block from Carolina’s when they ran into Brad, Ray and Steve. They were sitting on the front lawn of the house second from the corner, lagging nickels on the sidewalk. Brad and Ray must have taken off from the side gate of the schoolyard and run like zebras down the next street over to meet up with Steve. Just to surprise them. It couldn’t be good.
“ You guys up to something?” Brad asked.
“ Why don’t you go get one of your daddy’s big guns and go kill something,” Carolina said.
“ Why don’t you mind your own business,” Brad said, running his fingers through his hair and sneering.
“ No, Brad. Why don’t you mind your business, and we’ll mind ours. What do ya say?” Arty felt his insides quiver and he had to go to the bathroom, but he was tired of being pushed around. He was embarrassed because he had been put down earlier in front of Carolina and he was determined not to be pushed around anymore.
“ I say I’m gonna kick your butt. By the time I get through with you your own mother won’t know you.” He continued to run his hand through his hair. He didn’t get up, “unless you say you’re sorry, right now.”
Arty clenched his fists, staring down at Brad. He thought of kicking him, but that wouldn’t be fair. Especially when he was sitting. There was no way he could win a fight with Brad, but there was no way he was gonna say he was sorry either. So he stood facing him, biting his lip for courage, waiting for Brad to make the next move.
“ Gonna say it?”
“ Arty?” Carolina said. He knew she wanted him to say it.
It would be easy. Two words. Just give in, give up and say it. But he couldn’t do it.
“ I’m waiting,” Brad said, cracking his knuckles.
But Arty stood silent. His time for running was through. Brad might beat him up, but he wasn’t gonna cower and whimper anymore.
“ Last chance,” Brad said.
“ Can’t do it,” Arty said.
And everybody knew it had gone too far.
“ This is gonna hurt you a lot more than it hurts me.” Brad pushed himself up off the grass. His shadows stood up too.
“ You gonna do it alone or are you gonna have your friends help?” Arty felt the blood rush to his head and the muscles on the back of his neck tighten.
“ You think I need help pounding you into the ground?” This was something new for Brad, he had the reputation of being the toughest kid in the school and he wasn’t used to being challenged.
“ If you’re gonna do it, then do it, else just shutup and get out of the way.”
“ I don’t believe you’re saying this. You’re in trouble, boy.” Brad moved toward Arty.
Arty stood his ground.
“ Put ’em up.” Brad raised his fists.
Arty kept his hands at his side.
“ He doesn’t even know how to fight,” Steve Kerr said.
“ Yeah. What a mama’s boy,” Ray Harpine said.
“ Be careful, Arty,” Carolina said.
“ Yeah, be careful,” Brad mimicked, dropping his fists and moving in close to Arty.
Arty stood his ground.
Brad put both hands on Arty’s chest, and pushed, causing Arty to stumble backwards, but Brad stayed with him, pushing him again.
“ Come on, Brad,” Carolina said, “everybody knows you’re tougher, so leave him alone.”
“ Hit him in the mouth,” Steve Kerr said.
And Arty hit Brad in the mouth with a roundhouse right that sent him flying and tumbling onto his back.
“ Shit,” Ray said.
“ Come on, Brad,” Steve Kerr said, but Brad didn’t need any egging on. He scrambled over on all fours and pushed himself up. He felt his lip and frowned when he saw a trickle of blood in his hand. His face started to go red. Brad was a bully, but unlike most bullies he was a fighter, too. He had earned and deserved the reputation of being the toughest kid in the sixth grade.
“ Hold this,” Brad said. He took off his leather jacket and tossed it to Steve.
“ You’re in for it now, fatso,” Steve said.
Arty put his hands up as Brad charged him, but it made no difference. Brad moved in quick and low. Arty tried to block Brad’s left, but only succeeded in deflecting it. Brad’s fist clipped him on the right ear, stinging and causing a ringing sensation that deafened him.
Brad followed with a right that Arty was too stunned to notice. The balled fist felt like his father’s as it split his lip, only his dad never hit him any place that would show. This would show big time.
“ Arty,” Carolina screamed as the heavy boy faltered and stumbled backwards, but he stayed up and stood his ground the best he could.
“ Give up,” Brad said.
Dazed, Arty put his hand to his mouth and felt the sticky blood. He ran his tongue along the inside of his bottom lip and tasted it. He clenched his fists, glared at Brad, and said, “No.”
Brad hit him again, harder than before, landing the punch square on his right eye. This time Arty fell, landing on his back. The fight was over.
“ You meanie,” Carolina said, but Brad ignored her.
“ You gotta show a little respect,” Brad said.
“ Great fight, Brad,” Steve Kerr said, patting his hero on the back, but Ray Harpine was silent, offering no congratulations, and he looked at Arty differently than he did before.
“ See ya tomorrow.” Brad turned and walked away with Steve and Ray following.
Carolina fell to her knees and put her left hand under Arty’s head, propping him up. She wiped some blood off his lip, then wiped it on the grass.
“ Are you okay, Arty?”
“ I’m bleeding.” He held the tip of his tongue against the cut on the inside of his lip to stop the flow of blood.
“ I wish I could do something.”
“ I think I got a big mouth.” His lip was already starting to swell.
Carolina used the bottom of her dress to wipe the blood off his chin and asked, “Can I see the cut?”
“ No. It hurts.”
“ I just wanna see for a second.” She gently pulled his lip back with her soft little girl fingers that felt oh-so-good on Arty’s bruised lip.
“ Wanna get up,” he said.
“ No, you can’t get up now. You have to rest a second, in case something’s broken. I saw it on a doctor program on TV,” she said, and Arty thought she watched a lot of television.
She moved around and put his head in her lap. She seemed fascinated with his damaged face, softly tracing his swollen lip with a gentle finger, then moving it to his right eye and tracing the puffiness there. “I’m gonna be a doctor when I grow up. I just decided. That way when we’re bigger and you get beat up, I’ll know just what to do.”
“ Help me up,” he begged. It was bad enough that she was seeing him like this, but he didn’t want any other kids to come along and find him flat on his back with his head in her lap. He would never be able to live it down.
“ Okay.” She scooted out from under him and stood up. Then she offered him her hand and helped pull him up from the sidewalk.
“ Jeez, Arty, you’re heavy. Did you ever think about going on a diet?” If anybody else had said it he would have been ashamed. But the way she said it, she wasn’t putting him down or making fun of him. She was just stating a fact. He was fat and he should do something about it. Still, for a second, he felt like he wanted to be somewhere else, like alone in his room.
Then she added, “But you’re awfully brave.” He might be the fattest kid in school, but he’d stood up to the toughest. He might have gotten his ass kicked, but he’d stood up and she thought he was brave. He felt like he’d just walked on the moon.
“ I’ll be coming by tonight,” he said.
“ I don’t know if my mom’s going to be home, so I’ll put a milk crate outside my bedroom window. That way it’ll be easier for you to get in.”

Thirty minutes later his dad was waiting for him on the front porch, a beer in his hand. He was wearing the kind of look a rat has when it’s torn into the food bin and it knows you can’t catch it, because it’s too fast and the other side of the kitchen is too far away.
“ Where ya been? Your mom’s got chores for you to do.” Translated that meant his mother had to work late and there was no one to clean up after him or to make his dinner.
“ Mom working late?” Arty said, without thinking.
“ Don’t back talk me.” Bill Gibson lashed out, catching Arty on the right cheek with the back of his hand. He’d never hit him in the face before. The busted lip and black eye must have given him the idea.
“ Got in a fight on the way home from school.” Arty backed away from his father.
“ I can see that. Someone whipped you good.”
“ I got my licks in.”
“ Sure ya did, kid, and the Pope’s stopping by for dinner.”
Arty wanted to say something smart, but for once he kept his flapping lips under control. His face was beat up bad enough. He didn’t need to give his father any encouragement. But he didn’t want to sound like he was just a punching bag, so he said, “I got him a good one, right in the mouth.”
“ Who won?”
“ He did, but I least I went down fighting.”
“ Good for you, kid. Now why don’t you straighten up the living room, do the lunch dishes and then see what you can make us for dinner.”

He looked in the mirror and winced. His lip looked like a fat worm sitting sideways on his chin. He reached up to touch it and shivered. It felt like he was being stabbed with a needle. He moved his hand to his forehead, pushing his bangs out of his eyes and looked at the shiner. He’d never had a black eye before. It was like a badge of courage.
He tapped the new bruise on his right cheek and vowed that someday he’d get even with his father. It wasn’t fair. He comes home with a battle scarred face, ’cuz a bigger boy had used it for a punching bag, then his father lights into him.
He reached into his back pocket, brought his comb out and ran it through his wet hair. He’d just come out of the shower, but he wasn’t in his pajamas and he wasn’t going to bed. He turned away from the mirror and went out the window like he’d done the night before. It was eight-fifteen and his parents were at their separate ends of the house, his mother in the kitchen, his father in the living room playing cards with a friend. Arty thought that was strange, because he didn’t think his father had any friends.
He felt a glow of excitement run through his body. Once again he was sneaking off into the dark. Only tonight he felt good, unafraid, steady and brave. He walked with a saunter and a slight spring in his step, but he knew sneaking out two nights in a row was tempting fate. It was dangerous, but he was looking forward to seeing Carolina. So much so, that he didn’t bother to look behind. He didn’t see the two men hanging back in the fog, following him.

He was halfway down her street when he was struck by the silence. He stopped walking and listened. He was used to the noises of the night. The silence was out of place, and so was he. Instinctively he knew the middle of the sidewalk was a bad place to be, so he moved to the curb and hunched down between two parked cars, straining his ears, searching for familiar sounds, a cricket, the cry of a cat, the bark of a dog. Something. Anything. Nothing.
He poked his head out from his sanctuary and looked down the block, toward Carolina’s and he saw it, a large dog. He’d never been afraid of dogs. In fact, he’d kind of had a way with them ever since he could remember, especially big ones, like Condor, the Bingham’s super big Doberman Pincer. But something told him to keep still and not alert this one.
The dog was walking slowly up the sidewalk, like it owned it, coming toward him, but it stopped at Carolina’s and moved into the bushes between her house and the house next door. He thought of the red eyes looking in the window and knew it wasn’t a peeping Tom. Somehow that big dog had gotten up on its hind legs and was peering in at them.
He shivered with the thought. Carolina said she would leave a milk crate outside her window to make it easier for him to climb in. He had to get over there. He had to warn her. He put his hands back on the bumpers and started to push himself up when he saw the dog come back out from between the houses. He eased himself back onto his knees.
Oh, Lord, he thought, it wasn’t a dog. He kept low. There was something in its mouth. His knees hurt. He took even, shallow breaths, because he knew that what was out there might not be able to smell him with the breeze at its back, but it had excellent hearing and he didn’t want to be guilty of making even the smallest sound.
He saw the creature’s head start to turn and for a flash of a second he thought he was finished, but before that great head with those piercing eyes came to rest on him, the wolf was engulfed in a flash of blinding red-white light that took away his night vision. Then as fast as the flash appeared, it was gone and in its place stood a stooped over old black woman. He closed and rubbed his eyes. When he opened them again, she was shuffling along the sidewalk, getting farther away from him with every small step.
He stayed silent and still, until she turned the corner, then he pushed himself up and ran to the bushes between the two houses and scooted through. Her window was open and the crate was in place.
“ Carolina,” he whispered.
“ Yeah, I’m here,” she whispered back. “I thought I heard you a minute ago, but when I looked there wasn’t anybody there.”
Arty stepped up onto the crate, put his arms through the window and squeezed in.
“ It wasn’t me you heard,” he said. Then he added, “We’re gonna need some silver bullets.”



Chapter Nine


“ I tell you he’s up to something,” Bill Gibson said. “I shoulda busted him when he snuck back in this morning, but he was out all night and I wanna know what he’s up to.”
“ I’ll take three,” Seymour Oxlade said. Gibson dealt him three from the top of the deck.
“ Two for me.” Gibson tossed his cards into the center of the table and dealt to himself, also from the top of the deck. He wouldn’t try anything with Seymour. If he got caught it would bust up their friendship and Seymour would bust his nose.
“ Quarter.” Seymour Oxlade tossed a coin into the center of the table.
“ And a quarter.” Gibson tossed two into the pot.
“ Ya got something, Billy Boy?”
“ Cost you twenty-five cents to find out.”
“ Fold. I ain’t got shit ’cept a pair of threes.” He tossed his cards on the pot, then said, “Hey, maybe he’s got a girl?”
“ Not Arty. He’s up to something, but it ain’t no girl.” Gibson lit a cigarette.
“ Got ten bucks says it is.” He reached into his shirt pocket and took out a ten dollar bill and tossed it in the pot.
“ You’re on, buddy boy.” Gibson covered the ten with one of his own.
“ How we gonna find out?” Seymour asked as the faint sound of Arty’s window going up creaked through the house.
“ Guess we’ll have to follow him and find out.”
“ Grab a couple a beers,” Oxlade said.
The two men waited till Arty was halfway down the block, before they left the house in pursuit. Two men that had met at the neighborhood bar less than a month ago. Two men with a lot in common. They both drank, liked poker, abused their children and beat their wives, only Seymour Oxlade’s abuse ran a different course than Gibson’s-he had two daughters.
They stayed a block behind, each nursing a beer, good old boys, both out of place in an over educated town.
Oxlade pulled his pants out from the crack of his ass, took a pull on his beer, and whispered, “We shoulda brought a couple more beers.”
“ Yeah,” Gibson said, “help kill the cold.” Both men were wearing flannel shirts, but neither was wearing a jacket and the brisk breeze coming from the sea wasn’t very friendly.
They stopped when their quarry reached the corner. For a second it looked like Arty might turn around. Oxlade tugged on Gibson’s shirt sleeve and darted to the center of a neighbor’s lawn, hiding behind a large tree. Gibson followed, but it wasn’t necessary, as Arty kept his eyes forward.
“ What’s he doing?” Gibson asked, with his back to the tree.
“ Just standing there, like he’s thinking or something.”
Gibson chugged his beer and set the bottle down among the tree’s large root system. He wanted to belch, but held it. Oxlade finished off his beer as well, setting the bottle next to Gibson’s.
“ There he goes,” Oxlade said as Arty turned right toward Fremont Avenue. As soon as he was out of sight the two men jogged to the corner. Two blocks later Oxlade jumped back when he saw the flash.
“ What was that?” Gibson whispered to his friend. Lightning was his first thought and he hunkered down, waiting for the thunder. He looked upward, frowning at the overcast sky when the expected thunder blast didn’t sound.
“ Don’t know,” Oxlade said, “Maybe a power line shorted out.”
“ Yeah, that must be it.” Gibson stood out of his crouch, ashamed of himself for being afraid of nothing. For a second he thought about going back home and having another beer, but he didn’t want to give up in front of Oxlade, and besides he wanted to know what the boy was up to.
“ Must have scared the shit outta your boy.”
“ Yeah.” Gibson scanned the neighborhood, seeking his son. The power flash, or whatever it was, had distracted him and he’d lost sight of the boy. He didn’t know what to do. He stood in the center of the sidewalk, rubbed his jaw and tried to think. He didn’t want to admit they’d come all this way for nothing.
“ Where’d he go?” Oxlade was scanning for Arty, too.
“ He must have gone into one of those houses.” Gibson pointed to the left.
“ But which one?” Oxlade pulled his loose fitting pants out of the crack of his ass again. “And even if we know which one, how can we find out what he’s doing in there? How am I gonna claim the bet if we can’t prove he’s got a girlfriend.”
“ Let me think a second.” Gibson didn’t like the thoughts that came into his head. He imagined Arty sitting around a fancy table, making up all kinds of stories. But whose table. Who was the boy lying his ass off to? Another kid’s parents? That pretty little teacher? A cop?
The last thought chilled him. He wanted to be home in front of the TV. He wanted another beer. He hated the night and the quiet, but he couldn’t go away without knowing. He wanted to catch the boy red handed and make him talk, before he had time to make up any lies. Surprise was the best way.
“ There he is, over there.” Oxlade pointed.
Gibson squinted into the night and saw his son moving out from between two parked cars up ahead. Both men dropped into a crouch and slid behind an old Chevy pickup parked ten houses down the block. They watched as Arty crossed a front lawn up ahead and slipped through the bushes guarding the space between two houses.
“ I knew it. He’s sneaking out to visit a girl.”
“ We don’t know that yet.”
“ Come on, Billy Boy, give it up. Let’s go back and play some cards.”
“ Not yet,” Gibson said. If he hadn’t seen Arty crawl through the bushes he wouldn’t have believed it. He didn’t know what to do. Part of him wanted to crawl in there after him, pull him out by the scruff of the neck and give the little bastard a good going over for sneaking out at night, but the other part was afraid of dark places.
“ How long you wanna wait?”
“ Just a little while.” Gibson reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a pack of cigarettes and a silver Zippo, and with the fluid motion of a serious smoker, he flipped the lighter open with his thumb and spun the flint to flame, so fast that an observer would have thought he ordered up the fire by snapping his fingers.
He shook his other hand with just enough force to cause a cigarette to expose itself from the pack. He caught it between his lips and touched it to the flame. He took a deep drag, letting the smoke fill his lungs. He loved the taste of filtered tobacco mingled with the smell of lighter fluid.
“ Here.” He held the pack out and Oxlade took one. Then they sat on the curb and smoked.
“ I think he went in a window,” Oxlade said. “If he was my kid I’d march right up there and bang on that door.”
“ Which door?” They could see from where they were that the lights were on in both houses.
“ Both.”
“ Let’s wait a few minutes, ’case he comes out,” Gibson said.
“ It’s a good thing I brought something to the party.” Oxlade pulled a fifth of cheap whisky out of his pants pocket.
“ Seymour, you think of everything,” Gibson said. Oxlade was beaming as he opened the bottle. Gibson scooted closer to him. He wasn’t a man to pass up a free drink.
“ I gotta take a leak.” Oxlade got up. “I’ll be right back.”
Gibson watched as he walked around to the other end of the truck. He heard the steady stream hitting the street. He took a long drag on his cigarette and pondered his problems. His wife and son were bricks lashed to his ankles and he was drowning. But there was nothing he could do. He couldn’t afford a divorce and Lucy wouldn’t see him any more if he didn’t get one. If only something would happen to them, he thought, but he didn’t have the courage to do anything. No, he was stuck. He was going to wind up the rest of his days in this god forsaken town with a skinny wife, a fat boy and a dead future.
“ I’m back,” Oxlade said, interrupting Gibson’s thoughts.
“ That was fast.”
“ These old bones ain’t dead, yet.” He zipped up.
“ Damn, this is good.” Gibson took another pull on the cheap whisky.
“ I figured if we gotta wait till you get ready to do something, we might as well be enjoying ourselves while we’re doing it.”
“ Yeah,” Gibson said, but he thought for a second, trying to work out if Seymour Oxlade was insinuating he was chicken, but when the second was over he decided his friend had only been making conversation.
For the next fifteen minutes the two men sat on the curb, drinking. The world started to seem quite all right to Bill Gibson. He looked at Oxlade and was pleased that he’d met someone like him. A friend he could relate to. He wondered how he got the scratches on the side of his neck. He bet that would be a story he could enjoy. He was about to ask when Oxlade pointed down the block and said, “Someone’s coming.”
“ But this is our street?” Gibson laughed at his joke and Oxlade joined in.
“ Yeah, this is our street. We were here first,” Oxlade said.
Gibson tried to clear his head by taking a deep breath. It wasn’t fair, he thought, here he was sitting and having a couple of drinks with his friend, minding his own business, when someone has to come along and spoil it. Probably someone from the neighborhood who was gonna tell them if they didn’t move on they were gonna call the police. He hated this town of snobs.
“ Maybe we should charge a toll,” Oxlade said, his thoughts running along different lines than Gibson’s. He looked down the block. Whoever it was had stopped, offering only a dark shadow in the fog. He dropped his cigarette in the gutter, stomped on it and slid back around the pickup, so that the truck was between him and whoever was out there. Oxlade moved with him. Gibson was glad to see that words weren’t necessary between them.
“ Can you see anything?” Gibson whispered.
“ No, we’ll have to wait till he gets closer.” Oxlade was whispering, too.
Gibson wondered who would be out walking in the fog and he willed himself to be quiet. Then he coughed. He tried to cut it back, but that only made it worse. He coughed again, sending sounds bouncing down the street. “Sorry, I couldn’t keep it in.”
“ Maybe I should just pop on over and say hello and see who it is. It’s a free country, you know. We got just as much right to be here as anyone else.”
But something told Bill Gibson to stay put and stay out of sight. There was a current in the air. He smelled the ocean, but the sounds of waves slapping the shore in the distance escaped him. He crossed his arms and ran his fingers from elbows to palms. His skin tickled and tingled and he tried in vain to hide the sound of his own breathing.
“ I don’t think that’s a good idea. I think we should stay out of sight till the last minute,” Gibson said.
“ Gotcha. Good thinking,” Oxlade said. For a second Gibson wondered why he’d say something like that. Then it hit him. Oxlade thought they were going to mug the person out there and Gibson was surprised to find that it didn’t seem like such a bad idea. The folks in this town had been looking down on him long enough. It was time for him to get a little of his own back.
Still there was something in the air.
“ Hey, Billy Boy,” Oxlade whispered, “you getting any off that Lucy down to the bowling alley?”
“ Maybe,” Gibson whispered back, puffing up.
“ Me, too,” Oxlade said. All of a sudden Bill Gibson wasn’t so sure he liked Seymour Oxlade.
“ I didn’t know that,” Gibson said.
“ She tells me everything, and I mean everything,” Oxlade winked and Gibson didn’t think he’d be seeing Lucy or Oxlade anymore.
“ He’s moving.” Gibson turned away from the smirking Oxlade to the figure down the block.
“ Aw, come on, let’s go.”
“ No, there’s two of us,” Gibson said. If Oxlade wouldn’t have told him about Lucy, he would have called it quits and gone home. But not now. If Seymour wanted to back out, well who was the chicken then.
“ How we gonna do it?” Oxlade asked, his superior attitude gone now.
“ Let’s wait and see who it is, then we’ll know how to play it.”
The figure came closer. It was an old woman, nothing more. He had been hiding for nothing. He started to get up, but a wave of nausea gripped him and a blast of ice cold something ran from his buttocks along his spine and gripped him at the back of the neck. And the old woman got closer.
“ I don’t know about this,” Oxlade said, and Big Bill Gibson could tell that Oxlade felt it, too. But he wasn’t going to back down. He needed to put the man in his place. To show him who was a coward and who wasn’t.
“ It’ll be easy. It’s just an old woman,” Gibson said. Maybe she was his salvation. Maybe she was carrying cash. All he had to do was jump up when she passed by, push her over and grab her bag. He could be down the road in a flash, leaving her face to face with Oxlade. He’d love to see the expression on their faces as they faced each other. Would he hit her to keep from telling or would he turn and run, too. Either way he didn’t care.
She stopped in front of the place where Arty had crawled into and stared at those bushes like she knew someone had gone in there. Gibson felt cool, salty sweat run into his eyes. He tried to brush it out with the back of his palms, but he only drove the stinging sweat in deeper.
“ How we gonna do it?” Oxlade asked again and Gibson turned to look at him. His fists were clenched. He was flexing his muscles. The man was pumped. Maybe he’d misjudged him.
“ We grab the purse and run,” Gibson said, abandoning his idea of taking off and leaving Oxlade behind to take the rap.
“ What if she sees us?” Oxlade said.
“ It’s dark. She’s old. I don’t think it’s a problem,” he whispered. Why was she staring at those bushes? Why wouldn’t she come closer? He wanted to get it over with.
“ I think we should waste her,” Oxlade said and Bill Gibson felt like he’d been hit on the side of the head. He’d never done anything like this before. He could see grabbing an old lady’s purse and making a run for it. Chances are they’d get away with it. Hell, with all the crime these days, the police wouldn’t want to be bothered. But murder-he hadn’t even thought about hitting her. Just grab and run.
“ You gotta be crazy.”
“ Who’s chicken now, Billy Boy?”
“ What are you talking about?” It was like Oxlade had been reading his mind.
“ I know what you was thinking. He don’t wanna do it no more. He’s yellow. I’ll show him. I know you, Billy Boy. I know you worry about folks thinking you’re yellow.”
“ How could you?” But he knew as soon as the words left his mouth. Lucy, his one true love.
“ That’s right, Billy Boy,” Oxlade said, reading his mind again. “You talk too much and she tells me everything. I know every little thing there is to know about you. You think our meeting in that pissant little bar was an accident?”
“ Why?” he asked with his eyes on the old lady, still staring into the bushes.
“ You got something I want.”
“ What?” he asked looking as deep into Oxlade’s eyes as the night would allow. What could he possibly have? He was as poor as dog shit.
“ Your boy.”
“ Arty?”
“ I don’t want him for keeps. Just bring him over on Friday after school. You can have him back on Sunday morning. Plenty of time for him to do all his chores.”
“ Why would you want Arty?” he asked. Then he knew and he was repulsed. He might be a coward at heart, and he knew it. He might light into his wife and boy a little too often, but he wasn’t a fucking pervert. Arty might be a fat little hog, but he was his boy.
“ Little harmless fun. Who knows, the boy might even learn to like it.”
Bill Gibson stared at Oxlade. All his life he’d been a coward. And the hot, green jungle came screaming back. He was lying in the wet, being pelted by rain. “Cover me,” the sergeant had said, before he charged across the clearing to get the wounded man, but he froze, and the sergeant was cut down while he watched, kept quiet and didn’t give himself away. And nobody knew what a coward he was. Nobody except Lucy, because when he was with Lucy he drank too much and he talked too much.
But what Oxlade was asking was out of the question. Even if he told everyone down at the bar and the bowling alley and the whole damn town. He’d sooner live with that, then turn his boy over to a pervert. So he looked Oxlade square in the eye and did the only brave thing he’d ever done in his whole miserable life. He said, “No.”
“ What?”
“ No.”
And she started to come closer.
Oxlade turned away from him and said, “Okay, after we finish this we’ll see where we stand.”
Gibson wanted to get up and take off, but something held him in place. It was out of his control, he told himself. An insect landed on his hand and he brushed it away. He felt another on the back of his neck, weaving its way through raised neck hairs. He squashed it with his thumb. He had to piss so badly his thighs were quivering. Another insect landed on his neck, but he was too absorbed with the frail figure moving toward them to notice.
She moved slowly, without grace. A passerby or someone looking out of their front window would pass their eyes over this old black woman and not see her. She was remarkable only in the fact that she wasn’t remarkable. She was old and slow, that was all. Nothing to remember and nothing to be afraid of.
She stopped and raised her head slightly. She folded her hands, as if in prayer, and sniffed the night. She stared again at the space between the two houses.
Gibson wondered what she was doing, then she turned back toward them and he pulled back between the cars. He felt the new insect threading its way through the hairs on the back of his neck. He felt the sweat trickle under his arms. He felt the pain caused by a decaying tooth. His dirty skin itched. His bladder was about to burst. He wanted to jump up and run. He wanted it over and he wondered if Oxlade would go through with it and if she would scream.
But he knew Oxlade was going to do it. He wondered if he’d be quick. He forced himself to wait. Only a few more seconds, he told himself, then it would be over. Then he noticed that she didn’t have a purse. That meant Oxlade would have to go through her pockets. It would take longer.
What if she didn’t have any money, he thought, and then he mentally answered himself. It didn’t matter-Oxlade didn’t care.
The old woman unclasped her hands and faced forward again. The wind dropped and silence reigned. She stood still, a statue in the night. Gibson willed her to turn away, to go back the way she’d come, but she didn’t. She resumed her shuffle down the sidewalk.
Two houses away and she stopped again. And the wind picked up again, blowing from her to them. She farted, he both heard and smelled it. A fart yes, but there was something more there, putrid and vile-a smell that screamed, get up and run, get away, get far away. He might have done it, but Oxlade sensed his cowardice and grabbed him by the arm, holding him in place.
He wanted to scream out to her to turn and flee, but the words were dead in his throat. He shook loose of Oxlade’s grasp, but he didn’t move as she resumed her slow walk toward them. He choked back his fear and tightened his resolve. He wished he had stayed home.
When she was one house away, he thought he heard a low laugh, more like a cackle. She moved a few steps closer and the laughter came on the breeze like a full frontal assault. He couldn’t move. It was like he was hearing loud laughter with the volume turned down low. Laughter meant only for him.
Oxlade didn’t seem to be bothered.
She came closer and Gibson was numb.
Oxlade jumped from behind the pickup, blocking her path. She whipped a clawed hand around, grizzly-quick and took his face off. No doubt about it, he was dead before his body slumped onto the sidewalk.
The coward in Gibson said run. All he wanted was for her to keep going, to pass on by and never know he was there. To take that fart smell and that loud, quiet laughter away. I’ll be good Lord, he prayed. I’ll never even think a bad thought.
Then she was standing there, facing him as he cringed on the wet pavement, paralyzed. He urinated as she glared at him, the wet soaking through his pants and dripping onto the pavement. The splashing drops the only sounds out and about in the neighborhood.
Instinct overcame his fear and he started to get up. She let him rise. He turned to run, but was blinded by a light that hit him white hot between the eyes. He collapsed, face up, twitching on the ground.
He could see, but he couldn’t move his head. He felt something wet on the back of his skull and hoped it was water from the street, but was afraid that it was his own blood. He moved his eyes around. The old woman was gone. For a second relief flooded through him. Then he heard a low growl and felt something clamp onto his twitching, jerking leg.
He was unable to see it. He was being dragged. His head bounced on the curb as he was pulled up onto the grass and then he saw it. Only for an instant, but it was the longest instant of his life.



Chapter Ten


Sarah downshifted into fourth, thrilling as the RPM surged. No more old, yellow, bell jingling Beetle for her. She raised her foot from the gas, letting the car slow as she approached the off ramp. She loved driving with the top down, her hair whipping in the chill winter breeze, her heart racing with the speedometer, her body singing with the night.
She gave it a little gas, punched the clutch, and dropped it into third. She shivered as the Corvette bucked, registering its displeasure. The car wanted to go fast. She jumped back on the clutch and shoved it into second. The tires chirped and the RPM soared against the lower gear.
She went off the ramp, in second gear, at sixty miles per hour. The engine screamed as the RPM redlined. She left rubber all over the pavement as she swung off the ramp onto Solitude River Road, but she was an excellent driver. She was in no danger.
But the old woman caught in her headlights was. When Sarah barreled down the ramp, there was nothing ahead of her but open road. Then out of nowhere, there she was, skinny, frail and blocking the way. She panicked and stabbed the brakes, locking the wheels.
The old woman stood her ground. Sarah caught a glimpse of a weathered black face, caught in the headlights, as the car went into a spin, roaring past the woman. She thumped harder on the brakes. The car whipped around and she was going backwards, with the car continuing its rubber-burning-sliding spin off the road.
She screamed as the Corvette’s wheels threw dirt into the air, praying as brush scrapped and screeched along the side of the car. Then it was over. The car came to a sliding halt, dying before she had a chance to get the clutch in.
“ Damn.” She turned around to see if the woman was all right. There was no one there.
She sat in silence and took in the sky, cloudy toward town and the ocean, clear overhead. Her heart was running flat out, pumping like the well would never go dry. She was on an adrenaline high and reveled in it. The old woman was out of her memory. Forgotten. Like she’d never been there.
“ Damn,” she said, again, “I loved it.” She leaned back and faced the Big Dipper and was rewarded with a shooting star cutting across the heavens. She remained in her euphoric trance for about ten minutes, daydreaming and drinking in the night. She felt like she should be in the lotus position. She felt like she’d just had a religious experience. And she was getting cold.
“ Home,” she told the night. She turned the key. The car roared to life, like the thoroughbred it was. Then it died. She turned the key again.
Nothing.
She thought about walking over to the motel and asking him for help, but decided against it. She would wait and let the car cool down. It would start then. It was brand new. It couldn’t be anything major.
A spasm knotted her neck. She massaged it, rocking her head back and forth. That’s when she saw something. Out back, behind the motel, looking in one of the bathroom windows-a peeping Tom. She was quite a distance away, but it was a clear night and floodlights in the parking lot were on. It was the woman, the old black woman.
Her first impulse was to shout, but she didn’t-she watched. Her second was to mind her own business, but she was fascinated. Her third was to get out of the car and to spy on the spy. She was just too curious. The peeping woman moved around to the other side of the building and Sarah gave in to her curiosity.
She felt a school-girl-first-date thrill run through her as she opened the door and stepped out of the car. She walked toward the building, counting her steps. She’d always been a counter. She counted everything, from the floor tiles in the Greyhound bus station to the number of steps between the bank and the beauty parlor. It was habit.
At ten steps, she wondered why nobody came rushing from the motel when she went squealing off the street. Then she remembered that the straight stretch of road, from the motel to where Solitude River Road started curving along the river toward Tampico, was used by the kids as the local drag strip. Her screeching tires probably didn’t sound out of place.
At twenty steps, she began to wonder about the old woman. How and why did she vanish so fast?
At thirty steps, she thought about him.
At forty steps, she’d covered half the distance and began to question the wisdom of what she was doing. That wolf was still around somewhere. It didn’t make sense to be sneaking around like last night had never happened.
At fifty steps, she slowed down and at step sixty-one, she stopped and listened to the soundless night.
The lights from the motel suddenly sent goose bumps running up her arms. She took two steps back. Stopped. Listened to her heartbeat and the silence. She heard the buzzing sound of a big rig eating up Highway 1 off in the distance. She stayed rock still, till the buzzing turned into a roar. She covered her eyes, as the big truck’s brights sliced through the night.
She stayed that way, tall and still, her hair wisping in a slight breeze, till the truck was again only a buzzing in the distance. Maybe the woman was gone, she thought, but maybe she wasn’t. Who was she and what was she up to? She had to know.
She inhaled the night air. No more counting. She jogged the remainder of the way to the motel, not stopping till she reached the asphalt parking lot. She stopped by a white Toyota, to catch her breath, when she heard a noise around the side of the motel. The woman? She darted to the side of the building and scurried along the wall. She was a spy after a secret. She felt like a teenager. Her blood started delivering more oxygen to her brain as her heart accelerated. She was exhilarated. Excited. Nothing should come in the way of a secret.
She stopped at the corner, took a silent breath and inched her head along the wall toward the edge, her cheek brushing against the cool stucco. She wondered who it was, this old woman that peeked in motel windows. Who was she and what did she see?
She poked her eye around the ridge.
There was no one there and all of the bathroom windows were closed.
“ Damn,” she whispered, turning away from the motel. She started across the parking lot, and at a fifty-eight steps back toward the car, she stopped and gazed at her beauty. Long, low, sleek, and red. The kind of car she’d wanted all her life and only dreamed about. If only Miles, and his Volvo mentality, could see her now. At seventy steps, she stopped again.
She thought she saw movement on the other side of the car. She took five cautious steps forward, squinting through the night. “Is somebody there?” Five more steps, slower than the last, eyes straining, heart again beginning to race. “Who’s there?” Still no response.
“ You better not hurt my car,” she said. What a stupid thing to say, she thought. “Did you hear me? Get away from the car.” She was shouting as she took ten more steps toward the Corvette.
She stopped again. She was well over halfway back to the car, no longer protected by the bright overhead lights of the motel. A small part of her worried about who could be waiting for her, hiding behind her car, like a mugger. But that’s ridiculous, she thought. There were no muggers in Palma or Tampico.
“ I said, get away from the car.” She took five more cautious steps, thought about the highway, and stopped again. Whoever was hiding behind her car may not be from town at all. He may have come on the highway.
She saw movement again. Her car door opened and someone got out. He called her name in a raspy, throaty voice that sent shivers crawling along her skin. She turned and fled, because she knew that whoever he was, he was coming after her.
She stumbled, fell, and scraped her knees. She jumped up and continued running. She heard great clomping, stomping steps as it got closer. Thud, thud, thud, big feet pounding the earth. She felt like her lungs were going to pop. She gasped for air and struggled to keep running. She felt hot breath on the back of her neck as she plunged onto the road.
She was blinded by the lights of the huge metal monster bearing down on her, blaring its horn, as it roared off the highway. She screamed as a huge hand grabbed her by the arm, jerking her out of the way of the tanker truck carrying gasoline to the service stations of Palma and Tampico.
She got out the beginnings of another scream, before a strong hand clamped across her mouth, cutting it off, choking her. She bit it and the attacker jumped back, releasing her.
“ Shit, you bit me,” the voice rasped.
Once free, she whirled around to flee.
“ It’s okay, Sarah, I won’t hurt you.”
“ You?” she said. This was a man that would never cut and run. She looked into his eyes and saw the pain there. He was a worried man. She was both afraid of him, and fascinated by him, and she was hopelessly drawn in to the churning green sea behind those troubled eyes.
“ Yeah.” He released his hold on her arm.
“ You chased me.”
“ I had to stop you from killing yourself.”
“ What are you talking about?”
“ The truck.”
“ Oh, that.” She turned to look at its taillights fading in the distance. The truck went around the first bend and the lights were gone. For the second time in less than twenty-four hours she was almost killed by a tanker truck.
“ Yeah, that.”
“ You scared me,” she said.
“ Didn’t mean to.”
“ Well, you did.” She crossed her arms against the cold, while she took in his battered and scabbed face. What she couldn’t see in the dark last night was hauntingly surreal in the moonlight as he led her back to her car. He was rugged handsome, with the same crooked smile carried by his daughter.
“ I’m sorry about that,” he said when they reached the car, “but I’ve always wanted to own one of these. When you walked away from it, I couldn’t resist. I just wanted a few seconds behind the wheel. I wasn’t going to steal it.”
“ I didn’t think you were.”
“ Occupational hazard,” he said, and she laughed.
“ Were you always a thief?” she asked, remembering what he’d told her last night.
“ Always.”
“ No, really. How’d you start?” She smiled at him and got in the passenger side of the car.
“ I’ve been a thief ever since I can remember.” He looked down at her.
“ Why?”
“ I don’t know. I don’t have the kind of conscience most people seem to have. It doesn’t bother me. I used to think I did it because it was easier than working, but stealing’s a job, like any other.”
“ I can’t believe I’m having this conversation. Yesterday I was a married, mild mannered school teacher with a ten-year-old VW. Today the yellow bug is history and I’m single again. And I’m out here in the middle of nowhere-”
“ Talking to the kind of man you would have passed by without a glance before,” he interrupted.
“ I’d have given you a glance.”
“ How much they give you for the Volkswagen?” he asked, changing the subject.
“ How do you know about that?”
“ I followed you.”
“ How? I didn’t see you?”
“ I must be better at it than you.”
“ You saw me?”
“ After you gave up, I turned around and followed you.”
“ All the way to Eureka?”
“ All the way.”
“ When I went to the bank?”
“ I was right outside.”
“ When I bought the car?”
“ I was looking at a new station wagon.”
“ Why?”
“ You came around checking me out. I was curious.”
“ You wanna drive it?” She rubbed her hands on her knees against the cold.
“ Sure you want me to?”
“ I think I might like it.”
He grinned and moved around to the driver’s side, trailing a hand along the car as he went.
“ You ever driven one of these?” she asked.
“ In my kind of work you can’t afford to draw too much attention to yourself.”
“ Of course,” she said as he started it up and revved the powerful engine.
“ Started for me,” he said.
“ It would,” she said.
“ It’s a guy thing,” he said. Then he looked up, checked the road, shifted into first, popped the clutch, and held on to the wheel, as dirt and small rocks shot out from the spinning tires. The Corvette sprang out from the dirt, fishtailing, till Coffee wrestled it onto the road.
Sarah pulled her seatbelt on as Coffee accelerated. She gulped air as the tack redlined in second, then again in third, then fourth. She glanced at the speedometer and gasped as the needle pushed a hundred, before Coffee threw it into fifth.
She ran her fingers through her hair, massaging her scalp. He was driving like a man possessed and he was invigorating her, making her come alive like she hadn’t been in years. Doing for her in a few seconds what no man had ever done. And he’d hardly touched her.
And she was afraid he never would. He was a self-confessed thief. Of what she didn’t know. But he was definitely not the kind of man she wanted anything to do with. However she found herself running her hand along the back of her neck to quiet the chills that shivered there when she thought of him.
And he could drive.
She was an experienced driver. He was a reckless driver, taking the car to its limits. A hundred and five and she grabbed her knees, pushing herself back into the seat. A hundred and ten and she was digging into her knees with white knuckles. A hundred and fifteen and she couldn’t feel her knees. A hundred and twenty and she was holding her breath.
She tore her eyes away from the speedometer and glanced at John Coffee, hair blowing in the wind, hands clenched on the wheel, eyes on the road ahead. He was married to the Corvette. He’d become part of the car, the oil flowing through the engine the same as the blood flowing through his veins.
She saw a flash out of the corner of her eye and turned her head to see another shooting star. She bit into her lower lip, because it looked like it landed up ahead. She looked back at Coffee and knew that he’d seen it, too, but he wasn’t slowing down. The speedometer read one-twenty.
“ Hang on,” he said.
She looked up and screamed. The old black woman was standing in the center of the road. Impossible, but there she was, and Coffee still had his foot to the floor. He was using the car like a weapon, guiding it like a missile, and he aimed to run her down.
She exhaled and took a huge breath. There was nothing she could do except watch it happen. The lights, like lasers, were guiding the car toward its mark. Sarah screamed again as the tires gobbled up the road and the old woman refused to move. She was still screaming when the old woman turned into a miniature comet of red and orange flame. She fainted as the Corvette tore through the tail of fire, never feeling the heat of it.

He opened his eyes and checked the clock on the nightstand next to the bed. He’d been asleep for a little over two hours. He got up and shucked off his clothes. He wanted to be between the sheets, but he also wanted the sweat, dirt and grime off his body, so he ambled into the bathroom.
Ten minutes later he stepped out of the shower careful not to slip on the tile. He ran a hand around his neck and winced, the bruises still hurt. He resisted the temptation to turn and look at himself in the mirror. His beard grew fast, so all it would tell him was that he needed a shave and he didn’t feel like it right now, not with the scabbed over scratches. He padded across the cold floor, picked up a towel from the rack and left the bathroom.
He walked to the foot of the double bed and ran his head around in a tight circle, moving his shoulders back and forth at the same time. He was tense, partly because of the woman on the other bed, but mostly because of what he would have to face soon.
He dropped the towel on the bed and stepped into a pair of Dockers. He didn’t like being naked. He picked the towel back up and dried his hair, then dropped it back on the bed and moved across the carpeted floor toward the television. He slipped on a tee shirt, followed by a dark brown sweater. He grimaced as he bent over and eased his feet into loafers without socks. Then he balled his fingers into fists, then flexed them, before leaving the room. They served coffee all night in the lobby.
“ How’s it going tonight?” He closed the door behind himself.
“ Fine,” the desk clerk said. She was an elderly woman with too much blue rinse in her hair.
“ Just came in for a cup of courage.” He poured himself a cup from the motel’s never empty jug. He was reaching for one of the free donuts when the flashing red and white lights pulled into the parking lot.
Police, he thought, turning away from the blue hair. He closed his eyes for a second and tried to summon up the fantasy blond, but he didn’t have enough time to do it right, so he gave it up, crossed himself and walked out into the night.
“ You. Stop.” The voice belonged to the young man that jumped out of the police car. It had the authority of one in command. Coffee stopped and smiled at the young cop.
“ Yeah, you. Where do you think you’re going?” The young man wasn’t wearing a uniform and didn’t have a gun. Instead he was clothed in jeans, a white tee shirt and black tennis shoes. He looked like he’d dressed in a hurry and he was pointing his finger like it was a thirty-eight.
“ My room.” Coffee hated to waste words.
The young man recoiled when he saw Coffee’s face, and retracted his finger, using it to push his longish hair out of his eyes.
“ Name?” the young man asked, walking toward him, still brushing his hair with his fingers.”
“ You a policeman?” Coffee asked, stepping back a couple of feet.
“ You know I am.”
“ Yeah. I guess I do.”
“ Answer the question.”
“ John Coffee.”
“ Holy shitsamoly,” the kid yelped as another police cruiser pulled into the parking lot. “Harrison, I got him, I got him,” he continued yelling to the man who got out of the other car. This one was wearing a uniform and had gun.
“ Back off you,” the officer said.
“ What’s this all about, officer?” Coffee backed away from the kid.
“ Hands up, no don’t put ’em up, turn around and face the wall.” The older cop pulled his gun.
Coffee turned, not wanted to upset the cop.
“ Frisk him, Marty,” the cop said.
The kid moved in and felt Coffee up the way policeman do. “He’s clean, Harrison.”
“ Can I turn around?”
“ Not till I cuff you.” Coffee dropped his hands behind his back and the cop put on the cuffs. “Okay, you can turn around now.”
“ Mind telling me what this is all about?”
“ Grand theft auto.” The kid pointed his trigger finger at the Volvo.
“ You’re kidding?” Coffee said. He couldn’t believe the coward from last night had screwed up enough courage to call the police.
“ Mr. Chase reported it stolen less than an hour ago. Said you abducted him and his wife at gunpoint and stole the car. That was pretty stupid of you telling him your name.”
“ Even stupider parking it right outside my room, wouldn’t you say?”
“ Yeah,” the kid said, “even stupider.”
“ Hard to piss with these things on,” Coffee said, changing the subject. There was no sense protesting his innocence any further. This small town cop had him and wasn’t about to let him go.
“ You’ll have to hold it till we get to the station.”
“ Got a bad prostate. When I gotta go, I gotta go.”
“ Why don’t you take the cuffs off and let him go to the bathroom, Harrison?” Sarah Sadler said. She was standing in the doorway with her hair mussed, like she’d just gotten out of bed.
“ Miss Sadler, I mean Mrs. Chase, what are you doing here?”
“ It’s Miss Sadler, Harrison, and what I’m doing is minding my own business, which is more that I can say for you.”
“ Your husband said-”
“ I heard what he said,” she cut him off, “but I suppose he had to say that if he wanted you to come looking for us.”
“ I don’t get it,” the cop said.
“ Let me try and make it clear,” she said. “If Miles would have called the station and said something like, ‘Hey, Harrison, my new wife is shacked up over at the Pine Tree and I want you to go and drag her back to me,’ would you be here now?”
“ No, ma’am.” Harrison looked embarrassed. Then he turned to Coffee, “Why didn’t you tell us you were with the lady?”
“ A gentleman doesn’t tell,” Coffee said.
“ What about the car? The car’s still stole,” Marty said.
“ That’s a fact. We still got a stolen car,” Harrison said.
“ Harrison Harpine, I think your boy is smarter than you. How can I steal my own car?”
“ It’s Miles’ car, everybody knows it.”
“ So if you drive your wife’s Buick to the store you could be arrested for stealing it?”
“ I getcha,” he said, but he didn’t look convinced.
“ The cuffs,” Coffee said, “I really do gotta piss.”
“ Hold on a minute while I try and figure this out,” Harrison Harpine said.
“ Harrison, if I tell you why I’m here, with him, and not at home with my husband will you take the cuffs off?”
“ Maybe.”
“ You have to promise to keep it a secret. I don’t want it blabbed all over town.”
“ I’m a cop. You can trust me,” he said, leaning in to her.
“ Send him away,” she said, looking at the kid.
“ Marty, you can go now. I can handle this.”
“ Harrison, that’s not fair.”
“ You can go, I’ll see you back at the station.”
The kid turned and stomped to his cruiser. He gunned it in protest as he shot out of the parking lot, and as soon as the car was out of sight, Harrison Harpine turned to Sarah Sadler.
“ You’re not gonna tell?” she said, knowing he would.
“ You have my word.”
“ Miles is gay.”
“ Holy shit. No.”
“ And he dresses up in my clothes.”
“ No swinging shit. You’re not shitting me?”
“ No, Harrison, I’m not shitting you. And he wanted me to watch while he did it with other men. So you can understand why I’ll be getting a divorce right away.”
“ Oh yes, ma’am.”
“ Cuffs,” Coffee said to the cop. He turned his back and the policeman released him from the handcuffs.
“ Sorry about that. Just doing my job,” Harrison said.
“ I understand.”
The cop turned back to Sarah, “Is there anything else you wanted to tell me?”
“ Just that if you see him over in Palma, could you kind of watch him? I’m afraid of him. You know what I mean?”
Coffee had to bite his lip to keep from laughing.
“ Ma’am, if he even thinks about coming into our town, I’ll run him back across the way quicker than you can wink.”
“ Can you do me one small favor?” She asked the cop.
“ Anything.”
“ Can you follow me home and make arrangements for the Volvo to be delivered to Miles. I don’t ever want to see him again.”
“ Yes, ma’am. We can go just as soon as you’re ready.”
“ I’ll only be a minute.” She went back inside the motel room, leaving Coffee with the cop.
“ What happened to your face?” Harrison asked.
“ Bear.”
“ No shit?”
“ No shit,” Coffee said.
She came out of the room a few seconds later, walked up to John Coffee and kissed him on the lips, like they had been lovers. “The keys to the Corvette are on the bureau, on top of the note,” she said. Then she got in the Volvo, rolled the window down and said, “Oh yeah, one more thing, I’ve got a pair of hiking shoes behind the passenger seat, could you put them in the trunk. They’re new.” Then she followed the cop out of the parking lot.
He ran his hand along the stubble on his chin, then gingerly felt the bruises on his throat. He could understand her being done with the coward, Miles, but what was she doing nosing around him? That he couldn’t understand, but then there was a lot in this world John Coffee didn’t understand, like why the terrorists attacked the World Trade Center, why his government chose to use the attack as a vehicle to undermine the Constitution with the so called Patriot Act, why his government chose to go after Iraq when the culprits were mostly Saudi, why he seemed to get audited year after year when he’d never filed a dishonest tax return, yet certain people he knew, who were as crooked as the day is long, never came under the gun of the IRS. So in the grand scheme of things, Coffee supposed her lying to the sheriff to get him off the hook was no big deal, but still he was nothing to her.
He shook his head, it made no sense, then he went back into the room and read the note.

John Coffee
I’m sorry Miles called the police. I told him not to. You can use the Corvette till tomorrow, when I’ll want it back, all in one piece. You can deliver it to me at 108 Pine Woods Road. Tomorrow at eight. I’ll have dinner on.
See you then — Sarah
P.S. Thanks for the ride.

He folded the note and slipped it into his pocket. Then he stretched out on the bed and closed his eyes. The last thing he thought about, before drifting into a fitful, dreamless sleep, was that old black woman, the witch that couldn’t die.



Chapter Eleven


Arty spent the night in his clothes, as he had done the night before. He sat up and smoothed the wrinkles out of his sweatshirt. He was half asleep, but he didn’t yawn. Instead he turned his head and looked at the inviting pillow, wishing he could sleep for another hour or two, but he had to get home.
He had papers to deliver.
He smiled. Soon he would be coasting through the dark early morning, sailing papers through the mist, hearing the solid thump they made when they hit their target. Porch or driveway, Arty never missed. He preferred the porch from the middle of the street, more of a challenge. There was no satisfaction gained from an underhanded drop on driveway, no matter how fast he coasted by.
He leaned over, reached for his shoes and socks and pulled them on. He dropped his hands to his thighs, after lacing his shoes, and pushed himself up. For the first time in his young life, he felt good about himself. He felt needed. He turned and looked at the girl sleeping in the other bed. He had a friend.
He was hungry, but he’d have to wait till he got home before he could have anything to eat.
He tiptoed to the window, not wanting to wake Carolina.
“ Arty,” her voice stopped him with one leg out the window. He pulled it back inside.
“ Yeah.” He turned to face her in the dark.
“ I was thinking about what you said.”
“ You believe me, don’t you?” he whispered. He wanted to turn the lights on and look her in the eyes, but her mother was home, so they had to keep the room dark, and be as quiet as possible.
“ Yeah,” she answered. She sat up in bed. She had her arms wrapped around her ferret the way most girls her age might clutch a stuffed animal.
“ Why?” He knew the story he’d told her was like something from a scary movie.
“ Because you wouldn’t lie to me,” she shuddered and Sheila wiggled against her.
“ I will never lie to you,” he said.
“ And I’ll never lie to you,” she answered.
“ I’ve been thinking, while you were asleep, and I know what we have to do.”
“ What?”
“ We have to kill it,” he said.
“ Why us?”
“’ Cuz there is no way anyone is ever gonna believe us. We’re just a couple of kids.”
“ Maybe if we leave it alone, it’ll leave us alone.” She hugged Sheila tighter.
“ No, it’s not gonna leave us alone.” He came back from where he was standing by the window, sat on his bed and faced her.
“ What do you mean?” she said.
“ It was staring in the window the night before last and last night it was just outside the window, maybe staring in, too, only you didn’t see it. I think it’s after us.” He meant after her, but he didn’t want to scare her anymore than she was already.
“ Why?”
“ I don’t know, but we can’t not do anything. We gotta get ready. We gotta be ready.”
“ Maybe it doesn’t want to hurt us. Maybe it’s just sniffing around looking for something to eat.”
“ By your bedroom window?”
“ Maybe it was sniffing everywhere and we only saw it when it was here.”
“ Two nights in a row?”
“ Maybe it wasn’t the wolf lady the first night. Maybe it was a peeper, or a burglar, or my dad, like we thought before.”
“ Hey, I just thought of something. Maybe your dad was shooting at it and the bullets really did come in here by accident.”
“ I bet that’s it. He was trying to protect me from the werewolf.”
“ Then that means he knows it’s after you.” He didn’t say us this time, because he knew she would see through it. It was her bedroom window and it was her father’s gun. The wolf was after her and she knew it.
“ At least I know my dad’s not trying to kill me.”
“ I wish we could talk to him,” Arty said.
“ I don’t know how to get a hold of him.”
“ Then we gotta take care of the wolf lady ourselves,” he said.
“ But what if it doesn’t want to hurt anyone? Just because werewolves are bad in movies doesn’t mean this one’s bad.”
“ We still gotta be ready. We need a gun and some silver bullets. Just in case.”
“ I still got the gun, but how do we get the silver bullets? No one is gonna sell kids bullets.”
“ You’re right and I’ve been thinking about that. We’ll use shotgun shells with silver buckshot. That should work.”
“ Where are we gonna get a shotgun?”
“ My dad’s got one in the garage, and he loads his own shot. All we gotta do is find the silver and I’ll make the shells.”
“ Have you ever fired a shotgun before?”
“ No, but it can’t be too hard.”
“ You ever made the shells before?”
“ Yeah, my dad makes me do it all the time. I’m not good enough to go hunting with him, or even to touch his gun, but I’m good enough to load his shot and clean his game.” A hard edge crept into his voice every time he talked about his father.
“ Then we have to get some silver. But where? And if we get it, are you sure you can make the shotgun shells? And if we make the shells, are you sure you can shoot the gun? I could shoot my dad’s gun. It’s still got five shots left, but they’re not silver.”
“ Your dad’s gun won’t make any difference. We gotta have silver bullets, I tell you. They gotta be silver. I just know it. If they’re not silver, they won’t work.”
“ Maybe we should tell someone,” she said.
“ Who? No one would believe us.”
“ Harry Lightfoot might. He knows things.” Every kid in town knew about Harry and how he knew before anyone when it was going to rain, and when it was going to stop, and how he could walk in the forest and talk to the animals.
“ Hey, that’s an idea,” Arty said, his voice chock full of new enthusiasm.
“ What?”
“ Harry collects silver coins. I can load silver dimes into twelve gauge shells. Boy, if that wolf gets hit with a shell full of dimes, it’ll be like it got hit with a dozen silver bullets. It’ll be good and dead forever.”
“ Think Harry will help us?” she asked.
“ He’ll think we’re crazy.”
“ Then what are we going to do?”
“ We’ll have to steal some of his dimes.”
“ I couldn’t do that. I couldn’t steal anything. It’s a sin.”
“ So’s swearing and you do that?”
“ That’s different.”
“ How do you figure?”
“ Swearing doesn’t hurt anyone. It’s not the kind of sin that counts.”
“ Listen, if we don’t get the dimes, then we can’t make the shells, and if we can’t make the shells, then we can’t kill the werewolf. Do you want me sleeping at your house forever? And even if I do, sooner or later that thing is going to get us, ’cuz it wants you.”
“ How do you know?” Her eyes had stopped their waltz and were now wide and still.
“ Because it keeps coming back here,” he said.
“ Only two times,” she said.
“ Two times too many.”
“ So what are we going to do?”
“ Tomorrow, when Harry is delivering the milk, I’ll break into his house and get the dimes,” he said.
“ You won’t take more than you need?”
“ ’ Course not. He has so many, he’ll probably never know that some are missing,” he said.
“ I don’t know. Harry knows a lot.”
“ Even Harry doesn’t know everything.” Arty stood up. “Now, I really gotta go. I got my route.”
“ Okay,” she said.
Arty pushed himself off the bed and went back to the window. He silently eased himself out into the space between the houses. He turned to see her at the window. She was holding her ferret in one hand, brushing the hair out of her eyes with the other.
“ Lock the window,” he whispered up at her.
“ You be careful,” she whispered back, lowering the window. He heard the click of the lock as he dropped to his knees. Then he scooted through the bushes, ready to meet the day.
He pushed himself up from the dew damp grass, brushing leaves and dirt from his wet knees. Then he jogged across the lawn, turned right at the sidewalk and started home. He had a half hour of folding papers ahead of him. He was looking forward to reading the headlines and smelling the ink on his hands, while he worked.
Then he saw the body lying across the sidewalk. At first he thought it was one of the few homeless men that slept in the park. But something about it wasn’t right. Then he saw the blood and froze. The cloud cover was fading, the moon offered plenty of light. He recognized his father’s flannel shirt, but it didn’t click that this was his father. He moved closer for a better look, and his mouth dropped. He recognized the worn, black steel-toed boots. He’d been forced to dodge them on more than one occasion. It was his father.
He was thankful the body was facing away from him. He’d never seen a dead person before, but he remembered the vivid description Ray Harpine gave after his uncle’s funeral. He had no desire to ever see that pasty white skin and waxy smile Ray had talked about. However judging from the amount of blood around the body, Arty didn’t think his father was smiling, and he didn’t think all the undertakers in the world would be able to put a smile on his face.
He thought about going back to Carolina’s and calling the police. It didn’t make any difference now if he got caught staying out all night, his father was never going to beat him again. He had to do something. Call someone, tell someone, wake someone up.
Numb in mind and body, he stared at the lifeless form of the man that had terrorized him since memory began. He drank in the sight and wondered if he was somehow responsible, and decided that he didn’t care. His father seemed insignificant now, and besides, he had a paper route to tend to-people counted on him and he wasn’t going to let them down. He’d never missed a delivery. He delivered his papers, even when he was sick with the flu and couldn’t go to school.
He thought again about calling someone, but then he’d have to explain what he was doing here, and that would mean telling about the wolf lady, and nobody was gonna believe him. They’d think he was crazy nuts. He decided to go home, fold his papers and come back, by then old Harry Lightfoot would have come by in his milk truck. It would be better, he thought, if Harry made the discovery.
So he stepped around the man that had caused him so much misery and started toward home. He was half a block away from the body when the thought attacked him. The wolf lady. Discovering his father’s dead body had been so startling, that he hadn’t thought about the how of it. He turned around and walked back to the body, his steps getting shorter as he got closer.
Ten steps away and he saw a pair of legs sticking out from behind a pickup.
Another body.
Who?
The breeze blowing over the bodies brought a foul odor. Arty took shallow breaths, with his hand over his mouth, thumb and index finger pinching his nose. He wanted to leave, but he wanted to know. He inched closer to the pickup, holding onto the tailgate with his left hand as he bent over to look.
He bit back a scream.
The man was bleached white as desert bones, except for the red gash on his neck where his throat had been torn out.
Arty wanted to turn away, but he couldn’t help himself. The bloodshot eyes, open and reflecting the moon’s glow, were staring into nowhere, and a small trickle of dried blood had oozed out of the man’s mouth.
What was his father doing here? Who was this other man? Why had the wolf lady killed them? And then his young mind grabbed onto part of the answer. They were following him. But why? Arty figured he’d never know.
He studied the lifeless face, trying to remember if he’d ever seen the man before, but it was hard to tell. He stared at the wide head, the shock of dirty hair and the big nose, covered with blue veins. Then a fat roach squeezed its way out of the man’s small mouth.
Arty jumped back, gagged and vomited on the man’s legs. Great wracking heaves that clenched his stomach muscles and took his breath away. He let go of his hand hold on the truck, bent over and grabbed his stomach with both hands, continuing to cover the corpse with red and yellow, spaghetti and meatball, projectile vomit.
He gagged for air between spurts, but couldn’t get enough. He felt himself getting light headed, but he couldn’t stop the jagged spasms. He doubled over even more, to try and relieve some of the pressure on his heaving stomach, and he lost his balance and started falling forward toward the corpse.
He threw his arms out in front of himself to break the fall. His right palm landed in the center of the dead man’s chest, and slipped through the vomit, causing Arty to wind up flat on both the dead body and his own mess, as he finally started to catch his breath.
He pushed out against the dead man and rolled off the body, banging his head into one of the rear tires of the pickup. It took him a few seconds before he could breath normally, but every breath brought in both the putrid smell of the dead man and the awful smell of his own vomit.
He was wedged in solid between the dead man and the rear wheel of the pickup. He choked back a scream. He was too fat to wiggle out between the bottom of the truck and the curb. There was only one way out, the way he’d come in. He would have to slide over the body.
But his child’s mind screamed, no, not that. So he rolled over, putting his back against the tire, pushing against the body with his feet, but he only moved it a few inches, not enough to squeeze by. He moved away from the tire, closer to the body and tried pushing some more, but without the tire for support, he only pushed himself backwards.
He was frustrated, exhausted and inhaling stink. He lashed out with his arms against it, scraping his right hand on the pavement. He felt it, but it didn’t hurt. Then he curled his feet into his chest and started kicking at it, and with each kick the heavy corpse of Seymour Oxlade moved away from the pickup. After a few seconds, that seemed like forever, Arty was able to squeeze between the body and the back of the truck. He slithered back onto the sidewalk and rolled away from the dead man as fast as his hands could push his body around.
He kept rolling until something thudded against his back and banged against his head. He wanted to rest, but he wanted to be as far away from the dead man as he could get. He rolled onto his stomach to push himself up and came face to face with the terror stricken, dead eyes of his father.
Arty, on his stomach, slapped both hands on the sidewalk and tried to push himself up, but he only succeeded in forming an arch with his body, hands and feet on the sidewalk, buttocks in the air, before his left foot slipped out from under himself. He didn’t have enough strength in his right leg to keep himself suspended or to push himself up. His right foot slipped and he fell, slapping the cement with his stomach and slapping his father’s face with his own.
He felt the cold of the dead face as the two-day-old, dead stubble dug into his cheek, hurting like a hundred pin pricks. The clammy wetness of the dead skin felt like the dead fish in the frozen foods section of the Safeway. He clamped his mouth shut to keep from upchucking the remainder of his dinner onto his father’s face, but he lost the battle, and he sprayed the dead eyes with more of the red-yellow vomit.
He wiped his mouth on his sleeve when he was finished, and backed away from the two dead bodies. He wanted to run away, get away home as fast as his feet could pound the sidewalk, get away and never come back, but he was covered in vomit and stink and didn’t want to bring that into his house.
Fortunately, because of his early morning paper route, he was used to the night. He roamed freely in it. He often used the hose on a front lawn for a drink of water, something he would never do during daylight hours, at least without asking, but the night was his, so he crossed the front lawn, turned on the water and hosed himself down. He wound up sopping wet and chilly cold, but he decided he would rather take a chance of freezing, than spend one more second with that vomit on him.
He was tired, wet. His ribs ached. His hand was bleeding where he skinned it. His head hurt, he was sick to his stomach and felt like he might vomit again, but he didn’t think there was anything left to come up, and he still had papers to deliver.
There were still people counting on him and he wasn’t going to let them down. So without a backwards glance, he started back on his journey home as lightning cracked the sky, followed by the booming of thunder and cascading rain.

An hour and a half later, he coasted his bike around the corner onto Lark Lane and tossed a paper from the center of the street, grinning with an archer’s satisfaction as he watched it sail, like an arrow bound for the bull’s-eye. He stiffened his right leg, forcing the pedal back and locked the brake. The back tire skidded and whipped around to the right. Arty dropped his left foot onto the street and brought the bike to a dead halt, before the paper hit the porch with that beautiful popping sound he had grown to love.
He threw his leg over the bike and put down the kickstand. He tried to act normal as he stole a glance at the two police cars and the milk truck down the block. They would be waiting for him, he knew. But first things first, he reached into his bag of papers and withdrew one.
Miss Spencer had arthritis and couldn’t bend down far enough to reach a paper lying flat on the porch, so she’d asked him to set it on a table she had by the front door. An interesting target from the street, he thought, because if he wasn’t right on target, the paper would go sailing into a fragile wind chime. So he walked the paper to the porch every morning, and she rewarded him every month with a twenty dollar tip, and lots of times she let him eat for free in the diner she owned across the way in Tampico. Miss Spencer was an alright lady.
He glanced sideways as he walked up the driveway, four policemen along with Harry Lightfoot. The whole police force was there, but nobody else was up. He was glad. He didn’t want Carolina to see his father dead in the street.
He felt their eyes on him as he went up the porch steps. Of course they’d be watching, he thought, setting the paper on the table. Then he tinkled the wind chime, like he did every morning, turned, hopped down the steps, like he weighed a fraction of what he did, and started back toward his bike.
He sailed five more papers onto five more porches, before he reached the five living and two dead men that were waiting for him. He dismounted and listened to Harry Lightfoot tell him about his father and a man named Seymour Oxlade, with only a single glance to the bumps under the blanket that had been his father.
The four policemen stood silent as Harry Lightfoot told Arty what had happened, like he was an adult. And Arty accepted the news like the grown-up he was being forced to be. He showed no surprise, felt no remorse and demonstrated no grief. It was a small town, everybody knew what Bill Gibson was. He wouldn’t be missed.
“ Do you want me to take you home or would you rather go with them?” Harry asked, nodding toward the policemen.
“ I gotta finish my paper route,” Arty said. The police figured he was a boy in shock, but Harry knew better.
“ Folks will understand if they don’t get their paper today,” Officer Harrison Harpine, said.
“ I only got a block left to do, less than five minutes. Then I’ll go home.”
“ Do you want to meet me there, so we can tell your mom together?” Harry asked. The officers were more than willing to let Harry break the news. Nobody wanted to tell someone their husband was dead.
“ No, that’s okay, I’ll do it. Besides she’s still asleep.” He was shuffling his feet back and forth as he talked, but he kept his eyes locked onto Harry’s. He liked Harry and he knew Harry understood.
“ You’re sure you don’t want someone to go home with you?” Ray Harpine’s father asked, wanting to make sure.
“ Yes, sir, I’m sure. I can handle it.”
“ The boy will be fine,” Harry told the cops. Then he turned to Arty, “Why don’t you finish your paper route. I think the police can take care of everything here.”
“ How long before they take him away?” Arty asked. He didn’t care if his father lay across the sidewalk forever, till his skin rotted off, till buzzards ripped him apart, till his bones bleached in the sun, till hell froze over, but he didn’t want Carolina to see.
“ Doc Willets is on the way now,” Harry Lightfoot said. “Your father will be in the mortuary before sunrise.”
“ Thank you,” Arty said, turning and walking back toward his bike.
“ Hey Arty,” Harry said in a smooth even voice, “Wait up a second.” Arty stopped at the bike and waited, while Harry approached.
“ I’m okay, Harry,” he said, voice barely above a whisper. The officers couldn’t hear.
“ You really don’t care about your father, do you?” Harry whispered, putting his hand on Arty’s shoulder.
“ No.”
“ You’re not going to miss him?”
“ No.”
“ So why do you care how long he’ll be out in the cold?”
“ I don’t want Carolina to see,” he told Harry the truth, because everybody knew you couldn’t lie to Harry.



Chapter Twelve


“ What do you think?” Carolina asked him as they were leaving the Rec Center. Sheila moved and she adjusted her backpack to make the ferret more comfortable.
“ My legs hurt,” Arty said, walking stiff legged, “but I liked it. I especially liked the part where he was talking about me.”
“ You?” She had to adjust the backpack again, Sheila was restless.
“ He said only one of us in the room was going to be a black belt. That’s me.” He rubbed his thighs and laughed.
“ Oh, I don’t think so. I think he was talking about me.” She was laughing, too.
“ Then I guess he was wrong when he said only one, ’cuz it looks like we both are gonna get a black belt.”
“ No matter how hard it is,” she said.
“ No matter how long it takes,” he said.
“ Nothing will stop us.”
“ Nothing.”
“ Swear,” she said.
“ I swear,” he said.
“ That looks like a good spot.” Carolina pointed to a tall shade tree at the edge of the park. “We can study there, by the river.”
With his father dead, Arty didn’t have to pretend about going to Spanish lessons, but he didn’t want to tell Carolina about what happened after he left her house. He thought about it, but rejected the idea, because he didn’t know how to tell her without sounding like he was glad his old man was dead. Also he didn’t know how to tell her without telling her that he died on her street, just six houses away, face down on the sidewalk, covered in blood. And he didn’t know how to tell her, without telling her that the wolf lady did it. So he kept it to himself.
Carolina sat on the grass, with her back against the tree, and opened the backpack. Her face lit up as the ferret scooted out and jumped into her lap. She stroked its fur, causing it to wiggle. Arty laughed and sat down next to her.
“ Okay,” he said, “now the fun begins.” He opened his backpack and took out two beginning Spanish books, but, before they could open them, they heard Brad Peters’ booming from across the park.
“ Well, lookee here, boys.”
“ Oh, no,” Arty said, “that’s all we need.”
“ Maybe they’ll go away.”
“ Not a chance.”
“ Then let’s get out of here.” She handed her book over to Arty.
“ They’ll just catch us.”
“ Not if we get into the woods and hide.”
“ We’ll never make it.”
“ Sure we will. They’re twice as far from us as we are from the woods.”
“ I don’t know.”
“ Well, I’m going to count to three. Then I’m going for it,” she said, “so get ready to run.”
This was a bad idea, he thought. If they stayed put, Brad and his bully friends would hassle them for a few minutes, then move on, but if they ran away and forced Brad to run after them, he’d be mighty mad once he caught them.
“ One,” she said, holding open the top of her backpack as the bullies got a step closer.
They’d leave her alone, but he was sure that Brad would pound his head into the ground, especially after the fight. Oh yeah, he’d pound his head into the ground all right, or something worse. Last month they made Tom Swan eat dirt. Arty didn’t think he could do that. No. Running was a bad idea. Besides, he was too fat. No way could he even outrun a tree stump.
“ Two,” she said, and the bullies were another step nearer as Sheila scurried into the backpack.
He saw her muscles tighten. Her hand snaked out and she wrapped her fingers around the backpack, and against his better judgment he found himself stuffing the two Spanish books into his. She pulled the backpack toward herself and started to put it on.
Then she surprised him.
“ Hey, Mom,” she yelled out, standing up and slipping the pack onto her shoulders. She waved and Arty followed her lead, standing and slinging his own pack over his shoulders.
The three bullies turned to the direction she was waving.
“ Three.” She took off toward the woods, like a base runner stealing home, and he took off on her heels.
She was out of the park and into the woods, and he was at the edge of the park himself, when he heard a loud, “Hey.” He didn’t have to look back to know their ruse had been discovered. They would be coming now, running flat out, all three of them were faster than him. He sure didn’t want to get caught.
Branches whipped against him as he entered the woods. Which way-the pathway to the right offered an easy escape. He turned left, smashing through dense brush toward the creek. They’d expect him to take the easy route. He hoped Carolina thought like he did.
“ Hurry,” she said, ahead of him. She did. He caught up with her and together, they pushed branches aside as they made their way to the creek. “They’ll most likely take the path for a few minutes, because they’re stupid, but when they find out we didn’t go that way, they’ll come back.”
He heard the babbling creek up ahead. “They’ll never find us now,” he said.
“ Don’t be too sure. Even as dumb as they are, they’ll know there’s only two ways through the woods back to Palma. The jogging path, or the hard way, along the creek.”
“ They’ll run on the jogging path all the way to Palma,” he said.
“ How fast can you run?”
“ Not very,” he said, pulling a branch aside for her.
“ Do you think they know that?”
“ Probably.”
“ Then they’ll be coming,” she said. Arty was impressed with her logic. She was awful smart for a kid.
“ Do you know the way?” he asked.
“ Sure, you just stay by the creek all the way into town. It’s not easy though, we have to go up the side of the mountain over by Mountain Sea Road, and past that clearing by the cliffs, then down again into town. We wind up by the dunes on the south side of town.”
“ You’ve done this before?”
“ Sure, lotsa times. I love walking in the woods.”
“ I hate it.” Arty pushed still another branch aside for her.
“ Once we get to the creek it won’t be so dense. It’ll be easy, till we have to start going up. Oh, yeah, and there’s a couple of places where you have to walk on rocks to the other side, because you can’t always go along this side.”
“ Those guys aren’t gonna push their way through all of this just to catch us.”
“ They don’t have to.” She stopped for a second to catch her breath.
“ What do you mean?” An insect landed on his hand and he slapped it.
“ All they have to do is take the jogging path back to the park, turn right for about hundred yards to the creek, and come right up after us.”
“ They don’t have to push through all this stuff like we do?”
“ No. Sorry.”
“ We should get going.”
“ Maybe not,” she said, “because there is one other thing.” She stuck her lower lip out and blew hair out of her eyes.
“ What?”
“ They could be waiting for us up ahead.”
“ How could they do that?”
“ If they know the jogging path crosses the creek about halfway between here and the mountain.”
“ Jeez, do you think they know about that?”
“ I’ve only lived here for three months and I know about it.”
“ I didn’t.”
“ But you don’t like to come into the woods.”
“ What are we gonna do?”
“ I don’t know,” she said. “We could go on ahead and maybe get caught, because they’re waiting for us. Or we could head back along the creek and maybe get caught, because they’re coming up that way for us. Or we could head back to the jogging path, and take it either toward Palma, or back to the park, hoping they came up the creek after us. Or we could stay here and hide, till we’re sure they’ve gone home.”
“ I don’t wanna stay here.” He slapped another insect.
“ Me neither, so we have to make a choice.”
“ What if they split up?” he said.
“ They won’t.”
“ How do you know?”
“ They’re too stupid for that, besides, without Brad egging them on, the other two would just go home.”
“ Then let’s go up the creek and over the side of the mountain.”
“ Why that way?” she asked.
“’ Cuz we gotta make a choice.”
“ Okay,” she said, smiling at him, “let’s go.”
They pushed their way through the brush and in a couple of minutes they were at the creek. Arty followed as she turned right and started walking against the flow of running water. She seemed to have endless energy as she followed the creek, sometimes leaping from stone to stone, where he had to stop and take a breath, say a small prayer and jump like an ungainly elephant, but miraculously he landed on every stone with enough balance intact to keep from falling in.
But sometimes there were no stones and he had to step in the wet, coarse sand along the creek’s bank. A couple of times he had to step in mud. His new Nikes would never be the same. After about thirty minutes, he found himself huffing and sweating and feeling every extra pound.
“ I gotta rest,” he said, ashamed of himself.
“ Okay.” She stopped and pointed. “Right up there is the widest place we have to cross over.”
“ It looks dangerous.” He hoped he didn’t sound like a chicken.
“ It’s not that bad, really. It looks a lot worse than it is. Besides, the water is only about six inches deep, so even if you fall in, all’s that’s going to happen is that you’ll get wet.”
“ That’s not so bad,” he said.
“ But you’ll probably freeze to death.” She laughed and he found himself laughing with her.
“ Alright, I’m ready,” he said.
She got up and led the way to the stones that crossed the twenty feet to the other side of the creek.
“ There they are!” Brad’s voice rang through the forest.
“ Come on, we have to hurry,” she said, but Arty didn’t need any urging. She skipped across the rocks like a ballerina and he followed like a lumbering, sure footed bear.
When they reached the other side, she said, “Come on, up the side.” She started to climb out of the gully the creek had taken thousands of years to make. It was only six feet to the top, but there were no easy hand holds. By the time they scrambled and clawed their way up, Brad Peters and Steve Kerr were at the other side. Ray Harpine wasn’t with them. Either he’d gone home or he was waiting up ahead.
Brad charged to the first stone and was moving to the second when something hit him in the chest, causing him to lose his balance and fall in the water.
Arty stared at Carolina, dumbfounded. “Come on you big lemon, pick up a rock,” she said as she sailed another that splashed in the water, missing Brad by inches.
He stood up in the stream, soaking wet and yelled, “You guys are really asking for it.”
“ Yeah,” she answered back, picking up another rock and letting it fly. Brad scurried through the water, tripped and did a belly flop, sending up a splash, like a snotty kid doing a cannonball. He started to get up, but another of Carolina’s rocks hit him square in the back. He sloshed the rest of the way back to the other side on his hands and knees, mad and getting madder.
“ Come on, Arty, now’s your chance to get back at him for yesterday.”
Arty grinned and picked up a rock. Brad and Steve didn’t have a chance, he thought. He and Carolina had the high ground. It was a lot easier to throw a rock down than up. He saw Brad, pick up a rock and start a wind up, like he’d seen pro ball players do on TV. Arty aimed at his chest. Both boys let fly at the same time.
Arty missed by six feet. The hefty piece of granite that Brad had thrown hit Arty hard in the stomach, knocking the wind out of him.
“ Damn, he’s good,” Carolina said as Arty bent over, coughing and gasping for breath.
“ We got all day,” Steve Kerr yelled up at them.
“ So do we,” Carolina said, ducking another one of Brad’s blazing missiles. She picked up the same rock that Brad had hit Arty with and threw it back at Brad as hard as she could. She missed, but the rock hit Steve on the side of the head, ripping a gash along his right cheek that would get seven stitches at Tampico Emergency in about an hour.
She was ready to fire another, when Steve started crying. She held her fire as Brad turned to see what was wrong.
Steve put his hand to the side of his face. He cried louder when he removed it and saw that it was covered with blood. “We gotta go, man,” he wailed.
Carolina yelled down to Brad, “You better take him home or he might bleed to death.”
“ He’s not gonna bleed to death,” Brad hollered back.
“ Is too,” Carolina yelled.
“ No, he’s not.”
Carolina didn’t have to answer, because Steve, still crying, stood up and said, “Brad, we gotta go. I’m bleeding bad.”
“ We gotta get ’em,” Brad said.
“ No, I gotta go. You gotta come with me.” Tears were mingling with the blood.
“ Okay,” Brad said, then he turned toward Carolina and Arty and hollered up at them, “This isn’t over.”
The victors watched the vanquished leave the field of battle, but they both knew that tomorrow was another day and that Brad was going to be gunning for them.
“ Did you see him throw?” she said. “We were lucky I accidentally hit Steve or he would have clobbered us.”
“ He clobbered me,” Arty said.
“ Yeah, he’s a real good shot.” Then she changed the subject, saying, “You want to follow them down or keep going the hard way?”
He wanted to take the easy way down, but he didn’t want her to think he wasn’t up to it so he said, “Let’s keep going.”
“ All right,” she said with enthusiasm, “Let’s go.” She slid down the embankment to the stream bed. He followed, sliding on his butt.
“ Gosh, that felt great.” He stood up and brushed the dirt off.
“ What?” she said, “chasing Brad away or sliding in the dirt?”
“ Both,” he said.
They were five minutes into their trek when Ray Harpine jumped out of the bushes shouting, “We’ve got you now.”
Carolina made to run, but Arty stepped around her. “Back off, or I’ll kick the shit out of you.”
“ Oh, man, one karate lesson and you think you’re tough.”
“ Look around. You see your bully pal Brad anywhere? We whipped him and now I’m gonna whip you.”
“ And I’m going to help him.” Carolina bent down to pick up a rock. “About now your friend, Steve, is getting his head stitched together. You want to join him?”
“ Hey, two against one, no fair,” Ray said.
“ Get going, Ray,” Arty said.
“ I can’t fight a girl,” Ray said.
“ Sure, Ray,” Arty said, and Ray Harpine stepped around them, keeping himself as far from them as possible, without actually walking in the water. In a few seconds he was out of sight.
“ Wow! Tough guy, Arty,” she said, beaming her crooked smile.
“ That felt good,” he said.
“ Okay, now the hard part starts. We have to cross back across the stream a little way up ahead, then we get to start climbing. It’s not difficult, but you can get tired.”
“ I can do it,” he said, and he followed her, again stepping on stones to cross the stream. It wasn’t hard going and it wasn’t steep. However it was up and he found himself breathing heavily, but he didn’t want to cry uncle, so he kept on, till they reached the top, where he flopped on his butt and took in great breaths of air.
“ That wasn’t so bad, was it?” she asked.
“ Piece of cake,” he said, grabbing his throat and pretending to gasp his last breath.
“ Cut it out,” she said, laughing.
“ How much farther?”
“ We have to follow the stream for another few minutes. Then we turn right and go back through the woods for a bit, till we get to the clearing by the cliffs. From there we take the path down to the Little League field. Then it’s only a hop, skip and a jump and we’re home.”
Ten minutes later they came out of the woods, “Quiet,” she said. “Someone’s got a camp up ahead.” They stopped and studied the campsite against the setting sun.
“ How’d you see it?” Arty asked, “I can hardly tell it’s there.”
“ Hunter’s eyes,” she whispered.
“ You hunt?”
“ My dad used to take me. I liked it, till I finally killed something. That’s how come I don’t eat meat.”
“ Is that why it bugs you that Brad goes hunting?”
“ Maybe,” she said.
“ Who do you think it is?” he asked, changing the subject.
“ Probably one of the homeless people from town. Ray Harpine’s dad has been telling them he’d run them in, if they didn’t get out of the park. Come on, and be quiet,” she said, walking around the far side of the clearing, till they got to the path that leads down to the Little League field.
“ I have to go left here,” Carolina said.
“ But you live the other way?”
“ Yeah, but I promised Lynda I’d come over after we got back.”
“ How you gonna get home?” Arty asked, worried about her alone after dark.
“ Her mom will drive me. She always does.”
“ I think I’ll walk you to her house.” Arty thought about his father, dead on the sidewalk. Maybe he should have told her.
“ Okay,” she said, “but it’s only two blocks.”
“ That’s alright, I don’t mind.”
When they reached the house, she asked, like she did yesterday, “You’re coming over tonight, right?”
“ Between seven-thirty and eight.” He no longer worried about his father.
“ See ya then,” she said. Then she surprised him by moving in close and giving him a quick kiss on the lips. “For good luck,” she said, smiling, before she turned and darted to the door and rang the bell.
Arty waited till she was inside, before turning back the way he’d come. He was over the moon happy. Last week he was friendless and afraid of his own shadow. Now, a few short days later, he’d stood up to Brad and his gang, had the prettiest girl in school for a friend, and she’d kissed him. Nobody, except his mother, had ever kissed him before, and he decided that he liked it. He liked it a lot.
The sun was hanging low in the sky, casting long shadows, by the time he got back to the Little League field. The night he loved was close. The sky was clear. Arty loved it when the stars ruled the heavens. He knew them all. He could tell both time and direction by the stars, and he didn’t learn how from a book. He was a star gazer.
He brought his eyes down from the heavens and ran them along the basepath. Someday, he told himself, he’d be behind that plate, catching fastballs and throwing runners out at second base. Someday he’d be in that batter’s box, staring down a mean eyed pitcher. Someday he’d smash a line drive over the shortstop’s head. He ran his eyes and his imagination down to first, they rounded the bag as the ball came in from left, and they flew along the basepath to second and kept going to third, where they were getting ready to slide, when he saw Brad Peters out in left, running fast.
“ Darn,” he said, aloud, before he turned and ran back toward the path to the clearing. He would be in the woods before Brad could catch up. It would be dark in a few minutes, and the night belonged to him. Brad must really be mad, Arty thought, as he chugged up the path.
“ You can run, but you can’t hide,” Brad yelled, but he was wrong, because as soon as he was out of sight, Arty turned off the path and into the woods. He picked out an area with three small pines growing close together and made for it, diving behind the center tree with seconds to spare, as Brad came blundering up the path.
“ You might as well come out and take your medicine, ’cuz I got all night.” Brad stopped on the path. He was less than fifteen feet away. Arty held his breath as the last of the daylight slipped from the sky. Most people were afraid of the dark-he hoped Brad was, too.
“ I mean it, Arty. I know you’re hiding around here, and there’s no way down ’cept past me,” Brad yelled.
Arty was laying flat on the ground, behind the pine. He chanced a peek through its Christmas tree like branches and saw Brad, hands on hips, covered in shadows, facing the opposite direction. Arty reached around himself with his right hand, searching for and finding a rock. Then, like a soldier throwing a grenade, he brought his arm back behind his head and whipped it forward, sending the rock flying in a high arc over Brad’s head, into the woods on the other side of the path.
“ There you are.” Brad turned away from Arty and starting toward the place where the rock fell.
Dumb, Arty thought, picking up three more rocks and standing. He threw another far to the left of Brad, and smiled as Brad turned toward it, lurching through the woods like a mad bull. He remembered what a keen shot Brad was and he didn’t want to give the bully a target, so he stayed behind the pines till Brad was out of sight. Then he tossed another rock to Brad’s right, suppressing a laugh as the bully changed course and started back the way he’d come.
“ You are in major trouble, Arty,” Brad hollered.
But it was dark now and Arty yelled out, “I don’t think so Brad.”
“ Where are you?” Brad spun around in his confusion as Arty bent down and picked up a handful of rocks. He started throwing them in Brad’s general direction. His aim was not to hit, but to frighten and confuse the bully.
“ Ouch,” Brad wailed and Arty smiled. Lucky Shot.
“ You like the dark?” Arty yelled out, moving behind another pine.
“ When I get a hold of you-”
Arty sailed another rock over Brad’s head and again the bully turned away from him. Arty stepped out from the shelter of the pine, pretending the rocks were newspapers. He let three fast ones go.
“ Ouch, dammit.” Just like landing a paper on a porch.
Arty stepped back behind the pine.
“ I’m gonna pound you into the ground tomorrow,” Brad yelled as he retreated back down the path toward the Little League field. Arty sailed a couple of rocks in his direction for good measure, and was rewarded with Brad yelling back, “After school, in front of everyone, I am going to whip the holy shit out of you.”
Then Brad was gone and the night was quiet.
Arty waited a few minutes and was about to head back down, when he heard someone coming down the path. He froze in place. For an instant, he thought about running headlong down toward the baseball diamond, but then he calmed down by reminding himself that it was dark. He was safe in the night. The night was his friend. Always had been, always would be. He held his breath as the man approached.
Then the man was past him. Arty waited till he was far enough ahead, then followed him down the path. When he got to the edge of the woods, he saw a man getting into a red Corvette parked on the opposite side of the Little League field.
It must be the man staying in the tent, Arty thought. A man with a new Corvette, not one of the homeless bums from the beach. All of a sudden he was curious about that tent.
He could be up there in five minutes and check it out. He made up his mind and started back up the path, toward the clearing by the cliffs, but once he got there, checking out the tent didn’t seem like such a good idea. What if the man came back? He didn’t actually see him start the car and drive off. And what if someone else was staying in the tent?
But that didn’t make sense.
The tent was too small.
He looked around on the ground for a good size rock, found one, picked it up and chucked it at the tent.
Silence.
There was no one there.
Still, maybe he should leave, he thought, as he crossed the clearing toward the tent. But he could be in and out and gone in less than a couple of minutes. The man would never know. He would just take a quick peek in the flap. It wouldn’t be any different than going up to someone’s house in the predawn morning, and getting a drink of water from their hose. Besides he wasn’t the fraidy cat he used to be.
He opened the flap and looked in. He saw a sleeping bag, a small duffel bag, a flashlight, and a gun. Could it be? It looked like it. Without thinking Arty entered the tent to get a better look at the gun. He used the flashlight to inspect it. He picked it up, felt its weight, the cool metal, the feel of death. He put it down and turned off the flashlight.
He had to tell Carolina.
But as he made to leave the tent, he heard someone coming. He turned and peeked out through the flap. The man was coming across the clearing. But he saw him get in the car? He must have forgotten something. He sat back and bit into his lip. There was no place for him to go. He couldn’t run. He was gonna get caught.
He held his breath, trying to quiet his heart. Any second the man was going to open the flap and catch him. And Arty was afraid of the man. He moved as far away from the flap as he could get and still be in the tent. A drop of sweat trickled from his forehead into his right eye. He tried to blink it out. The man was right outside the flap. “Can’t believe I forgot the gun,” Arty heard him mumble.
Then he heard Brad’s voice scream, “You’re dog meat now,” followed by a thud.
“ What do you think you’re doing,” the man roared, and Arty heard him running away.
It’s now or never, Arty told himself. He poked his head out the flap and saw the man as he charged across the clearing after Brad.



Chapter Thirteen


The smell of roast turkey filled the kitchen as she took the meat out of the oven. She grinned. It seemed odd, cooking Thanksgiving dinner a week late for a man she didn’t know, but she loved to cook and Thanksgiving was her favorite time of the year. She missed it last week, because she was in Las Vegas getting married.
She lifted the turkey out of the pan and set it on the platter. Then she poured the hot turkey juices into an old iron skillet that she’d inherited from her grandmother. It was heavy and not high-tech Teflon-coated, but it was by far and away her favorite pan. She used it every chance she could, because it reminded her of all the times she sat in this kitchen, waiting for whatever wonderful thing Gram was cooking to be finished, so they could share in the eating, while she listened to the old woman’s marvelous stories.
She carried the platter into the dining room and set it in the center of the table. She checked the clock. Seven-fifty. She had ten minutes. Time to light the candles. The silver candlesticks, along with the silverware, were her grandmother’s favorite things. She used wooden matches and caught a whiff of the sulfur mixed with the smell of burning wax and smiled.
She had it all, turkey, cranberry sauce, corn on the cob, sweet potatoes, mashed potatoes, stuffing, both in the turkey and on the side, and for desert, pumpkin pie. And she’d done it all for a man she hardly knew. A dark, confused man. A self confessed thief, she mused. Then she thought of Miles and how he’d run away. John Coffee was as brave as any knight, and if there was a Round Table today, she was sure that he would be sitting near his king. Thief, maybe, that she would have to learn, but he would never run away and leave a damsel in distress.
She went back into the kitchen, running her hands along the wall, like a little girl running her hands along a picket fence. She had a smile in her step as she crossed to the drawer, where she kept the electric carving knife. She remembered that she needed an extension cord, because the wall socket was too far away from the table. She bit gently on her lip, to help her think of where she’d seen one last, then she remembered. She took the knife into her bedroom with her and unplugged the clock radio by her bed. She wouldn’t need the alarm tomorrow, anyway.
She was bent low, plugging in the knife, when the doorbell rang. She turned and checked the clock. He was five minutes early, but it didn’t matter-she was ready.
“ Showtime,” she said, setting the knife on the table next to the turkey. She took the elastic out of her hair and let it fall over her shoulders. She ran her fingers through it, fluffing it out. Then she went to the door and opened it. She smiled, meeting his sea green eyes head on. He didn’t look away. She liked that in a man.
“ Smells like Thanksgiving,” he said, wearing his crooked smile.
“ I wasted mine,” she said, “and I really like to cook.”
“ A match made in heaven,” he said, laughing, “because I really like to eat.” He was holding his hands together, waist high, and she noticed that he was rolling his thumbs.
“ I’m sorry, come in.” She stepped back and he followed her in to the living room.
“ Nice, but not at all what I’d imagined.”
“ I’ve always lived in an apartment and I’ve never really had anything to call my own, except my old yellow VW. I always thought I should be ready to go at the drop of a hat. You know, passport ready, a thousand dollars worth of traveler’s checks in the purse, suitcase packed. Then my grandmother died and left me the house, the furniture and all her worldly possessions.” She thought she was talking too much, but she was afraid to stop.
“ She had nice taste,”
“ She was a wonderful lady. Much younger than her years.”
“ You’ve got a lot of records,” he said. One side of the living room had old wooden crates stacked four high, from wall to wall, each crate full of records.
“ Yeah, that was the one thing I did spend my money on when I was growing up and I never stopped, only now I buy CDs, of course.”
“ Great amp. You don’t see many of those around anymore.”
“ McIntosh tube, one hundred watts per channel, very heavy, but very clean sound,” she said.
“ Kinda hard to set off at the drop of a hat with a couple thousand records.”
“ Not really. I always kept them with Gram. I came over here a lot, especially after my parents died.”
“ I’m sorry.”
“ Don’t be. It was a long time ago. My first year away at college.”
“ How?”
“ They were coming home from church, eleven o’clock on a Sunday. Drunk driver.”
“ Tough.”
“ Yeah, he was seventeen. Didn’t do a day in jail.”
“ Life isn’t fair,” he said, and she nodded her head. Then he said, “You’ve got it all here, even an electric carving knife.”
“ What color wine?” she said over her shoulder as she went into the kitchen. “Red or white?”
“ What kind of red?”
She stopped, turned and faced him. “I like that. Most people would have done the proper thing and said white.”
“ I don’t like white wine.”
“ Neither do I, but I had to buy some, just in case.”
“ Sorry.”
“ Cabernet or Bordeaux?” she said.
“ What kind of Cab?”
“ I’ve got two bottles of a Heitz ’68, Martha’s Vineyard.”
“ You’re kidding?”
“ No, I’m sort of a pseudo wine asshole.”
He laughed.
“ I’ll get the wine,” she said.
“ No, not the Heitz. It’s too expensive.”
“ It’s okay. I can’t think of a better way to drink it.”
“ Then at least let me pay for the wine. I know what it costs.”
“ Tell you what, next time you treat, but I invited you tonight. You’re in my home.”
“ Okay, you’re on.”
“ We should let it breathe for a bit.” She set the bottle on the table. He pulled a chair out for her and she sat down with a, “Thank you, sir.”
“ My pleasure.” He sat down.
“ I’m sorry, I meant for this to be a candlelight dinner.” She started to get up.
“ No, stay, I’ll get the lights.” He got up and turned them off.
“ You want to cut the turkey or should I?” she said.
“ I’ll do it. Two slices or three?”
“ Two.”
He looked at the electric knife, ignored it and picked up a silver carving knife. “Nice cutlery. Your Grandmother’s?”
“ She was born in Kenya and had a passion for elephants.” The sterling silver cutlery all had handles shaped like an elephant’s head.
He carved her two slices of white meat and three for himself. Then he spooned some stuffing out of the bird for her and some for himself. Then he doled out the potatoes, both sweet and mashed.
“ Oh, no,” she said, “I forgot the gravy. It’ll just take a second.”
“ That’s okay. I prefer butter anyway.”
“ Sure?”
“ Absolutely,” he said.
“ Tell me how you became a thief,” she said.
He smiled.
“ Tell me,” she said again.
“ When I was growing up, we didn’t have anything. My mother died giving birth to me, and my dad was a drunk. How my old man held on to the farm as long as he did, I don’t know. He was a poor drunk farmer, but I loved him, and I had to steal from him, because if I didn’t, I would have starved. So I stole a little money out of his wallet at first, but he never had enough to feed us, so I started stealing from the neighbors, nothing big.”
She gasped, meeting his beautiful stare as he continued his story.
“ I’d break in to their houses, sometimes while they were inside, asleep, and steal a few bucks out of their wallets, never all of it. That way they’d wonder, did I lose that twenty? Did I spend it? Then I taught myself how to pick pockets. Got quite good, too. I’d steal a wallet in town on a Saturday night, take out twenty and then put it back.”
“ You never got caught?”
“ Never.”
“ What happened to your father?”
“ In his whole life, my father did one very brave thing. He charged a machine gun nest on D Day and saved several lives. He got the Congressional Medal of Honor. He died just before my eighteenth birthday and is buried in Arlington. I joined the Army.”
“ And after you got out of the Army?”
“ Stealing never bothered me. It was something I was naturally good at. I can break into anything and get out without anyone ever knowing I was there. Oh, I tried to live like everyone else. I was a cop in Atlanta for a while. But it was no good. I was on the take right away, so I figured I better quit before I got caught. Too many people to deal with. Only a matter of time before someone turns you in. As a burglar, I’m my own boss. I steal just enough. I don’t need to get rich and mostly folks don’t even know they’ve been robbed.”
“ And Carolina?”
“ I met her mother right after I got out of the service. It wasn’t a happy marriage. We’ve been divorced for almost three years. It hasn’t been easy for me since the divorce. Carolina and I were close. It was special. I miss her, but I guess I didn’t earn the right to be a father.”
“ Everybody deserves a second chance.”
“ I hope you’re right,” he said as she poured the wine.
They ate in silence, enjoying the wine and each other’s company. She wondered if he was going to stay the night. She wanted him to, but she was afraid he wouldn’t make a move, and she didn’t know how. She would have to do something, give him a hint. But what if he turned her down. She hoped he wouldn’t.
“ Do you want some more wine?” He reached for the second bottle.
“ Yes.” She offered her glass and watching his eyes while he poured it. He wasn’t giving anything away. Maybe he didn’t want her, but he didn’t seem to be in a hurry to leave. Maybe it was because of Miles. They’d managed to get through the whole meal without bringing him up, but she felt his presence. John Coffee apparently didn’t. He was easy and confident and seemed to accept things as they came along.
She decided to take a chance.
“ Excuse me for a second while I go and powder my nose.” She got up from the table.
She studied herself in the bathroom mirror and ran a quick brush through her hair. “Now what do I do?” she asked her reflection. She wanted him to stay the night, more than she’d ever wanted anything in her life, and in an hour, or maybe less, he was going to get up and leave, if she didn’t do something.
Could she simply come out and ask him? She’d never done anything like that before. She didn’t even know how to leave subtle hints. She’d never been the kind of woman that could invite a man over, bat her eyelashes and get her way. It took months before she wound up in bed with Miles, and then they were married two days later. Before that she hadn’t been with a man in over five years.
Maybe if I put on something a little more seductive than this old dress, she thought, pulling the dress over her head. She walked into the bedroom and tossed the dress on the bed. She studied herself in the full length mirror on the closet door, before opening it. I look pretty seductive right now, she thought as she pulled out a low cut summer dress.
She tossed it on the bed, on top of the other dress. How obvious could she be, changing clothes. I might as well go out there like this, she thought, closing the door, and again looking at herself in the mirror, clad only in a bra and half slip. Better to wear nothing at all, she thought stepping out of the half slip, her mind made up.
The bra followed the slip onto the pile on the bed, then she kicked off her shoes and stepped out of the panties and studied her nude body. She liked what she saw, and she hoped he’d like it, too. She winked at herself and ran her fingers through her hair.
“ Now or never,” she told herself. She went back out into the living room. “John,” she said, smiling as he turned toward her, “are you sure you wouldn’t like a little dessert?”
Then she screamed, instinctively covering her breasts, as the living room window imploded with the sounds of shattering glass, mixed with the snarls of a wolf gone mad.
John Coffee was out of his chair, before the wolf’s paws touched ground, with one of her grandmother’s elephant handled knives his hand. He dove at the wolf, catching it halfway between the bay window and Sarah. He hit it with his shoulder as it leapt onto the couch, throwing his arms around its midsection and plunging the knife into its belly.
Sarah watched, fright frozen, as the two of them, man and beast, knocked the couch onto its side and went rolling toward her record collection. They smacked into the wooden crates with a loud thud, John on top, the wolf on the bottom. John pushed himself off the beast, grabbed her McIntosh amplifier and smashed it into the snarling jaws of the wolf, stunning it.
“ Back door,” he yelled, snapping Sarah out of her trance. She dashed into the dining room with John behind her. The wolf, back on all fours, snarled and howled, sending a sound through the house that shook it like an earthquake. John grabbed the electric carving knife, flipped it on, and, swinging it like a sword, he caught the throat of the wolf in mid-leap, spraying it, the table and himself in blood as the body of the beast smashed into him, knocking him against the wall.
He was on the floor, back against the wall and the wolf was looking for the kill. He pulled his legs back, dodged as the wolf leapt, and slammed his feet into the damaged belly of the beast, driving the knife in further as he lashed out, sending the wolf flying backwards.
Sarah stood in mute horror as the wolf, screaming its howls, and foaming at the mouth, came back at John. But he was back on his feet, grabbing one of the silver candlesticks from the table, and again John Coffee met the wolf in mid-air, shoving the burning candle and silver holder deep into its throat, and again he was knocked down by the beast, this time its claws raked across his chest, ripping into his shirt.
The wolf howled up blood in protest against the silver as it whirled and smashed into the dining room table, knocking it over, spilling the food, dishes and the other lighted candle onto the floor.
John followed Sarah into the kitchen as the carpet caught on fire. Sarah was at the back door. The roar of the beast shook through to her soul. He went to the stove, grabbing onto the hot frying pan, as the wolf came screaming into the kitchen.
The skillet’s hot handle burned into his right palm, searing his flesh, as he brought it back, wielding it like a club. The bloodied and foaming fangs were headed toward his neck, when he smashed the open face of the pan into the side of the wolf’s jaw, splashing hot grease into its eyes, blinding it.
The beast wailed and Coffee hit it again as it retreated. Then he threw the pan at it, screaming himself as the hot handle ripped burnt skin from his palm.
“ Come on, let’s go,” Sarah yelled from the back door.
“ I have to kill it. We need a few minutes’ head start, before it comes for us again.” He started pulling open drawers, the first one was a junk drawer, nothing useful. The second had dishrags and dish towels, still nothing useful. He crossed over by the sink and opened another drawer. Silverware.
“ The next one down,” Sarah yelled, figuring out what he was doing.
He pulled it open and found what he was looking for. He grabbed a meat cleaver in his left hand and a serrated cutting knife in his damaged right, then charged into the dining room after the wolf, with Sarah right behind.
The wolf retreated blindly into the living room. John Coffee, yelling like a wild man, came after it, catching it as it bumped into the overturned sofa. He drove the long knife into its belly, close to the bloody wound left by the first knife still sticking out of the raging animal. He dodged as the wolf snapped at him, swinging the cleaver, slicing off an ear. The wolf raged and he slammed the cleaver toward its neck hoping to behead it, but it turned and he sliced off its snout.
This wolf wouldn’t kill him this night, but neither would he kill it. Red and white lightning shot around the room and Coffee backed off as the wolf was covered in flames.
Sarah started for the back door at a run. He was right behind as she flew through it, seeking the safety of the cool outside.
“ In the car! Now!” He took her by the hand and ran toward the Corvette parked out front. The top was down and she hopped over the passenger door. He did the same on the driver’s side.
“ My house!” She looked back and saw flames leap out the broken bay window.
“ No time.” He started the car.
“ My life,” she said.
“ No, things. You’re getting away with your life.” He let off the clutch. The wheels dug into the pavement without spinning. He turned right at the end of the street and headed for Across the Way Road, driving the car flat out.
He went through town at fifty, dangerously fast for slow Fremont Avenue. When he flew by the police station, she thought Harrison was going to come after them, but the policeman just shook his head. He was off duty and headed for home.
“ Stop,” she said. “We should get the police. They can help.”
“ Can’t help,” he said, continuing to look straight ahead, with his eyes slightly squinted as if he was looking for something.
“ Yes they can. It’s their job.”
“ She’d kill them.”
“ Don’t you think you’re being a little paranoid? It was just an animal. It burned up in the fire with all my stuff.”
“ Tough animal,” he said.
“ But still just an animal,” she was shouting.
“ Smart animal, found your house.” He swung a right and stepped on the gas. They were doing eighty along Across the Way Road, with the top down. The whistling wind made it impossible to talk.
She hoped Harrison Harpine was on his way home and not going to the Bar and Grill to tip a few with his buddies. He lived down the street from her. He’d see the fire and call the fire department. Maybe they could save something. Her records, her clothes. All of a sudden she was aware of the fact that she didn’t have anything on.
“ Oh my God. I’m naked!” She started to cover her breasts, then stopped. He’d seen them already and she could hardly sit there with her legs crossed, covering her breasts till they got wherever they were going.
“ Shoes,” he shouted.
“ What?”
“ Your hiking shoes, behind the seat, put them on.”
He’s kidding, she thought, she was stark naked, riding with the top down and he wanted her to put shoes on. Still it was cold out and her feet hurt from the short run across the asphalt driveway to the car. She reached behind the seat for the shoes and was glad they were stuffed with warm wool socks.
He slowed the car when they entered Tampico, obviously not wanting to attract the attention of the local police as they cruised down Kennedy Street toward Solitude River Road.
“ Where are we going?” she asked, now that she could hear herself think.
“ Far from here.” He still had his eyes on the road ahead, not looking at her.
“ And where’s that?”
“ A long way down Highway 1.”
“ You’re crazy. It was just a crazy animal and it’s dead.”
“ Not an animal,” he said.
“ At least stop and let me out.” All she wanted right now was to get out of the car and get away from him.
“ No.”
“ Why not?”
“ She’d kill you.”
There he went being paranoid again. She’d have to try something else. Maybe if she could get him to stop, she could make a run for it.
“ At least stop somewhere so I can get something to wear.”
“ No.”
“ But I’m naked and it’s cold.”
“ Sorry.”
She saw some people coming out of Dewey’s Tavern. She started to yell, but he whipped his charred right hand over her mouth. She gagged at the smell of the burned flesh, but he wouldn’t remove the hand till they were out of earshot.
“ Do you know how to shoot?” he asked her as soon as they turned onto the winding road out of town.
“ Yes.”
“ Can you handle a forty-five automatic?”
“ Point and pull the trigger,” she said. “What’s to handle?”
“ Can you hit anything?”
“ I was raised in Kenya.” That got a quick glance from him.
“ Like your Grandmother?”
“ Yeah.”
He grabbed another look at her and smiled. The moonlight was shining through her golden hair, shimmering off her breasts. She was naked and his quick look told her she was attractive.
He hit a straight part of the road and accelerated, holding onto the wheel with his left hand, favoring his right. It must hurt an awful lot, she thought. She winced when she saw that his chest was bleeding through the torn shirt, where the wolf had raked him with its claws, and she winced again, noticing that he had torn open the scabs on his face.
“ It’s in the glove compartment,” he said.
She opened it and took out the holstered weapon. The weight of it felt good in her hand. It offered a kind of safety. She held it against her breasts, like a child holding on to a blanket its mother wants to take away.
“ Is it loaded?” How could she be so stupid, she thought, of course it was loaded.
“ Eight in the clip, one in the chamber, safety’s off.”
“ Dangerous,” she said.
“ Not for me.”
She unholstered the weapon. For a second, she thought about pointing it at him and ordering him to pull over. But she figured he wouldn’t do it. He’d keep going to wherever it was he was headed, come hell or high water. So she inspected the gun and asked, “What do you want me to do with it?”
“ Be ready.”
“ For the wolf?”
“ For the wolf.”
He slowed for a curve, downshifting into third, gritting his teeth as his burnt palm gripped the shift knob. She could only imagine what it must feel like.
“ You should have that looked at as soon as possible.”
“ If I’m alive tomorrow, I’ll do that,” he said.
Paranoid again, she thought, looking over at him as he slowed for still another turn.
Then he hit the brakes, screeching to a stop.
She looked forward and gasped.
It snorted at them. Then it rose up onto great hind legs and roared into the night. The thick matted fur glowed rich brown and the mammoth paws carried five inch claws. Steam rose from its mouth into the cold night and its great head shook as saliva drooled from its cave of a mouth, the giant teeth, razor sharp stalagmites and stalactites of death. It looked like it weighed a thousand pounds, and it took up the whole road. There was no way around the giant bear.
Its eyes glowed red. It was no ordinary bear.
“ Back, we have to go back,” she said. The bear was twenty-five or thirty yards ahead of them. Waiting.
“ Aim for the head.” He gunned the motor. She whipped off her seatbelt and kneeled on the front seat, breasts hanging over the front window, elbows pressed against it for support, both arms forward, right hand wrapped around the gun, the left holding the right for support.
“ Now!” He popping the clutch. The wheels screeched again as they lay rubber on the road and the car shot forward like a missile of fiberglass death as she started pulling the trigger. The monster head of the bear was too large to miss, even with a forty-five from a moving vehicle.
Her bullets found home and the bear did a jerking dance with each slug that tore into its huge head. The titanic beast stumbled backwards as the screaming car bore down on it. Sarah was pulling the trigger as fast as possible. The last slug caused the monster bear to jerk to the left, leaving barely enough room for the Corvette to slip by.
“ Hold on,” he yelled, but she had nothing to hold on to. The left side of the car struck the beast a sharp blow, with John Coffee manhandling it between the tree lined road and the huge bear. She felt pine needles lash her right shoulder and breast and tasted the foul breath of the giant grizzly as they plowed into it.
And she ducked as one of those huge paws came at her head.



Chapter Fourteen


Arty was dripping with sweat as he hustled down the sidewalk. The night was quiet. There was a light breeze on his face as he walked into it. His hands were in his pockets against the cold. His heart was hammering.
The man would have caught him in the tent, if Brad hadn’t thrown that rock. What would he have done? Would he have shot the man with his own gun? Would he have cowered and begged to be let go? Or would he have explained what he was doing there, and hope the man understood? And who was the man, and why did he have that gun?
He picked up his pace as his mind wandered through the labyrinth of possibilities, and he slipped on the damp sidewalk as he turned the corner onto Lynda’s street, barely getting his hands out of his pockets in time to break his fall. He grimaced as he skinned the heel of his left palm against the sidewalk.
He heard it before he saw it. The deep throated bark of a big dog. He picked his head up and clambered onto his hands and knees, shooting his eyes around the neighborhood. The wolf, he thought, fighting panic. He had to get up. He had to run. He tried to scream, but couldn’t get sound past his lips.
Another bark-to his right, he looked over and saw it as it as it charged across the street. There was no mistaking that happy-to-see-you, dog grin on Binky Bingham’s Doberman Pincer. Arty dropped flat on the sidewalk, his hands covering his head as the animal pounced on him.
“ Get off, Condor,” but the dog ignored him as it licked the backs of his hands with its long, sloppy tongue. “Come on, let me up.” The dog had him down and was clearly enjoying himself.
“ Condor,” Arty said, with a snap in his voice. The dog recognized the change of tone. Arty didn’t want to play. It was hard for him to understand, because his friend was on the ground, like he always was when they played, but he wasn’t laughing and giggling as usual, so the dog stopped the licking, stepped off his friend and sat on his haunches.
“ That’s better.” Arty pushed himself up. “Now come on.” He started back down the sidewalk, but the dog whined and he stopped. “Oh, all right.” Arty reached under the chest of the massive dog and scratched his belly, smiling as Condor wagged his stub of a tail in joy. “Okay, that’s all till tomorrow. Now we gotta go,” he said, after a few scratches. He turned away and started down the block, with the big dog at his heels.
“ Come on, Condor.” Arty climbed the front porch. He went to the door, but the dog hung back. “Come on,” Arty insisted. The dog slunk up the steps after him and lay at his feet, crossing his front legs and resting his head on them. Arty looked down at him, shook his head, and said, “That bad?”
The dog didn’t answer and Arty rang the bell.
“ Coming,” Arty heard Mrs. Bingham’s happy, high voice as it rang through the closed door. Arty stood at a sort of parade rest, stiff legged, feet apart, hands clasped behind his back. He blinked as the porch light came on.
“ Oh, Arty,” Mrs. Bingham said, throwing open the front door, “I’m so sorry about your father.”
“ It’s okay,” Arty said.
“ How’s your mother?
“ She’s okay.”
“ It’s so sad,” she said.
“ Not really,” Arty said, surprising both himself and Mrs. Bingham. “He was a bad man and I think the world is better off, now that he’s gone.”
“ Arty, you mustn’t talk like that.”
“ Mom and I talked about it,” Arty said, “and we’re both pretty glad he’s dead. She said she wished he wouldn’t have suffered, but he hurt us so much when he was alive, I guess it’s only fair that he hurt a lot when he died. It’s sorta like God giving him a taste of his own medicine, before sending him to hell.”
“ I’m sorry, Arty. I didn’t know.”
“ It’s all right, Miss Bingham. He’ll never hurt anyone again.” Arty was afraid that she was going to hug him and that was the last thing he wanted. He didn’t want anyone feeling sorry for him, but she seemed to sense that.
“ Is that why you didn’t tell Carolina? She said you two have been close lately.”
For a second Arty swelled up with pride. Carolina had said they were close. Then he said, “I didn’t want her to know for the same reason I didn’t want anyone else to know. He was a bad man and good people shouldn’t have to spend any time missing him.” He could have added that he was the first one to find the body, but he didn’t.
For once it looked like Mrs. Bingham was at a loss for words, then she saw the dog, “Oh, look, you brought Condor home.” She shifted her tone and said, “You bad dog. Just look at you, cowering like the big chicken you are. In the house with you.” The dog scooted by Mrs. Bingham, slinking through the living room, till he was out of her sight. Then he shot up the stairs to where the girls were doing their homework and playing.
“ Where did you find him this time?” Condor was too big for the Bingham’s back fence and routinely jumped it. Arty usually found him halfway through his paper route, much to his satisfaction. He enjoyed riding his bike in the early morning with the dog happily galloping alongside.
“ As usual, he found me,” Arty said.
“ You should really let me pay you for bringing him home like you do.”
“ It wouldn’t be fair,” Arty said, “getting paid for something I like doing so much.”
“ Sometimes I think he should be your dog.”
Arty laughed, then asked, “Is Carolina here? I came to walk her home.”
“ Well, I was going to drive her, but seeing that she has an escort I guess I don’t have to worry about it.” She invited Arty to wait in the living room while she went up to fetch the girls.
“ Hey Arty,” Carolina said, coming down the stairs, followed by Lynda and her sister, Corey. Corey was seventeen and all the boys in high school were in love with her. “Look at the cool charm bracelet Corey traded me for the rest of that old necklace.” She was holding out her wrist for Arty to inspect.
“ Neat,” he said, not knowing what else to say.
“ I’m too old for charm bracelets now,” Corey said, “and I just love this necklace. It fits tight like a choker. I don’t think I’ll ever take it off. It makes me look so pretty.” She was looking in a handheld mirror, the kind that women keep in their purses and use to put on makeup. “It makes me feel tingly all over. I just love it.”
“ I came to walk Carolina home.” He wanted them to hurry them up.
“ That’s so nice. A lot of the older boys could take lessons from you,” Corey said.
“ I was in the area,” Arty said, blushing.
“ Don’t be ashamed,” Corey said. “It’s a good thing that you don’t want her to walk home alone at night.”
Lynda giggled.
“ That’s not nice, young lady,” Mrs. Bingham said. “Someday a boy is going to want to walk you home and we’ll see how you laugh then.” Arty had never been so embarrassed.
“ We should go now.” He wanted to get away from the Bingham women as quickly as possible.
“ Okay,” Carolina said, as the dog squeezed by her, making for the open door, but Arty, moving surprisingly fast, blocked his exit and looped a hand in the dog’s collar.
“ Once again you’ve saved the day,” Mrs. Bingham said, and Arty’s ears burned even redder.
“ You ready?” Arty didn’t think he could take anymore. Why were women like that?
“ Yeah.” Carolina followed him out the door, like she was used to him picking her up, and the smile she was wearing said she didn’t mind, but before they reached the sidewalk the smile started to slip. “How come you didn’t tell me about your father?”
He explained how he found his father and the other man, not far from her house.
“ You should have told me.”
“ I know, but I didn’t want to scare you.”
“ You think they were really following you?”
“ Yeah, and the wolf lady got them.”
“ We have to tell somebody,” she said.
“ Who? No one is gonna believe us. They’ll just say we’re a couple a kids with a made up story.”
They walked in silence for a few minutes. Carolina opened the top of her backpack and the ferret climbed up on her shoulder. Arty thought it would be so nice if there was someone to take care of him the way Carolina took care of Sheila. It seemed like he’d been taking care of himself ever since he could remember.
“ What are we gonna do?” Carolina asked, interrupting his thoughts.
“ First we gotta go by your house and see if you still have that gun,” he said. Then he told her about the gun in the tent, how he almost got caught and how Brad Peters saved him by mistake.
“ It might be my father,” Carolina said.
“ And it might not. We gotta be careful.” Arty was afraid she’d want to run right up to the clearing.
Carolina’s mother was leaving as they approached the house. She had her arm wrapped up with the arm of a tall man. He looked out of place, wearing a gray suit with his long hair and beard. She had on a bright yellow, low cut dress and her hair was a new shade of red.
“ There you are,” she said. “I didn’t think you were ever going to get home. I couldn’t wait, so I left you a note.” She didn’t even notice Arty.
“ You’re not going out again, are you?”
“ I’ll be back early,” her mother said, “around ten or eleven.” She smiled at her daughter, then continued down the walkway to a shiny new Lincoln Continental. Whoever the man was, he was rich, Arty thought.
Carolina was in the house and in her room before the car started. She was opening her bottom dresser drawer and digging under her clothes, before it pulled away from the curb.
“ The gun?” Arty asked.
“ Gone,” she answered.

They slowed their pace as they approached Harry Lightfoot’s house. It was at the end of a paved road, at the edge of town, next to the cemetery. They had been walking for fifteen minutes in an early morning mist that had their clothes and their hair damp.
“ There it is,” he said.
The house was surrounded by both the right and rear by the cemetery. The left side of the house shared a fence with the small Catholic church, Our Lady of the Sacred Heart.
“ You sure he’s not home?” Carolina shivered against the early morning cold.
“ Sure, I’m sure. He’ll be at the dairy, getting set up for the morning.”
“ But how can you be so sure?” she asked for the fifth time.
“ Carolina, I’m not gonna answer you anymore. You can go back if you want, but I gotta get the dimes.”
“ Couldn’t we use something else?”
“ No, the dimes are a perfect size. I checked. They fit perfect.”
“ Couldn’t we use regular dimes?” That was a question she hadn’t asked and it caused him to stop for a second before answering.
“ No, I don’t think there’s enough silver in ’em. I don’t want to take a chance.”
“ What if we get the dimes and it doesn’t work? What if we shoot her and she doesn’t die? What if she isn’t a werewolf at all? What if we kill a poor old lady? We’ll go to jail forever.”
“ Carolina,” Arty turned and put his hands on her shoulders, “I know what I saw. She’s a werewolf. You gotta believe me. And she’s after you. We gotta do something. We can’t just wait around for her to come to us. Do you want to wind up dead on the sidewalk, like my father?”
“ No.”
“ Then we gotta get the dimes.”
“ Okay.”
“ You wanna wait over there while I go in?” He pointed to the brick archway entry to the cemetery.
“ No, not a chance. I don’t want to be out here alone with the spooks.”
“ Okay, then follow me, but be quiet.”
She nodded her head and he grinned his best fake smile. He felt like there was a giant hand pushing him down and holding him back, like in a dream. The air was heavy and every fiber in his person wanted to be somewhere else, but he’d come this far and he was determined to finish what he’d started. The old Arty Gibson would have turned and gone home, but the new Arty Gibson was not going to cut and run.
He started up the driveway, toward the redwood gate that blocked entry to both the garage and the backyard. He pulled the latch on the gate, hoping against common sense that it wouldn’t be locked. It was.
“ What do we do now?” Carolina whispered.
“ Follow me,” he whispered back. “We’ll have to go through the cemetery and climb the back fence.”
She followed three paces behind as he went down the driveway and walked around the fence. “It’s creepy,” she shuddered as he entered the cemetery, but she quickened her step and caught up to him.
“ It’s spooky all right.” The moon, the clouds, the evening chill and the headstones, combined to send spider chills crawling all over his body.
“ Do you believe in ghosts?” she whispered.
“ I hope not, ’cuz if there is such a thing as ghosts, then we’re done for.”
“ What do you mean?”
“ This is the kind of spooky night they like.” He laughed a little under his breath, but he didn’t think he fooled her. He was as frightened as she was.
“ How are we going to climb the fence?” she said.
He stared at the five foot obstacle. There was no way he was ever going to get over it. “I’ll have to boost you over, then you can unlatch the gate.”
“ I can’t go over by myself, besides, the gate’s locked.”
“ I don’t think so. He probably only has a nail or a piece of wood going through the hole on the inside that holds the latch down. All you gotta do is pull it out.”
“ How do you know?”
“ That’s the way everybody does it. Why would you wanna put a lock on the inside, if you didn’t have to?”
“ You sure?”
“ No, but I can’t think of anything else.”
“ Maybe we should come back tomorrow, or maybe we can get some silver somewhere else.”
“ Come on, don’t be a baby.” He bent over and laced his fingers into a stirrup. “I’d do it myself, but I’m too fat.”
“ I don’t think I can.”
“ You gotta, it’s the only way.” He tightened his fingers, but still she hesitated.
“ Think of the werewolf and what she will do to us if we don’t get those dimes,” he said.

She stepped into his laced fingers, without answering, and he hoisted her up. She grabbed onto the top of the fence, with tiny hands, and pulled herself up, till she was able to get a leg on it. Then she rolled over it and eased herself down into the backyard, as silently as a fly entering a spider’s trap.
“ I’m going ’round to the gate,” Arty whispered into the night. She imagined him still running his hand along the fence as he hurried around the yard to the driveway.
Carolina dropped into a garden. Mr. Lightfoot liked to grow his own vegetables and she tried to step through them, without ruining anything. She had to walk through the garden to get to the grass and the gate beyond. An owl hooted as she picked her way through, startling her.
“ Come on,” she heard Arty’s urgent whisper cutting through the night. There was a nail through the latch where a lock should have been. She pulled it out and swung the gate open.
“ Are you okay?” he whispered.
“ Yeah.”
“ Then let’s hurry so we can get outta here,” Arty said, before he turned and led her to the back porch.
The owl hooted again, sending night shivers through both of them.
“ Look,” he said, “the bathroom window is open.”
“ It’s too high,” she said.
“ I’ll have to boost you up, then you can let me in the back door.”
“ I can’t do it. Not again.”
“ It’s the only way.”
“ I’m sorry, I guess I shouldn’t have come, I’m scared and I don’t want to go in there alone.”

He thought about arguing with her, but didn’t. He was scared, too, but that was different. He was a guy. He was supposed to overcome his fear, and not let on that he was afraid. Girls didn’t have to do that. Besides, she went over the fence, if it wouldn’t have been for her, they wouldn’t have gotten this far. It was up to him to get them the rest of the way.
If only he wasn’t so fat, then she could boost him up. He resolved that if they got through this night, he would lose weight. No more donuts, no more candy bars and Pepsi, no more second helpings, and no more dessert. He further resolved, that he would study and work at the karate lessons until he was thin and tough.
“ Okay, we’ll find another way,” he said. He went to the back door. He tried the knob. It wasn’t locked.
“ Good thing I didn’t go through that window,” she whispered.
“ Yeah,” he whispered back. He opened the door. It made a screeching, squeaking sound, like it hadn’t ever been oiled. Arty bit his lip and they waited to see if anyone was going to catch them.
“ We should leave,” she whispered.
He shook his head, took a deep breath, and entered the house. She followed, leaving the back door open. The house was silent and forbidding. The small bathroom door off the kitchen was open, reminding Arty that he had to go, but he couldn’t, not now. He didn’t want to be in the house any longer than necessary.
He took Carolina’s hand and led her through the kitchen to the hallway. They were both taking shallow, quiet breaths as they tiptoed across the tile floor. She tightened her hand on his, pulling him to a quiet stop, just before they reached the hallway.
He turned and she put her mouth to his ear and whispered, “It feels like there’s someone else here.” They both held their breath for a few seconds and listened.
Nothing. But Arty had the same feeling. A tingly feeling, like someone was watching. But after a few seconds of silence, he was confident they were alone in the house. He started down the hallway, pulling her behind him.
“ Let’s get the dimes and get out of here,” he whispered.
She nodded her head in the dark.
“ He keeps the coins in his desk, in the den.”
“ How do you know?”
“ I’ve been here before. On Sunday mornings I trade a paper for a half dozen donuts at the donut shop, then I come by here and split ’em with Harry. He supplies the milk and I bring the donuts. We sit and talk and sometimes he shows me his coins. He has lots,” he was still whispering, but louder than before.
She followed him into the den.
“ Over here.” Arty led her to a roll top desk.
“ It’s beautiful.” She ran her hands along the smooth oak. “I’ll bet it’s old.” She wasn’t whispering at all.
“ Real old.” He rolled the top open. “It’s an antique.” He pulled open one of the drawers, reached inside it and pulled out a stack of blue folders. He laid them on the desk.
“ Coin albums.” He opened one and showed it to her. “This one’s Lincoln head pennies. See, he has every one from 1909 to now.”
“ Has he got one for silver dimes?”
“ Yeah, but we don’t want that.”
“ Why not?”
“ It takes a long time and a lot of work to fill one of these,” he said. “All we need is one roll.” He reached into the back of the drawer and pulled out several rolls of coins. “This will do.” He put three dime rolls into his front pocket. He only needed one, but he took two extra, just in case.
“ Can we go now?”
“ Soon as we put the rest back.” He shoved the rolled coins back into the back of the drawer, then put away the coin albums. Carolina sighed as he closed the drawer. In a few minutes they would be safely out of the house.
“ It still feels like someone is watching us,” she whispered, “let’s go.”
“ There’s no one here,” Arty said, “but we’re outta here anyway.”
“ You should pay attention to the lady,” a whisper rasped through the room. “She sees without seeing. She sensed I was here all along, but she allowed you to push the feeling away.”
The light came on and Carolina gasped.
“ Never fight your intuition, young miss. Believe in it and it will serve you well. And, Arty, all you had to do was ask,” Harry Lightfoot said, “and the roll of dimes would have been yours. Everything I have is yours for the asking. That’s what friends are for.”
“ Sorry, Harry,” Arty said with a bowed head. Arty hadn’t ever thought of Harry as a friend. He was older, more like an uncle, but now that he thought about it, Harry was a friend. His friend. And he’d let him down.
“ You come in the night, like a thief, but you don’t take the gold coins one drawer down. You don’t stuff your pockets full of silver dollars. You don’t run off with the coin albums. And you don’t steal the money you know is hidden in a false bottom under the coin albums. All you take is a five dollar roll of silver dimes, worth less than fifty dollars.”
“ I’m really sorry, Harry.”
“ So it’s not money you’re after, is it Arty?”
Arty shook his head.
“ And you’re not here on a childish dare, because you wouldn’t do anything like that, would you, Arty?”
Arty shook his head again.
“ So it’s something serious. So serious that you would steal from a friend. So serious that you would risk going to jail. So serious that you would overcome your sense of right and wrong, not to mention your fear, and break into my house, when you thought I was gone. That’s it, isn’t it, Arty?”
Arty nodded his head.
“ It’s the silver, isn’t it?”
Arty nodded again.
“ You think you can kill it with the silver, don’t you?”
Arty nodded again.
“ It’s not an animal, is it?
Arty shook his head.
“ It’s not human either?”
Arty shook his head.
“ You’ve seen it?”
Arty nodded and the room was silent. The old Indian had been sitting in a reclining chair in a corner of the room, opposite the desk. He got up, using both hands to push on his knees. “I hate getting old,” he said, shuffling over to the fireplace, where he bent over and picked up some newspaper.
“ You need silver bullets, not silver dimes to kill something like this. And even silver might not work.” He wadded up the newspaper and stuffed it under a log in the fireplace, but he kept his piercing Indian brown eyes on Arty as Arty nodded.
“ There was a tall man in town,” Harry Lightfoot said, “staying at the motel down by the highway. Do you know him?”
Arty shook his head.
“ And you, young miss?”
“ No,” Carolina whispered.
“ He left the motel and set up a camp in the woods. He parks his car at the end of the block, then hikes up to that clearing by the cliff. I saw him coming out of your backyard, young miss, like he lived there, but he doesn’t, does he?”
“ It’s my dad. It must be.”
“ I think he is somehow connected.” Harry held out his hand.
“ I can’t give ’em back, Harry. I need ’em to kill the werewolf.”
“ How?”
“ I’m gonna load ’em into twelve gauge shells.”
“ Good idea, but I have a better one. Give me the dimes and go home. Stay inside till I come for you. I’ll take care of your werewolf.” He shook his outstretched hand. Arty reached into his pocket, fished out one of the rolls and tossed it to Harry, who picked it out of the air.



Chapter Fifteen


Sarah felt the rush of a false breeze, as the great paw sliced the air above her head. She smelled the stink of its breath as she ducked low, bending over the front window, with half her body out of the car, breasts pressed against the glass, buttocks in the air, as the Corvette caromed off the bear, sliding sideways down the road, heading for a curve.
She struggled to get back in, while Coffee fought the wheel, trying to keep the Corvette on the road. There was no margin for error. If he spun the car off the pavement, they would slide into the trees.
She couldn’t see what he was doing, but she felt the car straighten, then slide, then straighten again. She almost lost her hand hold on the window as he slid it around a turn. She screamed and he grabbed onto her arm with his blistered right hand, saving her from taking flight and becoming one with the road. He was driving one-handed, battling the wheel, as he pulled her back from cold, cold death and slammed her into her seat.
“ Seatbelt,” he bellowed as her back slapped against the leather. She sought the harness, whipping the strap between her breasts, snapping herself in as she stole a look at the speedometer. It was pushing sixty on a road meant for thirty, forty tops, and he was still in second, the tach needle bobbing in the red.
He took another turn without slowing. He was driving crazy. If a car had been coming from the other direction, it would have been certain death for all. The tall pines guarding the side of the road guaranteed there would be no avoiding a collision. Coffee was hogging the centerline, driving like he was in a sportscar rally with the confidence that the road was his.
But it wasn’t. Up ahead, tail lights were disappearing round a curve. She prayed he’d slow down, but instead he turned on the brights and shifted into third. The car jumped to sixty, roaring its displeasure, when he went back into second at the curve. They were closing on the car ahead like it was standing still, but it wasn’t pulling over, and Coffee wasn’t slowing down.
He swung the Corvette to the left, to pass. The car in front turned on its overhead flashers and made to block. Coffee jumped on the gas, too quick for the policeman, squeezing between the cruiser and the trees, the sportscar sliding and screeching alongside the black and white.
Sarah whipped her head out of the way as the driver’s mirror of the police car came scraping by and she got a fast look into the terrified eyes of Sheriff Sturgees of the Tampico Sheriff’s Department, as he fought the wheel of the police car and she knew he’d recognized her.
Coffee stood on the brakes as soon as he’d passed, locking the rear wheels, causing the Corvette to fishtail all over the road. Sarah bit into her lip when the cruiser hit them in the rear, but the collision was minor, because Coffee jammed on the gas, as the sheriff was jamming on the brakes and losing control of his car.
Sarah turned her head around in time to see the black and white slide into the trees with a loud crash. Then they were around the next turn and on the straightaway headed for the highway.
They passed the Pine Tree Motel doing eighty. He was doing ninety in third gear, with the tachometer pinned, as they shot from the ramp onto the highway, and she was holding her breath when he shifted into fourth at a hundred and five.
The Corvette was flying, but Sarah wasn’t enjoying the experience. Tail lights were coming up fast. Coffee moved into the left lane, passing a milk tanker, then a UPS tractor trailer at a hundred and thirty. The speedometer went up to a hundred and sixty, and he still had a gear to go.
She wondered what he would do if he passed a Highway Patrolman. They had high powered cars fitted with skilled drivers. Would he try and out run one of them? It wouldn’t be as easy as surprising a small town sheriff.
But there were no Highway Patrolmen on this section of the highway at this hour of the night and the road became his. He shifted into fifth, pinning the speedometer, keeping his foot on the floor, gobbling up the road as he increased the distance between themselves and whatever it was that had surprised them in the night, back on the twisty, curvy Solitude River Road.
He eased off the accelerator after about ten minutes, letting the speed drop to a hundred and thirty. He held it there. Every now and then they passed a truck or car doing sixty-five or seventy and he would slow to a hundred as they passed, then promptly bring the speed back up.
Two or three times they came up on vehicles in the fast lane doing about eighty, but a quick flick of the bright lights got them to pull over. She wished the top was up, because the cold wind stole through to her soul and her naked skin was covered in goose bumps. She wondered what he was going to do when they reached the part of the highway, coming up fast, that bent and twisted along the ocean.
He slowed to ninety during the first bend, testing to see if the car would hold the road. He took the speed back up to over a hundred when he found out it would, taking the turns without backing off on the speed or downshifting. She grabbed a quick hope-she’d given him the car with hardly any gas, but, when she glanced at the fuel gauge, it was quickly dashed. Ever the gentleman, he had filled the tank.
Sometimes the highway bent into a sharp curve and he was forced to slide down to eighty, but he averaged over a hundred for over an hour, before he brought the speed down to a respectable sixty miles per hour. Sarah lay back and breathed in the misty air coming in from the sea. After that wild ride, sixty seemed like slow motion.
Up ahead, she saw the glowing lights of one of those off ramps that offered fast food, fuel and lodging. He eased the battered Corvette into the right lane, dropping the speed down to fifty. Sarah slid back further into her seat. Maybe the insanity was almost over.
She wondered why he was stopping, and why here. He wasn’t stopping for gas, or directions. She couldn’t imagine he was going to McDonald’s, and keyed up like he was, she didn’t think he had the motel in mind. She would just have to sit tight and be quiet and wait and see what developed, because it didn’t look like he was going to tell her.
He took the car off the ramp at thirty five, passing a Shell station, and turned into a parking lot shared by a Denny’s Restaurant at one end and Jack’s Honky Tonk Saloon at the other. He drove up to the bar, parking between a Ford Van and a Chevy Pickup. She could hear Johnny Cash on the jukebox filtering out from the bar. Nice music drifting through a quiet night. Her ordeal was finally over. Now, all she had to do was find some clothes, get a ride home and see if Harrison got the fire department to her house in time to save anything.
“ Stay here,” he said, turning to her. He tried to look her in the eyes, but his gaze drifted down to her naked breasts. She wanted to cover them, but she appreciated the look, despite everything he’d put her through, and besides he’d seen them bobbing, thumping and rolling for the whole wild ride, a few more seconds wasn’t going to hurt. But it would be the last time he’d ever see them, she thought.
“ Where are you going? she asked.
“ To get another car and you something to wear.”
“ Then what?”
“ Then we drive back to Palma. I still have a little girl to protect.”
“ It was just an animal. It’s dead.”
“ Lady, what will it take to convince you. You saw it last night and you refuse to believe. It crashed into your house tonight, bent on killing us. It tried to get us on the road, and would have succeeded if not for your shooting, and still you doubt?”
“ I feel bad about the bear. It’s illegal to shoot them. They’re endangered.”
“ That was no bear.”
“ It was a bear.”
“ Then why’d you shoot.”
“ I was frightened and not thinking clearly.” She met his gaze head on and this time held his eyes with hers.
“ Okay, Sarah, I don’t want to fight with you. I’ll be back as quick as I can.”
“ What about me?”
“ You wanna come with me?”
“ No, but I don’t want to sit here with the top down, naked in the moonlight.”
“ All right.” He restarted the car and tried to get the top to come up, but all they heard was the struggling of the electric motor. He got out of the car and tried to raise it by hand, but the collision with the police car had done enough damage to keep the top permanently down.
“ Great, now what do I do?” she asked.
“ Sit low in the seat till I get back,” he said and then he was gone, leaving Sarah to bask alone in the glow of the red and white flashing neon sign of Jack’s Honky Tonk Saloon, while she listened to Johnny Cash sing his truck driving songs.
After a few minutes she settled in. Johnny Cash shifted into Dolly Parton who became Patsy Cline. Then the music went up and she popped open her eyes. The music was louder because the tavern door was open. Someone was coming. She slunk low in the seat as two men passed by the rear of the Corvette.
She heard a car start, then another. She listened as the sounds they made disappeared into the night. The highway, close by, reminded her of a river as she settled back and closed her eyes again. The passing cars, like running water rippling by. She thought of those drivers going on their long trips, some in a hurry, others taking their time, all with the radio on or a cassette playing to drown out the silent night and pass away the time. None of them giving a thought to the people and lives in the small towns they were driving through.
“ How does it feel to be like a rolling stone,” she heard the gravel twangy voice of Bob Dylan and wondered who slipped that one in there. She imagined howls of protest when the song started. Then she smiled. Maybe not, she thought-it was a great song. Maybe it was on the juke for a reason. Maybe they liked it.
She was so caught up in the music, she didn’t notice the volume rise when the bar door opened again, and she didn’t notice it fade back down when it closed. But she did notice the sound of heavy breathing, the smell of beer breath, and the feel of eyes crawling along her naked flesh.
She opened her eyes.
A beefy hand clamped around her jaw, thumb and fingers pressing against her cheeks, forcing her mouth open. She gagged as a man with a ruddy face shoved a bandanna into her mouth.
“ Get the door open, Willy.”
“ Yeah, Gus, yeah Gus,” Willy said.
She stared wide-eyed as a short, stubby man fumbled a key in the door of the Ford Van. She tried to scream through the bandanna as the door slid open. Then she felt the knife at her throat.
“ I never had me a dead woman,” the man with the knife and the fleshy hands said. Dead came out, dayed.
She choked back the scream. Whatever these men were going to do to her couldn’t be as bad as that knife at her throat, but she wasn’t going to give in easily.
“ Better, lady,” Gus said, and he opened the door of the Corvette and pulled her out.
“ This is gonna be great, Gus. This is gonna be great, Gus,” Willy said.
“ Into the van,” Gus said. He had a large hand wrapped around her wrist, but when he lowered the knife to push her into the van, she jammed her elbow into his stomach, causing a whoosh of air to rush out of his lungs. But he didn’t let go of her wrist, and he didn’t drop the knife.
“ You okay, Gus? You okay, Gus?” Willy whined.
He answered with a cough and she jammed her open hand between his legs, grabbing him by the testicles. She squeezed and Gus howled, doubled over and let go of her wrist. She turned to run away from him and slammed into Willy’s stubby chest.
“ Not gonna get away. Not gonna get away.” Willy wrapped his arms around her and holding her in a bear hug. She punched him in the stomach, but he held on. She kneed him in the groin, but he held on. She bit him in the neck, but he held on.
“ Let her go, son.” John Coffee’s voice came from the parking lot and Willy released her.
Sarah ran toward Coffee as the heavy set man with the knife got his wind.
“ Behind me,” he said, and she obeyed, sliding between Willy and the Chevy pickup.
“ You’re gonna be one sorry son of a bitch,” Gus said.
“ Please don’t kill these men,” Sarah said. “The short one is retarded. It’s not his fault.”
“ Am not, am not,” Willy said.
“ Take your friend, go back into the bar and you can live,” Coffee said.
The man was big. He had a knife, and he’d been drinking, but not that much, and he wasn’t that stupid. “Come on, Willy, let’s go get another beer.”
“ Fine by me, Gus. Fine by me, Gus,” Willy said.
The big man put away the knife and lead his stubby friend back into the bar. When Gus opened the door that voice rang out loud into the night. Bob Dylan was still singing that song on the juke box and she was beginning to know what it felt like to be like a rolling stone.
“ We gotta go.” He turned toward her, but she didn’t move. She just stood there in the middle of the parking lot, nude, with her feet apart, hands on her hips, breasts jutting forward, long hair blowing in the wind, her skin changing color with the reflection of the neon sign. Pink, white, pink, white. She was drop dead beautiful.
“ It was you,” she said.
He didn’t answer her.
“ On the beach last week? You saved me from those men?”
“ We gotta go. I got a car.”
“ Not till you tell me.”
“ Sarah, you’re naked.”
“ So, you’ve seen me naked before, haven’t you?”
“ Sarah, any minute another redneck is gonna come out that door and get an eyeful.”
“ Tell me, dammit.”
“ It was me.”
“ We can go now,” she said and he led her across the parking lot to a blue station wagon.
“ 1965 Chevy Impala station wagon,” he said as he opened the passenger door for her. “Three hundred and twenty-seven cubic inches, Powerglide automatic transmission,” he continued, after he got in. “This baby is virtually trouble free and will probably run forever.” He put the key in the ignition and started the car.
“ How’d you get the keys?”
“ I went into the bar and asked to see the manager.”
“ And.”
“ And I told him what a wonderful bar he had.” Coffee eased the car out of the parking lot and back toward Highway 1.
“ And he just happened to loan you his car?”
“ Not exactly.”
“ Well?”
“ I picked his pocket.”
“ Of course.”
“ Now, if he just stays behind the bar till closing, we’ll be back in Palma before he notices the car’s gone.”
“ No gas,” she said.
“ What?”
“ No gas. You stole a car without any gas in it.”
“ Damn.” He stepped on the brakes. “And I almost passed the station.” He turned into the Shell station and pulled up to the pump. The gas island was lit by flood lights and the kid that came out to the car got an eyeful, before Sarah covered her breasts.
“ Lady’s got no clothes on,” the kid said, standing outside the driver’s window and looking past Coffee. He was about sixteen and hadn’t seen many naked ladies in his young life.
“ Fill her up,” Coffee said.
“ This is Jack’s car,” the kid said.
“ He loaned it to me.”
“ Really?” the kid said. Coffee noted the skepticism in the kid’s voice.
“ Loaned me the lady too.” Coffee winked at the kid.
“ Really?” the kid’s tone changed.
“ Poker bet,” Coffee said.
“ That Jack,” the kid said, shaking his head and going to the pump, “he’s always doing something wild. Wait till the guys hear about this.”
Coffee got out of the car and walked up to the kid. “Here,” he said, handing the kid a hundred dollar bill. “Keep the change.”
“ Thanks, mister,” the kid said as he put the nozzle into the tank.
“ But don’t tell the gang till tomorrow, okay?” He winked again. “Wouldn’t want her husband to find out and spoil my night. Know what I mean?”
“ Sure thing, mister. Not a word out of me.”
Coffee got back in the car, greeted by an angry glare from Sarah. He turned away from her. The kid slapped the roof and Coffee pulled out of the station, with his eyes on the road.
“ Cute,” she said, biting back her anger. “Wouldn’t want her husband to find out and spoil the fun. Won her in a poker game.”
“ He was just a kid.”
“ I’m a human being, Coffee. Not some piece of meat.”
“ You’re naked, Sarah. I had to think of something.”
“ That’s the best you could do?”
“ It’s not my fault you’re naked.”
“ You said you were going to get me something to wear.”
“ Sorry.”
“ I’ll bet,” she said, then she shut up and stared at the road. At least he was driving like a sane man, holding to the speed limit. She watched him as he drove. It started to rain and he turned on the wipers. She liked the sound they made, steady, hypnotic. She was no longer self conscious about her nakedness in front of him. Somehow it seemed natural. He was special. He was crazy, but he was special.
“ Why don’t you get some sleep,” he said.
“ I think I’ll stay awake,” she said, closing her eyes. She was exhausted and for a short while she drifted around in that magical place between sleep and not sleep, then she couldn’t fight it anymore.
She woke with cool, cold air drifting across her breasts. He’d rolled his window down. The rain had stopped. She yawned and looked over at him.
“ Where are we?”
“ We’re almost back.”
“ What was this all about, John? The maniac ride out of town. My house. The whole thing?”
“ Tried to fool it into thinking I’ve left. I’m hoping she’ll find the car and hunt around down there, while I try and get back what I stole. Then maybe I can make a deal.”
“ Okay, John Coffee, I’m just along for the ride.” Just when she was starting to like him, too. He’d saved her from being raped and probably murdered last week and again tonight, twice in the same month, plenty enough for any girl, she thought, and he was plenty enough man for any girl, but he was a walking, driving fruitcake.
Since he’d come into her life, she’d lost her husband, her house, her car, her clothes and everything she owned. Except the money Gram had left. Fortunately it was in the bank, but she was sure that if she hung around John Coffee long enough, he’d figure a way to lose that, too.
She half expected him to turn onto her street when they got back into town, to see if the house was saved. But he didn’t. He drove on by without even a glance down the block. She bit her lip to keep from screaming. For a second she thought about jumping out of the car, but she had no clothes. It was one thing to be seen and made fun of by the kid in the gas station and the two rednecks at the bar, she would never see those people again. But she lived in Palma and she wasn’t about to go walking around town, in the middle of the night, stark naked.
“ End of the line,” he said, parking the car by the Little League field on the edge of town.
“ What are we doing here?” She asked.
“ I can’t stay at the motel anymore. Too public. I need someplace private.”
“ So.”
“ You know the clearing up by the cliffs?”
“ Yeah.”
“ I’ve got a camp up there.”
“ That’s smart,” she said with a sarcastic lilt to her voice.
“ What do you mean?”
“ Every teenager in town knows about that clearing. It’s makeout city on Friday and Saturday nights.”
“ Then I have to move it.”
“ You’ll be okay. I wouldn’t worry about it.”
“ Why, tomorrow’s Friday?”
“ I didn’t mean anyone would be up there tomorrow. Nobody’s going up there in November. Too cold. I just meant that the place isn’t very secret. Everybody in town knows that clearing is up there, but I doubt you’ll have any visitors.”
“ I already had a kid up there, but I chased him off.”
“ Really? In the middle of the week, in November? They must really be in love.”
“ Only one and not that kind of kid. This one was much younger, of the rock throwing variety. Good aim, too. I got a bruise in the middle of my back to prove it,” he said. She thought he probably had a lot of bruises on his body.
“ That thing you’re running away from. If it’s still around, aren’t you afraid it’ll find you out in the woods?” She thought he was crazy, but she wanted to understand the logic behind his strange actions.
“ She can’t read minds, but when she’s human she can ask questions like anyone else. That’s probably how she found you. A harmless old black woman asking questions about the pretty girl who drives a Volvo. ‘I’m an old friend, where does she live?’ Who wouldn’t tell her?”
“ But I drive a VW.”
“ You know what I mean. It was the Volvo we were trying to run her down with.”
“ I almost ran over an old black woman coming off the highway. That’s why I ran the car off the road.”
“ Still think I’m nuts?”
“ I never said I thought you were nuts.”
“ Come on, Sarah, you’ve been in denial all night. The wolf, the bear, and now you’ll find a reason to rationalize the old woman. What’s it going to take?”
“ I’m sorry. I guess I’ll just have to poke my hands in the wounds and feel the blood before I believe.”
“ You might doubt, but when Thomas saw the risen Christ, he believed.”
“ His faith was a little stronger than mine.”
“ Okay, Sarah, have it your way. I can’t sit in the car and argue with you all night.” He opened the door and started to get out.
“ Wait a minute,” she said. He turned toward her. “Do you have something up there I can put on?”
He nodded.
She got out of the car, thankful she at least had her hiking shoes on. It was chilly out of the heated car and she was getting goosebumps again. She hoped it was only because of the cold. Following him up the path was easy going. She found she enjoyed walking through the forest nude. It made her feel free. And she was free again. She had no possessions. There was nothing to hold her down. She had the new job, but she hadn’t started it yet, so it wouldn’t be like leaving them in the lurch in the middle of a semester.
Her whole life she’d dreamed of traveling, of seeing the world, of walking in foreign lands, of tasting food she’d never heard of, now it was possible. Bangkok, Paris, Rome, Beijing, all hers for the taking. Maybe John Coffee had unwittingly done her a favor. Besides, it would be better for her to be away from these two small towns after what had happened between her and Miles. She would be forever running in to him and she didn’t want that.
And there would always be small town gossips, with small town minds, glancing at her and tittering away every time she went shopping or to the movies. And she didn’t want to have to start dating again. She could imagine what it would be like. Every man in town would know about Miles, and wonder what was wrong with her.
And most of all, she didn’t want the kids laughing and making fun of her behind her back. No matter how much they seemed to understand the other day, and no matter how much they voted their approval of her with their applause, and no matter how glad they were that she was moving on to junior high with them, they were still children. They would laugh. It was only natural.
And she started to think about the dessert she had offered John Coffee earlier. She had wanted to go to bed with him in the worst way. Watching him move through the woods in front of her, she was starting to want him again. If only he was a little more rational, she thought.
And what about that monster of his that could change from an old woman into a wolf, or a bear, or any damn thing it wanted. What happened to this dark man to get him to believe in such a fairytale? Still a wolf did come crashing through her front window, and there were no wolves in these woods, at least there weren’t supposed to be. And the grizzly in the road. How could she explain that? She couldn’t, but neither could she accept werewolves or werebears or vampires in the night.
The breeze shifted, caressing her breasts and she found herself wishing it was his hands instead. I’m only human, she thought, and it’s only natural that I’d be thinking about sex. After all, I’m walking in the moonlight, nude, with a gorgeous man.
“ Can we rest a minute?” she said. She wasn’t tired.



Chapter Sixteen


“ Hey, Carolina, wake up,” Arty whispered across the gulf between the two beds. “It’s five-thirty, time to go.” He watched her roll over, rub her eyes, then open them.
“ Already?” she yawned.
“ I could go by myself?”
“ No.” She sat up and stretched, hands reaching for the ceiling. “I told you last night, I want to go.”
Arty had his shoes on and tied by the time she finished with the bathroom. He was ready to go and she surprised him when she pulled her nightshirt over her head, and walked over to her dresser, wearing nothing, but her panties. He quickly turned his head the other way.
“ For gosh sakes, Arty, there’s nothing to see. I’m only eleven,” she giggled as she pulled a sweatshirt over her head. “You can turn around now. I’ve got my shirt on.”
He turned his head.
“ Jeez Marie, Carolina, put your pants on.” He turned away again as she went to her closet for her jeans.
“ Okay, I’m dressed, except for my shoes, so maybe you better not turn around yet,” she giggled.
“ It’s not funny, Carolina.”
“ Okay, I’m sorry. I was just having a little fun. Don’t be a big stick in the mud.”
“ This is serious stuff, Carolina.”
“ Sorry.”
“ If you’re gonna come, you gotta be quiet and careful or we both might get dead.”
“ What if it doesn’t work?” she asked again.
“ Then we’ll probably both get dead anyway, so we gotta try.” He was halfway out before she was finished with her shoes, but he was having trouble finding the plastic milk crate with his foot.
“ What’s the matter?”
“ The crate’s gone,” he said, letting go and jumping down.
“ Who could have moved it?” Carolina whispered as Arty helped her to the ground.
“ Who do you think?”
“ Anybody could have come in here and moved it,” she said.
“ Sure,” he said, because he knew who’d moved the crate.
He led the way on his hands and knees, scooting through the bushes. He wished he had a flashlight, because he wanted to explore all the dark places between the two houses and see if he could spot the milk crate. The hair on the back of his neck stood up when he thought that maybe the wolf was back there with them, hiding in the bushes back by the fence. Watching and waiting. He felt better when he cleared the bushes and was standing up on the dew damp front lawn.
“ Ouch,” Carolina said and Arty jumped.
“ What?”
“ I scratched my hand,” she said as he helped her up.
“ Is it bleeding?” he asked.
“ I don’t think so. I wish they’d fix that streetlight, then I’d be able to see.”
Arty looked up and down the block. “I didn’t notice before,” he said, “but the only two lights working on your street are the ones at the corners. The two in the middle are out.”
“ Yeah,” she said, “it’s kinda spooky. I wish they would hurry up and fix them.”
“ Streetlights are never out more than a day. And you never see more than one out on a street. I oughtta know. When a light blows they fix it the next day, or the day after at the very latest. They’re real good about that. These lights have been off for three days.”
“ What are you saying?”
“ They were off Monday night, so they would’ve fixed ’em Tuesday or yesterday.”
“ Maybe they didn’t fix them?”
“ They fixed ’em. They never miss.”
“ Then why aren’t they working?”
“ The wolf lady,” he said.
“ The wolf lady,” she repeated.
“ Yeah.”
Carolina shivered and took Arty’s hand, a gesture that only a few days ago would have set his young heart thumping, but now seemed natural as rain. They drew strength and courage from each other as they walked the early morning streets toward his house.
“ There it is,” Arty said, pointing to a white house with a detached garage.
“ My papers aren’t here yet, so we’ll make the shells first.” He led her into the garage and turned on the light.
“ Kinda cold,” she said.
“ I got an extra jacket you can wear when we finish here.”
“ That it?” She pointed to a machine that looked like a combination food processor and meat grinder.
“ Yeah.” He opened a drawer under the counter and took out various sized boxes.
She watched as his expression turned serious. His fingers were nimble and it was obvious he knew what he was doing.
“ You’re supposed to weigh the powder,” he said, “but I never do. I’ve done this so many times I could do it blindfolded and asleep.” He dipped a tablespoon into the bag and shook the black powder off, till it was level on the spoon. Then he poured the powder into a brass shotgun shell with hands still and steady.
Arty had lined up ten empty shells along a wooden workbench in his father’s garage, although technically it wasn’t his father’s anymore, he thought, wondering if his dad was in heaven or hell, and betting it was hell. Anybody that could beat his wife and kids belonged in hell, ’cuz that’s why God made it.
He also wondered about Carolina’s father, and why he was in town secretly. Why had he shot the gun off in her front yard? Was he shooting at the wolf lady? Is that why he was here? To protect her? Was he the man in the tent at the end of the clearing, or was it someone else?
Arty picked up the first shell and set it under the machine.
“ It looks like a drill press,” she said.
“ How do you know what a drill press looks like?”
“ We had one in the garage in Atlanta. It belonged to the landlord.” Her teeth chattered a little and Arty noticed the goosebumps on her arms.
“ Want me to get the jacket now?”
“ No, I’ll wait.”
“ This is the wad column,” he said, talking to take her mind off the cold, “It’s used to separate the buckshot from the powder.” He inserted the plastic wad into the shell. “You gotta get a tight seal or else the pellets don’t get maximum velocity. That means they don’t go out of the gun hard enough to kill anything.” He was talking like a TV doctor during an operation.
“ Next comes the dimes.” He squeezed ten dimes into the top of the twelve gauge shell. They barely fit and he was worried the shells would be too tight in the barrel and cause the gun to blow up in his face. But he’d gone this far, and he was convinced this was the only way to kill the wolf lady.
“ Okay, the final step,” he said as he pulled the handle down on the reloader, crimping and closing the shell. “Nine more to go.” He repeated the process nine more times, talking his way through each shell.
Once finished, he loaded the shotgun with five shells, then handed the rest to Carolina, who, without a word, put them in her backpack to keep Sheila company.
A squeal of brakes from outside told Arty his papers had arrived.
“ Can you ride a bike?” Arty asked.
“ Of course.”
“ Then you can ride my old one while I deliver the papers,” he said, as he put the boxes containing the buckshot and powder away. Then he looked for a place to hide the shells and decided on putting them in his dad’s tool kit, but he caught himself. His father was dead and he didn’t have to hide them or anything else ever again. He left them on the counter and said, “Let’s go fold some papers.”
“ Can you get me that jacket?”
“ Sure, follow me.” He thought about climbing in the window, but decided with his father gone, he didn’t have to. An eight-point-five earthquake couldn’t get his mother up before dawn. So he used his key and opened the front door, leading Carolina into the house.
Carolina tiptoed behind Arty as he made his way to his bedroom. All the lights in the house were off, but there were little nightlights plugged into the wall sockets, so it was easy to move around in the dark. She was right behind Arty when he turned on the light.
“ Mom,” he exclaimed and his mother opened her eyes. She had been sleeping in his bed.
“ Good morning, Arthur.”
“ I like to be called Arty now.”
“ You never liked it before.”
“ I do now.”
“ Okay, Arty, you didn’t come home last night, or the night before that, or the night before that either.”
“ Sorry, I had stuff to do.”
“ I didn’t say anything because of your father, but he’s gone now and all we have is each other.”
“ He has me, too,” Carolina said and Arty’s mother noticed her.
“ Well, who are you?”
“ Carolina Coffee.”
“ Your mother’s the painter?”
“ Yes, ma’am’
“ My name is Virginia, but you can call me Ginny.”
“ Thank you.”
“ Now, don’t you two think you’re a little young to be staying out all night?”
“ I wasn’t out all night. I was at Carolina’s.”
“ What do her parents have to say about that?”
“ They don’t know, Ginny,” Carolina said. “They’re divorced, so it’s just me and my mom, and she’s never home.”
“ Mom, can we talk about this later? I got papers to deliver.”
“ No, Arty, we can’t. We’ll talk now.”
“ We can’t, I’ll be late.”
“ It won’t hurt you to be late for once.”
“ I can’t be late, you don’t understand.”
“ Try me.”
“ Those people count on me. They depend on me to have their papers on their porches, before they go to work, or have their breakfast, or go to school, or a zillion other things, and I’ve never let them down. All those people know they can count on me. Not like dad, who no one could count on. I never wanna be like that. I never wanna let anybody down.”
“ I’m sorry, Arty. I didn’t know you felt that way. But the fact remains, you’ve been out for the last three nights and I need to know why?”
“ I have trouble in school,” Carolina said, “and my mom said she’d take me to Disneyland if I got all the state capitals on the test right. So Arty’s been at my house every night helping me, because I can’t do it by myself.” Carolina continued lying. “I just have to get them all right, and now I think I will, thanks to Arty.”
“ It takes three nights to memorize the state capitals?” she asked, her eyebrows going up.
“ Sometimes I know things, but I can’t put them on paper. Sometimes the letters get mixed up and it gets me confused. But if I know a thing real good, like my name, or the name of the school or the grocery store, I can get those right. But something I just learned, I can’t, so I have to know it real good.”
“ Florida?” Ginny Gibson asked.
“ Tallahassee,” Carolina answered.
“ Texas?”
“ Dallas.”
“ Louisiana?”
“ Baton Rouge.”
“ So that’s what you’ve been doing? Studying for a test?”
“ What else?”
“ And the test is tomorrow?”
“ So Arty won’t have to come over anymore.”
“ That doesn’t explain what you’re doing here.”
“ I have to help Arty with his paper route. That’s part of the deal. He helps me. I help him.”
“ But Arty doesn’t need any help.”
“ He will if he ever gets sick, or has to go somewhere, or wants a couple of days off.”
“ Then you could deliver the papers?”
“ Yes, ma’am.”
“ That would be nice. I didn’t think it was fair that he had to get up and do his route when he was sick. You would do that for him?”
“ Fair’s fair. He helps me when I need it and I help him when he needs it.”
Arty could only stand there with his mouth open. No way could he ever lie like that, and if his mother only turned to look at him she’d see it plain on his face. But she was staring at Carolina and thinking. Arty crossed his fingers behind his back for luck.
“ Okay,” Ginny Gibson said, “you two can do the paper route.” Arty sagged with relief. Then she said to Carolina, “Arty and I have had a lot of problems, but now with his father gone, I hope we can be a normal family. I don’t want to get in the way of any of Arty’s friends, but I don’t want any sneaking around behind my back. So if there are anymore tests, you tell me in advance. Understand?”
“ Yes, ma’am,” Carolina said.
“ Yes, Mom,” Arty barely managed to get it out.
She pushed herself up from Arty’s bed, turned to Arty and said again, “In advance. Understand?”
“ Yes, Mom.”
Then she was out of the bedroom and the two children were alone.
“ Let’s get that jacket and deliver those papers,” Carolina said.

Thirty minutes later, Carolina was pedaling hard to keep up behind Arty. The backpack was digging into her shoulders and Sheila wouldn’t keep still, making the straps seem to bite in harder. But the air was crisp and it was a pure joy to watch Arty throw the papers.
“ Can I throw one?” she asked, when they stopped for a rest break.
“ Sure,” he said. He got off his bike, putting the kickstand down. She did the same. She watched as he took a couple of papers out of the bag. “We’re gonna do those two houses over there.” He pointed to two houses next door to each other. “They’re easy, ’cuz they both got double porches.”
He stood on the sidewalk, directly in front of the first house. “I threw underhanded when I started, ’cuz I couldn’t make it to the porch any other way.” He demonstrated by bringing his arm around with the paper coming up in an arc that went as low as his knee.
“ Then I tried overhanded, like the big league pitchers, but my arm got so sore that I had to walk the papers up to the porches for a week.”
“ So how do you do it?”
“ Sidearm, with a backhand whip, like the tennis pros.” He brought his right arm around his body, with his elbow pointing forward, and snapped it around, letting go of the paper at the exact instant his arm became straight.
“ Notice,” he said, “that I didn’t stop my arm coming around when I let go of the paper. That’s called follow through. You gotta follow through or you won’t get any distance. And you gotta point your arm to the porch, so the paper doesn’t go wild.”
He demonstrated, whipping the paper to the center of the porch, where it landed with a satisfying pop.
“ Your turn.” He handed her the paper and pointed to the next house.
She took the paper, brought her arm back and whipped it around like she’d seen Arty do, and threw the paper. She missed the porch and hit a bay window with a loud thunk.
“ Jeez, you coulda broke it. Then we’d really be in trouble.”
“ Sorry,” she said, “I’ll do better next time.”
They finished the paper route with Carolina actually making three porches, two from the sidewalk and one from her bike. They were on their way back to Arty’s to drop off the bikes when Carolina screamed.
“ What?” Arty said, turning around.
“ It’s the wolf,” she said.
“ No it’s not. It’s just dumb old Condor.”
He hopped off his bike and turned to face the charging dog, with his hands on his knees, like a football player. The happy, charging dog butted him in the chest as Arty wrapped his arms around its neck and they went rolling on the grass.
A porch light came on, curtains parted, and a door opened.
“ It’s six o’clock in the morning.” The speaker was wearing a long housecoat and brushing the hair out of her eyes.
“ Sorry Mrs. Lucus. We just finished delivering the papers and Condor scared Carolina.”
“ That dog ought to be put to sleep,” the woman said through tight lips, before closing the door and turning off her light.

“ Hey, Farty Arty,” Brad’s voice boomed through the hall, stopping Arty inches before the classroom door. He wanted to continue on toward his seat, but half the school heard that yell.
He turned around.
“ Yeah, Brad?”
“ I’m gonna kick your butt after school.” Brad was wearing a San Francisco Giant’s baseball hat turned backwards. Arty thought it made him look stupid, and he thought that tomorrow Ray and Steve would be wearing a backwards cap, too.
“ You alone?” was all Arty could think of saying.
“ What, you think I’m gonna need help?” Once again Arty regretted his flapping lips. He’d spoken up without thinking and only made Brad madder, if that was possible.
“ Just asking, that’s all,” Arty said, sounding like a tough guy from an old rebel movie. But before he could get into any more hot water with Brad, the bell rang, giving him the excuse to turn away and go into the classroom.
“ After school, punk,” Brad said.
Arty risked one more turn and saw Steve Kerr coming into the building. His cheek was bandaged and he didn’t look happy. Arty wondered if he had stitches and smiled. Then he slid in the door and took his seat.
It was going to be a long day, Arty thought, glancing over at Brad sitting in front of Carolina. Every ten minutes or so Brad would turn and fix him with a quick glare, then turn away. During recess all anyone could talk about was the big fight after school. Some of the kids gave Arty advice on how to fight, others told him to tell the principal, and some told him to try and make up with Brad. They all knew, or sensed, how scared he was and they were all glad that it wasn’t them.
It was the worst day of Arty’s life. He couldn’t concentrate on anything the substitute teacher was saying. She had pimples and talked in a steady voice that wanted to put you to sleep. Arty didn’t think she was very old to be a teacher, and he didn’t think she was even aware the whole class knew Brad was going to pound him into the ground after the final bell at three-ten. Every time he looked at the clock, it seemed like the hands had moved farther than they were supposed to. The day was racing by and he knew he wasn’t going to be getting any help. He was on his own.
The teacher asked Carolina to stay inside during the last recess, because she missed too many words on the spelling test. She wanted to go over the words with her and see if she needed any special help. Arty wished he could stay in with her, but instead he found himself on the playground, alone.
Brad was over by the tetherball watching Ray and Steve bat it around the pole. There was a line of kids waiting to play, and Brad walked to the head of the line, like it was his right. None of the kids challenged him and none of the kids came over to stand with Arty.
Arty leaned back against the building and closed his eyes. The recess bell jerked them back open and he hustled back into the classroom, before any of the other kids.
He returned to his seat and saw a folded note on his desk. Probably from Carolina, he thought, and he sat down before opening it. The second bell and the substitute started droning on in her Sleepy Hollow voice. Arty opened the note to see what she had to say.
It was from Brad.
And it read:
AT THE BASEBALL FIELD EVERYONE’S GONNA BE THERE
So, Arty thought, Brad didn’t want the fight near the school. He didn’t want to take the chance a teacher might break it up until Arty was completely wasted. He looked over at Brad and frowned. He was asleep.
But he woke up when the final bell went off.
“ A little bird told me you two lovebirds are taking karate lessons at the Rec Center,” Brad said, right outside the classroom
“ That bird shoulda told you to mind your own business,” Carolina said.
“ Think you’re gonna ever get tough enough to take me?” Brad said through tight lips.
“ Oh yeah,” Carolina smirked, “by the time this year’s over I’ll be able to wipe your sorry face all over this school, so you just might think about starting to be a little nice to me.”
“ Or what?”
“ Or you’ll find out,” Carolina said, stepping up to Brad.
“ Oh yeah?” Brad said.
“ Yeah,” Carolina said.
“ Sure.” Brad pushed her away from him. She went flying backwards, stumbled and landed on her backside.
“ Jerk face,” Carolina said, with her arms protectively wrapped around the backpack.
“ You can say that, but who’s on the floor?” Brad said with a self-satisfied sneer.
“ You are!” Arty screamed, swinging his backpack toward Brad’s face. The combined weight of his and Carolina’s books made a solid thunking sound when they connected with the side of Brad’s head, and Arty’s scream, the only thing he’d learned in his one karate lesson, filled the hall and quieted the kids from the first grade side of the hall to the sixth.
Brad turned toward Arty, a bully enraged, and most of the observers thought he was going to jump Arty and beat him senseless right inside the school, but Brad was stunned by the blow and waited before attacking.
Arty, however, didn’t wait. He kicked Brad in the crotch with all the force he could muster from his heavy body and Brad doubled over with a kind of little girl scream.
“ No fair,” Ray Harpine said, as Arty slammed the backpack into Brad’s head again.
“ Get him,” a voice out of the crowd begged, and Arty hit him again with the backpack, and Brad finally went down with a thud, holding onto his crotch and rolling on the floor. Arty stepped back.
“ You little shit. You didn’t fight fair,” Ray Harpine said, an instant before his fist connected with Arty’s chin.
Arty, surprised, turned toward his new attacker, but before he could think about defending himself a ball of white flew out of Carolina’s backpack and landed on Ray’s shoulders.
“ Get it off me,” Ray wailed. He tried to grab it, but the ferret was too fast, leaping to the ground, as Carolina replaced it, jumping on Ray’s back and scratching both sides of his face with her sharp fingernails.
Arty turned without thinking, wielding his backpack like a mace. He smashed it into the face of the watching Steve Kerr, breaking his nose and filling his face with blood. Steve was out of the fight before he had a chance to get in it.
“ Get her off me,” Ray wailed, even louder than before, and with one opponent on the floor, another holding his face and out of action, Arty turned toward Ray Harpine. The boy had both his hands over his shoulders, clutching Carolina, trying to pull her off. Arty kicked him in the balls. It was easy. Carolina jumped off and the boy doubled over crying, like he’d just been spanked.
“ You little punk,” Brad Peters said, in a low throaty voice that caused Arty to turn. Brad was pushing himself up from the freshly waxed floor, and Arty knew if he allowed the bully to stand, he would be in trouble, so once again he swung the book laden backpack. It caught Brad on the side of the head again, and he went down again, and he didn’t get back up.
“ Come on, let’s go,” Arty said to Carolina.
Carolina took off her backpack, held it open by the floor and the ferret hustled into it. Then she slung it over her shoulder and took Arty by the hand. They left the building, with a gang of kids looking on in amazement. Brad and the shadows were on the floor, and Arty wanted to be out of there before they got up.
“ You clobbered them. Boy, oh boy. Just think how tough you’re going to be after a few karate lessons.” Carolina was bubbling with excitement.
“ Yeah, but right now we gotta hurry, ’cuz Brad’s gonna be up in a minute and he’s gonna be after us. We won’t be so lucky next time.”
“ Yeah.” Carolina picked up her pace to match his, but they didn’t have far to walk, because the milk truck cut them off as they were crossing the street.
“ Get in,” Harry Lightfoot said, and they did, both children standing and holding the rail by the door, because the truck only had a driver’s seat.
“ You can sit on the crates in the back,” Harry said.
“ That’s okay,” Arty said, “we’ll stand.”
“ It’s better for all of us, if a certain old woman doesn’t see you riding around with me,” Harry said.
“ Gotcha,” Arty said, and they moved to the back of the truck to sit on the milk crates.
Ten minutes later they were in Harry’s den, with a fire roaring in the fireplace. Harry sat in an easy chair and the children sat on a small sofa. Arty had lounged there many times in the past, leaning back with his feet on the coffee table, but this time he was sitting up straight, like Carolina, and they were both glued on to Harry’s wise brown eyes as he talked.
“ Did you ever wonder where the stories of werewolves and vampires got started? I did. When I was young, like you, my grandfather told me stories about shape changers. When I got older, I grew interested in the shape changers that roamed around Europe. They were more interesting than the Indian variety, especially the ones that dressed in evening clothes during the night and slept in coffins during the day. The vampires.
“ Where did the stories come from? Were they true? Probably not, but they say that anything man can imagine, one day he can accomplish, and that every idea has its roots in the past. And our past takes many twists and turns and the shape changers are always there.
“ But what is real, and what is imagined? Did vampires ever stalk young women? Were young men ever turned into the wolf during the full moon? Along the course of my life I have met many who believe, but I always doubted. Then I went to Trinidad.
“ I was walking back to the dock to get on my ship one night during the rainy season. I had a little to drink, so the light rain felt good on my face. I was thinking about one more drink on board, before going to sleep, when the electricity went out and Port of Spain was covered in darkness. The rain clouds covered the sky, shutting out the moonlight.”
He paused for breath, then he got up and went into the kitchen. He came back with a quart of cold chocolate milk and three glasses.
“ What happened?” Carolina asked as he poured the milk.
“ Yeah, tell us,” Arty said.
Harry Lightfoot poured the milk and set the bottle down. He picked up his glass and raised it.
“ One for all,” he said.
“ And all for one,” Arty said, raising his glass and clinking it with Harry’s.
“ And all for one,” Carolina said, clinking her glass with theirs.
“ No matter what happens, we have to trust each other,” Harry said. “No matter how bad it gets, we can’t ask for help, because no one is going to believe us. I’m just a crazy old man and you’re both children with wild imaginations. Do you understand what I’m saying?”
They nodded their heads.
“ Okay, back to my story,” he said, but he took a drink of the milk and let the silence rule the room for a few seconds before continuing.
“ I was walking down a quiet street, when I heard a woman scream, and it was at that instant that the power went back on, and what I saw would be enough to chill any man’s soul.
“ A young woman was laid out on the sidewalk in front of me. Dead. And a wolf was chewing on her neck, sucking out her blood. So, quiet as I could, I moved behind a parked car and hid, and watched.”
“ You didn’t try to help the lady?” Carolina asked.
“ No.”
“ Why not?”
“ She was already dead and I knew it was no ordinary wolf.”
“ How?” Arty asked.
“ Because there are no wolves in Trinidad.”
“ How do you know it was a wolf and not a big dog?” Carolina asked.
“ I’m an Indian. I know.”
Again the room was silent, lit only by the fire coming from Harry’s fireplace. Arty felt a tingling sensation, like static electricity, running up and down the hairs on his arms, and, when he looked over at Carolina, she was biting her lower lip. She looked scared.
“ After the wolf drained all of the woman’s blood, it raised its head and howled into the night and then, right before my eyes, it turned into a ball of fire and shot up through the clouds.”
“ Wow, just like I saw,” Arty said.
“ Wow and double wow,” Carolina said.
“ Now let me tell you about the Nightwitch, the witch that can’t die.”



Chapter Seventeen


“ The Nightwitch, the witch that can’t die. She’s a soucouyant, or maybe I should say, The Soucouyant, because she’s the last of her kind. At least that’s what they say in the small towns and villages outside of Port of Spain,” John Coffee said, “but nobody believes anymore, except a few of the very old, and those that have seen. They believe.” He was sitting, crosslegged on the ground, opposite Sarah in the small two man tent, hands folded in his lap.
“ And that’s what you’ve been fighting all this time?” Sarah asked, sitting up in the sleeping bag. She yawned. It was a cool afternoon, but the chill felt good on her skin. She was surprised that she’d slept the day away, and a little miffed that he’d allowed her to do it.
“ Not fighting, running from, would be a better way to put it,” he said.
“ And this Nightwitch can change into anything she wants?” It was hard to believe he was still going on with this. She rubbed the sleep out of her eyes, yawned, and stretched, pushing her arms and elbows behind and thrusting her breasts forward. She appreciated the fact that his gaze never left her eyes. Miles had had his eyes everywhere when she was naked. At first she liked the way he took in her body, but now she realized that he only saw a naked woman, not a helpmate or a partner.
“ Most anything. It can’t be a sea creature. Salt water can destroy it, but other than that, yes. However she usually picks something nasty-you won’t find her as a horse or cow. She’s very carnivorous,” he said. He started wringing his hands, like he knew she was having a hard time believing what he was saying.
“ And she can’t die?” Sarah yawned again. She was amazed that she hadn’t sought something to cover herself with. She felt natural with him, because clothes or no clothes, he treated her like a human being, not a sexual object to be ogled and used. However, she was going to have to do something about clothes soon. She couldn’t spend the rest of her life in the buff.
“ Not if they’re careful. Silver is kind of like their Kryptonite. It won’t kill them, but it makes them weak enough so that a wooden stake in the heart might work.”
“ So now you’re telling me that vampires and werewolves exist,” she said, trying not to associate the man telling her this fiction with the man who made slow wonderful love last night.
“ Not exactly,” he said. Now he was twisting the front of his shirt with his thumbs.
“ Then what are you saying?” She looked into his sweet eyes and tried to see beyond his words. He was a troubled man, but his eyes said that he was telling the truth, or at least the truth as he believed it.
“ I’m saying that this thing, this soucouyant, is real. It did this.” He pulled his fingers away from the front of his shirt and ran them along his scabbed check and bruised neck. “I know that even after everything you’ve seen, everything that’s happened, you still don’t believe. But I’m telling you it’s real. I’m not making this stuff up.” His hands went back to his lap, clenching each other tight enough to turn his knuckles white.
“ Silver Kryptonite, wooden stakes, come on, John, you have to know how this sounds?” She reached out and took his tense hands in hers, pulled them apart and met his liquid stare with concern.
“ I’ve kept this bottled up for a long time, because I know how it sounds. Do I look crazy to you?”
“ No,” she said, but he did kind of look crazy, with his disheveled hair, wringing hands, pleading little boy stare, and the way he was sitting, almost in a lotus position, looking like a firecracker about to explode.
“ Then let me finish what I have to say. Your life may depend on it.”
She kept a firm hold on his hands and nodded her head.
“ Legend has it that the soucouyant is the old woman that lives at the end of the road,” he went on, “and that she lives the day away in her house, shut up against the sun. But when night falls, and bats replace the birds in the trees, she sheds her old shriveled up skin and hides it away. Then she rises through the roof in a ball of flame to seek out a young victim.” He saw the look in her eyes and stopped the telling. He met her gaze head on, till she was forced to look away. She took her hands back and folded them in her lap.
“ Go on,” she finally said.
“ You sure you want me to?”
“ I’m sure.”
“ Okay.” Then he continued. “After the soucouyant finds a victim, usually a young woman, it flames down to earth, arriving as a carnivorous animal, where it hunts the girl until she’s crazy with terror, because the soucouyant needs the terror as much as the young blood.”
“ It sucks out the blood?” Sarah interrupted.
“ Yes.”
“ Like a vampire?”
“ Yes.”
“ And you want me to believe this?”
“ Yes.”
“ Because that’s what the wolf and the bear were, your soucouyant?”
“ Yes.”
“ Why couldn’t they be just what they appeared to be?”
“ You saw the ball of fire?”
“ I saw something. We were going so fast. I closed my eyes.”
“ Do you want me to finish?” he asked.
His smile was forced and Sarah thought he was treating her like a kid with a simple math problem. The answer appears obvious, but the kid can’t seem to grasp it, so you keep explaining away, attacking the problem from different angles, until you see the light in the child’s eyes. Well, if John Coffee wanted to see that light in her eyes, he was going to have to do a heck of a lot of explaining.
“ After the soucouyant has fed, it returns to the ball of fire, seeks out its skin and becomes a simple old woman again.”
“ There are no males?” Sarah asked.
“ I don’t know, maybe, but this one’s definitely female. And she’s one tough old bird. My personal theory is that soucouyants have been around for a very long time, coexisting with man. I think they could be the source of all of the shape changing legends. Vampires. Werewolves. They’ve always been with us, we’ve just never understood them.”
“ So how do you kill them? Silver bullets?”
“ You know, I could slap myself, that one seems so obvious. I’ve got a silver bladed knife that sent it flaming away the other day, but I’ve never considered silver bullets.”
“ I was kidding,” Sarah said.
“ I know you were, but silver does weaken it. The old folks in Trinidad use a silver cross to protect themselves against it. But if you want to kill a soucouyant, you have to find the skin.”
“ Then what do you do?” Sarah found herself getting interested, despite herself. He was a powerful storyteller and she was hanging on his words.
“ You fill the skin with rock salt and hot pepper.”
“ And?”
“ When she returns to her house and slips into the skin, she starts to itch and burn and she literally scratches herself to death.
“ And of course there’s the locket and the necklace. The Soucouyant wears an old locket dangling from an old necklace that’s been dipped in a magic potion. When she’s wearing it, she can’t age. Take it away and they grow old, like us. They grow old and they can die.”
“ Why don’t you carry around a jar of salt water and just throw it on the animal when it comes?”
“ We’re talking a lot of salt water. She’d have to be immersed. However I do carry a jar of cayenne pepper and it saved me the other day. A good slap in the face with that stuff will cause the old woman to start scratching and flame away.”
“ How did you get involved with this thing?” she asked, still playing along, because now she was sure he was suffering from some kind of paranoia.
“ Remember the movie, To Have and Have Not, staring Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacal?”
“ Vaguely.”
“ There’s a part in it where the Lauren character tells the Vichy police that she just arrived from Port of Spain, Trinidad. Just the way she said it made me want to go there.”
“ So you did?”
“ So I did,” he said, then he continued. “I stayed in a guesthouse overlooking Port of Spain on the left and the ocean on the right. It had no pool, no cooking facilities, a television that got only one channel and a part time air conditioner. It was summer and it was hot.
“ I was bored and casting around for something to do. I could read when the air conditioner was working, but I had to get out of that house when it wasn’t. And since there was nothing to do in Trinidad, I decided I might as well work.
“ And I’m a thief.”
“ You went to a foreign country to steal? I don’t believe it. What if you would have been caught? Do you have any idea what jail is like in a third world country?” Sarah said.
“ I didn’t go to steal, I went for a vacation. Things just didn’t work out the way I’d planned.”
“ So you stole that thing you told me about the other night?” she said.
“ The necklace.”
“ And you gave it to Carolina?”
“ You’re getting ahead of the story.”
“ Sorry.”
“ So one night when the air conditioning wasn’t working and it was about ninety degrees at ten o’clock at night, I decided to go for a walk. There was this house at the end of the block. Sitting off by itself. Fenced in. Two stories. Very upscale for the neighborhood. I wondered what was behind that tall fence.
“ Breaking into a house is the easiest thing in the world to do. The fence was about six feet high with pieces of broken bottles cemented to the top of it to discourage anyone from climbing over. I picked the lock on the gate, then picked the lock on the back door.
“ Once inside, I found a veritable burglar’s feast. The house was furnished with expensive antiques, and the hardwood floor had the kind of finish you’d expect to find on an expensive yacht. The walls were covered with paintings and you didn’t have to be an art expert to know their value. I didn’t have to look very far to know that I’d hit the mother lode.
“ Inside the bureau drawers in the dining room, I found stacks of bills, dollars, pounds, Swiss francs. Bundles of hundred dollar bills, a hundred to a packet. Other drawers had gold coins, Double Eagles, Canadian, and here’s the kicker, Doubloons, Spanish Doubloons.
“ I won’t even go in to the jewelry, except to say there were more diamonds there than any jewelry store in Manhattan ever dreamed of having at any one time.
“ All that cash and treasure and no alarm. Why? My first impulse was to load up as much as I could carry and get on out of there, but then I thought about it. I was in way over my head. I’d never been anything but small time. I would have been crazy to take that stuff, at least anything that would be missed. Whoever lived in that house had to be one powerful individual to amass that kind of wealth and just leave it lying around unprotected like that.”
“ So what did you do?” Sarah asked, finding herself being drawn into his story, despite her doubts about his sanity.
“ I took one of the Doubloons, just to have one, and one of those bundles of hundreds. Ten thousand dollars. I figured they would never be missed. Then I committed the worst mistake of my life.
“ I opened the back door to leave, and as I turned to close it, the moonlight reflected off an object in a trash basket, by the washing machine. Curious, I went back in. It was a child’s locket on an old gold linked chain. So old that it was frozen shut. I supposed that’s why it had been tossed in the trash. I thought it would make a great gift for Carolina, so I took it.”
“ Let me guess,” Sarah said. “It was the magic locket.”
“ And she wants it back,” John Coffee said.

Sarah thought about what he’d said and decided that when he got back with the clothes, she was going to get them on and get out of Dodge. He was a nice enough man, and a wonderful lover.
He made her wonder what she had ever seen in Miles. True, Miles was successful. He was well read in a day when most men were stuck in front of the television. He dressed well, talked well, lived well. He cooked her gourmet meals, took her out on weekends, showered her with presents, and he wrote poetry to her. On the surface he was every woman’s dream.
But he was stick-in-the-mud boring when it came to talking about anything he wasn’t interested in, and he was a coward.
John Coffee on the other hand was a man of few words, with powerfully attracting eyes. He wouldn’t write you a poem, or send you flowers, or spend all day in front of a stove for you.
But he would die for you. And that had to count for something.
Still, he belonged in an institution somewhere. He needed help and she didn’t have it in her. The last few days had used her up. All she wanted was some clothes, so she could go to the bank and get enough money to travel to Europe or South America. Someplace where she could sleep till noon and eat all the junk food she wanted. It was what she needed. A vacation from life.
She slid out of the sleeping bag and peeked out of the tent. She looked at the sky and wondered what time it was. She should have asked John before he went into town. She knew it must be late, because the sun was hanging low in the sky. Probably around four or five. Still a couple of hours of daylight left.
She pulled her head back in the tent and put on her socks and hiking shoes. She had a hard night, followed by pleasant sex, and she wanted a bath, needed a bath. She stuck her head out of the tent again and roamed her eyes around the clearing.
Deserted.
Should she, she asked herself? She had always been a shy person, and until now, had never even slept without a nightgown. She had always disliked being naked outside of her bedroom or bathroom, but last night she’d been all over northern California without a stitch on, and now she was thinking about going to the river and splashing some of the cool water on her bare, naked skin.
She climbed out of the tent, and stood in front of it, feeling deliciously wicked and giddy. She was exploring uncharted regions of herself and finding that she liked what she found. The slight breeze, whipping around parts of her body that had never seen the sun, sent a pleasing chill through her. Maybe she was a closet nudist, she thought.
She laughed as she walked through the clearing. Every nerve was alive. She felt like the forest had a thousand eyes, each one on her. Every tree an admirer, every branch waving homage, every leaf and pine needle rustling in the breeze, making sweet forest music for her. She had never felt so free. She wrapped her arms around her breasts, grabbing her shoulders with her hands and hugged herself. Then she did a full spin and laughed again. She was having fun.
But she was cold, too, so she hustled back to the tent and started rummaging through his duffel bag. She found a tee shirt, way too big for her, but scads better than nothing at all. She pulled it over her head, then pulled off the shoes and wiggled into a pair of his well worn Levi’s, surprised to find that they fit round her waist pretty well. John Coffee had broad shoulders, but a thin waist. She remembered last night and she remembered that she liked that.
She would splash that cool water on her bare, naked skin another day, when it wasn’t so cold, she thought, as she cuffed the Levi’s. She was lacing up her shoes when she heard the laughter.
She recognized it immediately, Brad Peters, her perennial problem child. She tucked the shirt in, ran her hands through her hair. Counted to ten, and stepped out of the tent.
“ Over here,” Brad said, to Ray Harpine, then he turned and saw Sarah standing in front of the tent.
“ Brad Peters,” she said in her best school teacher voice.
“ Miss Sadler, what are you doing here?”
“ No, Brad, I’m the one that asks the questions. Remember?”
“ Yeah, sorry,” the boy said.
“ I’d really hate to think you two boys were coming up here to get into some kind of mischief.”
“ Not us,” Brad said.
“ Over where, Brad?” Sarah said.
“ What do you mean?” Brad said.
“ You said, ‘Over here,’ what did you mean?”
“ Nothing,” Brad said.
“ You didn’t mean that there was a tent over here, did you?”
“ No.” Brad said.
“ Did he, Ray?”
“ Yes, ma’am,” Ray Harpine said, without thinking.
“ I’d hate to think you boys were going to be sticking your noses into tents that don’t belong to you,” she said.
“ No, ma’am,” Brad said.
“ And I’d hate to have to call your parents and tell them I thought that. You wouldn’t want me to have to do that, would you, Brad?”
“ No, ma’am.”
“ Then go home. It’s getting late and this is no place for boys to be playing after dark.”
“ We play in the woods all the time at night,” Brad said.
“ Not tonight you don’t. Tonight you go straight home. Unless of course you want me calling your parents.”
“ No, ma’am. We got studying to do, so we’ll go to my house,” Ray said.
“ When?” Sarah asked.
“ Right now,” Ray said.
“ Then get going,” she said. She watched as they turned and crossed the clearing, heading for the path.
“ Stupid,” she heard Brad say to Ray, just before they reached the path and left her sight.
She laughed to herself. Then she heard laughter of a different kind, a primitive, high pitched, staccato laughter that froze her to the bone. She wrapped her arms around herself and shivered. Then she thought of the boys, so soon out of her sight, and she shivered again, because she knew they were in great danger.
John Coffee had been telling the truth after all. She had been so blind, not wanting to accept what she couldn’t understand. She had seen his eyes, and they radiated truth, yet still she refused to believe. The wolf, the bear, the old woman, and still she refused to believe. But this, this could not be explained away. She had spent too much time in Africa.
She dropped to her knees and dove into the tent, shooting her hands under the duffel back and coming out with the forty-five. She ejected the magazine and started pulling clothes out of his duffel, until she got to the two boxes of shells at the bottom, and with frantic, fumbling fingers she started popping shells into the magazine, ramming them home with her thumb.
Once full, she slammed it into the weapon and jammed a full box of shells into her hip pocket. Then she saw the spare magazine at the bottom of the duffel. She checked it, found it full, and shoved it in her pocket along with the shells. She didn’t know if a normal, lead forty-five slug could stop a soucouyant, but it damn sure could stop a hyena.
Again the hyena’s laughter ripped through the night, reminding her of the Kenyan bush. Normally the hyena preferred to feed off another’s kill, scavenging what the lion or cheetah was willing to leave, but they were not above killing themselves, and their specialty was the very young among the East African plain. Zebra colts, gnu calves, lion cubs and children. The hyena played no favorites. It was an equal opportunity baby killer.
She had to get to those two boys.
She ran across the clearing with the forty-five clutched in her hand, charging toward the path like a mother racing to save her young. And in a way they were hers. All those kids were hers, and no old woman, wolf, bear, witch or hyena was going to harm them as long as she was alive and able to raise a hand against it.
She fled out of the clearing, onto the path, without slowing her stride, her hiking boots scrunching leaves, pine needles and twigs, waking up the forest to the fact that a desperate human was charging through.
The overhead branches killed most of the remaining daylight, but there was enough for her to see and dodge the rocks and the low branches. She leapt over a fallen log, and in mid air she saw it, a black charging object. She skidded to a stop and dropped to her knees, raising the gun to fire.
She had her finger on the trigger.
The animal was bounding up the path the children had just gone down.
That meant they were dead.
She started to squeeze the trigger. Slow and easy. She didn’t want to miss.
The animal barked.
She relaxed her finger, and sighed, as Condor plowed into her side, covering her face with his wet, slurpy tongue.
“ Get up you silly dog,” she said. Every animal lover in town willing to get down and play had to deal with Condor’s slippery kisses. The big dog had been her friend ever since she’d moved to Palma. Binky Bingham had bought him as a watch dog for his pharmacy, and at that he had been an abysmal failure, but he was a huge success as Palma’s ambassador of good will. Sarah never would have been able to forgive herself if she would have hurt him.
Again the laughter swarmed through the night, seeming to come from everywhere. The dog stopped his playful tongue lashing and moved off Sarah, allowing her to get up. He growled low and pointed with his eyes to a place behind her. She scrambled back up to her knees, following the dog’s eyes with her own, and she saw it, standing less then twenty feet away, eyes blazing red, lips curled, fangs bared, snarling.
She wrapped her left hand around the dog’s neck and could feel the heat of him as he growled low, baring his own fangs and snarling back, something Sarah didn’t think the gentle animal was capable of. She raised her right hand to fire, as Condor broke free and charged the hyena with a roar that rumbled like a jet on take off, but the dog’s snarling fangs met only the trail of hot fire, because the hyena turned into a mass of flame, shooting skyward as a flash of lightning bolted across the sky, followed by the barrel boom of thunder and a slight drizzling rain.
Then the fog started to move in. Slow, steady, creepy.
“ Condor,” she called. The dog barked and came back to her.
“ Stay with me,” she said, not sure if she should go back to the tent or continue down the path. She opted for getting out of the woods as quickly as possible. She started to stand, when she heard something coming.
“ Stay,” she whispered to the dog. She was still on her knees. She raised the pistol.
Whatever it was stopped. Then she knew what it was, and it was down there on the edge of the fog, waiting for her. Not eager to pounce, happy to wait. Then Sarah remembered what John had said, about how the soucouyant would hunt a young woman, until she was crazy with terror before it attacked. It needed the fear as much as it needed the blood.
“ Come on, boy,” she whispered into the dog’s ear, drawing strength from his tense shoulders and bared fangs. “We’re going up,” she whispered, more to herself than to the dog. She looped the fingers of her left hand through the dog’s collar, so he couldn’t get away from her again.
She squinted her eyes, trying to peer through the fog, as she stood up. She started backing up the hill, one hand holding onto the collar, the other with the forty-five pointed toward the rustling sound coming from the fog.
“ I will not be afraid. I will not be afraid. I will not be afraid,” she mumbled under her breath, like a mantra, as if saying it would make it so.
She had covered half the ground back toward the clearing, when she heard it blundering in the fog, not even trying to be quiet. The hyena stayed out of sight, but not out of the dog’s scent. The hairs on Condor’s back were stiffened, like an agitated cat’s, and the low rumble growl was constant as she tugged on his collar. Maybe Condor wasn’t such a bad watch dog after all, she thought, because all traces of his fun loving self were wiped out as he tugged against her. He wanted to attack whatever it was out there in the fog.
She started to backtrack faster when she reached the clearing, until she reached the center of it, and realized that she had no place to go. The flimsy tent wasn’t going to offer any protection. She stopped, dropped to her knees, to offer a smaller target, in case the hyena leapt at her through the fog, the way the wolf came flying in her front window, and waited, still mumbling her mantra, “I will not be afraid, I will not be afraid.”
Then as magically as the fog had appeared, it started to clear as the drizzling rain started to pick up.
And laughter shot from the hyena to her soul, knifing through her body like cold electricity. Condor barked an angry response as she caught a glimpse of the glowing eyes through the dark. She had the gun up with her finger ready to squeeze the trigger, but the eyes flashed out. She held her fire. She had learned early that there was no use shooting at what you couldn’t see. But she didn’t have to see to know that it was gone. The hair settled on the dog’s back. He retracted his fangs, and best of all, he turned toward her and ran that slurpy tongue across her cheek.
“ Sarah,” she heard his voice, coming through the clearing fog. She stood up and faced the rain, letting it wash the fear from her body, and as quickly as it had come, the rain was gone.
“ Over here,” she shouted, and then he was there and she was in his arms, showering him with kisses.
“ What happened?” he said.
“ I’ll never doubt you again,” she said, hugging him close. “And I’ll never, never let you go.” Then with a rush of words, she told him about the hyena and everything that had happened since he’d been gone, and she knew that if she lived through this night, her life was never going to be the same, because she was in love.
“ It knows we’re here. We have to move,” he said, but once again that staccato laughter filled the night and when they turned to the sound they saw the hyena half in and half out of the two man tent, glaring at them with its flaming eyes.
Condor moved like a silent wraith, gliding like a missile over the cool ground, as he charged the hyena, mouth open, fangs bared.



Chapter Eighteen


“ The witch that can’t die. I guess that means she’ll never get a home over there,” Carolina said, looking across the cemetery, as they walked away from Harry’s.
“ Everybody dies.” He looked over at the tombstones and saw a freshly dug grave through the patchy fog, and wondered if it was for the man who was killed with his father. Did that man have a home and children? Did they miss him? Or were they happy he was gone and better off without him? Everybody dies.
“ Not the Nightwitch,” Carolina said.
“ Even the Nightwitch,” Arty said.
“ Mr. Lightfoot said?” she shivered.
“ No, that’s not what he said. He said you can kill it with salt and hot pepper. Remember? They scratch themselves to death and burn up.”
“ Even if you do that there still won’t be anything left to bury. It’s kinda sad, she’ll be gone and there won’t be anybody to remember her.”
“ Nobody’s gonna wanna remember her,” Arty said.
“ If she can’t die, except with the hot pepper, and we can’t find her skin, then it’s impossible for us to stop her. Harry’s right. We should go home and stay there.”
“ Harry knows a lot of stuff, but even he doesn’t know everything. Nobody knows everything.”
“ But if he’s right, then the silver shotgun bullets you made won’t work.”
“ They have to work. Harry said that silver made it weak, remember? He said people used a silver cross to keep it away, didn’t he?”
“ Yeah,” she said.
“ I think he was only trying to keep us from messing with the Nightwitch.”
“ He said he would take care of it,” she said.
“ But it’s not coming after him. It wants you. And I know why.”
“ Why?” she asked, turning away from the sunset and sticking out her lower lip.
“’ Cuz you got her magic locket and she wants it back.”
“ What?”
“ The one your dad gave you. That has to be why it keeps coming around your house.”
Carolina reached up to her neck, but the locket wasn’t there.
“ Yeah,” Arty said, “You put it behind Sheila’s name tag. I bet that’s the only reason you’re still alive. It looks in your window. It probably watches when we go to school and we would never know, because it can be anything it wants. It’s waiting to find out where the locket is, and when it does, that’s when it’s going to kill you, and me, too, ’cuz now I know.”
“ No, you’re wrong,” she said. “My dad would never give me something like that.”
“ What if he didn’t know?”
“ If he didn’t know, maybe?”
“ So we should go to my house and get the shotgun.”
“ But Harry said we should stay home.”
“ We will, but we’ll get the shotgun, just in case.”
“ That makes sense.” So instead of turning right to Carolina’s, they turned left to Arty’s house.
“ Do you think we should call Harry and tell him about the locket?” Carolina said, as they rounded the corner of Arty’s street.
“ That’s a good idea,” Arty said. It was starting to get dark and Arty could tell Carolina wanted to be home as quickly as possible. “You wanna call from here or when we get back to your house?”
“ From here,” she said. “Maybe he’ll want to come and get it.”
Arty pulled a key out of his pocket. “I’ve never had my own key before,” he said. “My dad wouldn’t allow it.” He opened the door, went to the phone and dialed.
“ You know his number by heart?” she asked.
“ Yeah, once I learn a number, I remember it forever.”
“ Just the opposite of me,” she said.
“ I remember things,” he said, “that’s why I remembered about the locket.” The phone was ringing for the eighth, then the ninth time, before he hung up. “He’s not home.”
“ Probably gone after the Nightwitch,” Carolina said, following Arty out of the house and into the garage. She watched as he went to a stack of old newspapers and pulled some from the top.
“ It wouldn’t look right for a couple kids to be walking around with a shotgun, so I’m gonna wrap it up.” He used masking tape to hold the newspaper in place, but it didn’t make much difference, when he was finished it still looked like what it was. A shotgun wrapped in newspaper, but Arty was pleased with the attempt.
“ We should make a silver cross,” Carolina said, “and get some salt and hot pepper.”
“ My grandma’s old silver is in the kitchen. My dad wouldn’t sell it, ’cuz he loved his old mother. She was horrible. I hated her.”
Carolina followed him back into the house and into the kitchen. He opened a cupboard and pulled out a box. She stood back as he put it on the table and opened it. The inside was lined with blue velvet and it was packed with an ornate looking silverware service.
“ We could make a cross out of two of the knives,” she said, “but we need a way to make them stay together.”
“ No problem,” Arty said. He laid the shotgun on the table next to the silver set. He rushed from the kitchen, returning seconds later with a box of rubber bands. “These are the thick ones I use for the Sunday papers,” he said, picking up the two knives. He used several rubber bands and bound them together at the center, fashioning them into a crude cross.
“ Now we need some salt and hot pepper.” He took the salt shaker off the table and dropped it into his pocket. “We’ll have to stop by the store and buy the hot pepper.”
“ We have to hurry,” she said, “I want to be home before it gets too dark.”
They stopped at the supermarket on their way to Carolina’s and Arty knew he didn’t do a very good job disguising the shotgun, because everybody in the store was watching them as he followed Carolina to the spice section. And if anyone’s attention wasn’t drawn to the gun, it was riveted on the silver knife cross clutched in Carolina’s right hand.
Arty was aware of shoppers at both ends of the aisle watching them as Carolina took a jar of cayenne pepper off the shelf.
“ Do you have any money?” Arty asked on their way to the checkout line.
“ No,” she said, “I only take enough to school to buy lunch.”
“ I don’t have any, either.” He took her by the arm as they turned around and walked away from the cash register.
“ We can’t put it back,” she said, “We might need it.”
“ Give it to me,” Arty said. She handed it to him and he led her down the breakfast food aisle, and turned left at the potato chips. When he was confident no one was looking, he slipped it into his pocket, failing to realize that half the store had seen them turn by the cold cereal with the pepper and exit at the next aisle over without it.
“ You, stop!” one of the checkers said, pointing at them. They were close to the door and Arty thought about making a run for it as Ray Harpine’s father walked in, blocking their exit.
“ Shoplifters!” the checker said.
“ Hold it, Arty,” Officer Harpine said.
“ Look in his pockets,” the checker said.
“ What’cha have wrapped up there, Arty?”
“ Nothing,” Arty said.
“ Looks like it might be your daddy’s shotgun to me,” Harrison Harpine said.
“ Mine now,” Arty said.
“ I think there’s a law against children running around with loaded guns,” the policeman said.
“ It’s not loaded,” Arty lied.
“ Look in his pocket,” the checker said.
“ Hand over the gun,” Harpine said, as a young woman, overloaded with two large shopping bags, was passing by on her way out of the store.
All eyes were on Arty as Carolina removed the backpack from her shoulders. She took out the ferret and tossed it into one of the grocery bags. The woman screeched, clutching at the animal and dropping her groceries as it popped out of a bag. The ferret scrambled among the fallen foodstuffs, then scurried between Harrison Harpine’s legs.
“ What the hey?” Harpine exclaimed as a bottle of ketchup broke inside the shattering bag, and oranges, tomatoes and canned goods started rolling over the floor.
“ Sheila,” Carolina called. The ferret spun around and dove into the open backpack. Then Carolina started running for the door with Arty right behind her.
“ They’re getting away,” the checker yelled. Harrison Harpine turned to give chase, but he stepped on a tomato and tripped on a can of corn.
“ Son of a bitch,” he yelled as his rear end landed on a pair of rolling oranges, squashing them. He yelled after the children, “You two stop right there. I know where you live.”
But the kids weren’t listening.
“ This way!” Carolina started across the parking lot.
“ No, follow me!” Arty went the other way, dashing around the store’s right side without looking back. When he got to the rear of the store, he tossed the gun into a large dumpster.
“ What did you do that for?” Carolina asked, huffing and out of breath. “I thought we were going over the fence and down the alley?”
“ Can’t make it with the gun. Gotta hide. We gotta get in,” he said.
“ No.”
“ Now!” He grabbed a wooden crate from a stack against the back wall, dropped it in front of the dumpster. He used it as a step and climbed into the giant garbage pail.
“ Quick, put the crate back. I’ll pull you in.” Numb with disbelief, Carolina put the crate back on the pile, handed Arty her backpack and with a groan, she grabbed on the sides of the dumpster and pulled herself up. Arty grabbed her by the skirt and pulled her in. Then he pulled the top closed, shutting them up in the dark.
“ They went that way,” someone said. Footsteps came running. Arty prayed they wouldn’t look in the dumpster.
“ They must have gone over the fence.” They recognized the checker’s voice.
“ They won’t get away from me,” Officer Harpine said. “I’ll cut them off with the car.” Then they heard the footsteps retreating.
“ How long are we going to stay here?” Carolina asked.
“ Till it’s dark.”
“ I don’t want to stay here till dark. I want to go home.”
“ Me, too, but I bet that cop’s on his way to your house right now.”
“ Shit,” she swore, “what are we going to do?”
“ I don’t know.” He sat back against the cold metal and sank a little into the garbage.
“ It smells in here,” she said.
He mentally agreed as the scent of rotten vegetables, mingled with the freshly cut grass from the supermarket’s sideyard, and stale coffee grounds from the deli assaulted him. He was used to the dark and he tried to imagine that he was in his room, with lights out and eyes closed, but he couldn’t make himself believe it, and he couldn’t calm himself. The stench was overwhelming, making him want to hold his breath, and the fear was climbing out from someplace dark within, causing his lungs to tighten and shrink, forcing him to gasp for the putrid air.
Outside they heard the sound of footsteps coming closer. Arty quivered with both delight and fear when Carolina’s hand grasped his and squeezed. He squeezed back.
“ How about those kids?” Arty recognized the checker’s voice.
“ What kind of animal was that?” And he recognized the voice of Tommy Margolis, the high school kid that worked the deli. He was a short, skinny kid with pimples.
“ Looked like a hairy rat. Big one,” the checker said. Arty pictured him punching the keys to the cash register, darting his pea-sized, beady eyes over each item, like they were his personal belongings and you were stealing them. It wasn’t his store.
“ I never liked that guy,” Carolina whispered in his ear. He squeezed her hand in agreement.
“ Think you can make it in from here?” the checker said.
“ Easy,” the kid that worked in the deli answered.
“ Got a buck says you can’t.”
“ You’re on.”
The object of the bet flashed through Arty’s mind. He clamped a hand over Carolina’s mouth to keep her from screaming when the lid of the dumpster flew open. She was surprised and bit into the fleshy part of his palm, but he grit his teeth against the unexpected pain and didn’t cry out.
And her little body bucked against him as something smashed into the side of the dumpster, sending shock and sound ringing in their ears. It was like being trapped inside of a giant bell.
“ Missed,” the checker said.
Arty released his hand from her mouth, because now she also understood what the bet was about. The kids were playing basketball. The trash bags, the ball. The dumpster, the net.
“ Double or nothing,” Tommy Margolis from the deli section said.
“ You’re on.”
Arty could see short Tommy Margolis, probably bending low with the bag in both hands. He was probably chewing on the insides of his cheeks, the way he always did when you ordered a sandwich.
“ Here goes,” Tommy said.
Arty covered Carolina with his body as he pictured Tommy whipping his knobby arms forward, letting the bag go in a great arc. He would have to make it this time. Nobody could miss a target the size of the dumpster twice in a row.
Arty and Carolina held their breaths, as Arty saw the skinny kid in his mind, putting all his effort into the underhanded throw. He pictured a basketball thrown from mid court, a split second before the buzzer. He saw the ball as it reached the top of the arc, and could tell, like he could read the future, that it was going to make the basket.
He hugged Carolina in close as the bag smashed down on his back. He gasped and pulled in small, quick, silent breaths of foul air. From a distance, he heard the skinny kid from the deli laughing and saying they would leave the mess for the trash man to clean up.
“ Oh shit,” Arty whispered, “we gotta get out of here, right now.”
“ Something’s on my leg,” Carolina’s whisper was as close to a scream as a whisper could get. She started kicking, then Arty felt it scurry across his back.
“ Rat,” he said, wrapping his hands around her mouth to keep her from screaming.
“ I almost lost,” Tommy’s voice was fading and Arty took his hand away from her mouth.
“ I wasn’t going to scream,” she whispered.
“ We gotta get out of here,” he said again. He heard the rat burrowing away from them on the opposite of the trash bin.
“ I’m sorry I got scared,” she said. “I’m not afraid of the rat.” He could tell she was doing her best to be brave, but he could feel her shaking.
“ This is Friday,” he said.
“ So?”
“ Trash day.”
“ So?”
“ They pick up the dumpsters at night.”
“ Oh, no.”
“ Mr. Williams is gonna be by any minute,” and, like on cue, they heard the rumble of the trash truck maneuvering into the parking lot. He thrust his hand into the garbage, rummaging around for the shotgun as the truck lumbered and rumbled closer.
“ We go now!” She stood in the garbage. He was still looking for the gun when she had a leg over the side, by the time he found it she was on the ground.
“ I got it,” he said.
“ Hurry, Arty!”
He handed the gun over to her and jumped up, catching his stomach on the rim of the dumpster. Carolina jumped up and grabbed his belt, helping to pull him over and out of the dumpster.
He spun on his stomach as he went over the side, landing on his feet, caught in the headlights of the tank-like trash truck. He leaned against Carolina as she led him away from the giant metal trash can.
“ Hey, Arty,” Mr. Williams said, waving from the cab of the slow moving truck.
“ Hey, Willie.” Only Arty called him that. Mr. Williams was another of his early morning friends.
“ See you on the south side.”
“ Yeah,” Arty said, mustering enough energy to wave back.
“ South side?” Carolina asked.
“ I see him sometimes during my route. He does the south side of town on Monday.”
“ Oh,” she said, wiping food parts and coffee grinds from her clothes. “I think this sweater is ruined.”
“ I think so.” He watched her as he tried to wipe some slimy stuff off his sleeve.
“ It’s a good thing you remembered,” she said as the two extensions sticking out from the front of the giant truck thudded into place under the dumpster. They watched, holding their ears against the sound of banging metal, as the truck raised the dumpster in the air and turned it over, emptying its contents into the rest of the trash in back.
“ Bye, bye, Mr. Rat,” Arty said.
“ I hope he’s okay,” Carolina said.
“ I think he’s dead,” Arty said.
They continued watching as the truck dropped the dumpster back in place. Arty waved once more as Mr. Williams backed the truck out from behind the store, and they continued listening until the distant rumbling of the truck was only a memory.
“ For once I hope my mom’s not home,” she said, breaking the stony silence, “because I sure don’t want to tell her how come we look like this.” She was trying to wipe some of the same slimy stuff off of her skirt, and Arty was taking the wrapping off the shotgun. “Why are you doing that?”
“ There’s gooey wet stuff soaked into the paper. I don’t want to ruin the gun.” He continued pulling off the wrapping, tossing the newspaper and masking tape into the dumpster. He had no rags, so he wiped the gun off on a clean part of his shirt.
“ Hey, hey, it’s Farty Arty and his girlfriend.”
Arty and Carolina turned to face Brad Peters and Ray Harpine.
“ My dad’s looking for you two,” Ray said. “You guys are really in trouble.”
“ But not as much trouble as you’re in from me,” Brad said. “You were lucky, hitting me with the books when I wasn’t ready, but I’m ready now and you are dog meat.”
“ I’m not afraid of you anymore, Brad.” He handed the shotgun over to Carolina.
Both boys noticed the gesture and they noticed the gun.
“ So if you want a piece of me, come now, but if you do I’m gonna go for you every time I see you for the rest of your life. I’ll kick, bite, and scratch. You’ll never be able to turn away from me, ’cuz if you do I’ll smash you in the back of the head with my books. I’ll poke you with pencils. I’ll spit in your face. I’ll kick you in the butt when you’re not looking. I’ll fight you every morning on the way to school, every afternoon after school and every recess. You’ll have to have eyes in the back of your head till you’re dead.”
“ And I’ll pull on your hairs in class,” Carolina said, “and I’ll kick you in the balls every chance I get, and that goes for you, too, Ray Harpine. Shit, Ray, I think I’ll just shoot your balls off right now.” She leveled the gun and pointed it between his legs.
“ Gun’s not loaded,” Ray squeaked.
“ Your daddy wants to find us, ’cuz he knows it is,” she said, slipping into a sweet Southern accent.
“ It’s loaded,” Brad said.
“ How do you know?” Ray was still squeaking.
“ I can tell,” Brad said, then he turned to look at Arty. “Why do you need a loaded shotgun?”
“ You gonna let us pass?” Arty said.
“ Yeah,” Brad said, “I think you’re crazy, but I also think we’re pretty even. I won’t bother you no more.”
“ Okay,” Arty said.
“ So why you need a loaded shotgun?” Brad said again.
“ I got a witch to kill,” Arty said. “The shotgun’s loaded with silver dimes.”
“ Now I know you’re crazy,” Brad said, and the two boys stood aside and let them pass.
“ Stop,” Carolina said. They were coming around to the front of the store, when she thrust her arm out in front of him, bringing him to a quick halt. “That’s my father,” she said, pointing to a man that had just left the store.
She started to call out, but Arty squeezed her hand and she held her tongue. “We should follow him,” Arty said.
“ But it’s my father.”
“ How come he didn’t come right by your house and tell you he was in town? How come he shot off the gun in front of your house? How come he broke in and stole the gun back?”
“ We could ask him?”
“ Let’s follow him and ask him later,” Arty said.
She nodded and the two children followed the adult across the parking lot as a light fog started to roll in. Arty didn’t have to look over his shoulder to know that Brad and Ray were following them, but he didn’t care.
He looked over at Carolina and saw Sheila poke her head out of the backpack and nuzzle her neck as she trudged along beside him. The man up front turned a corner. They had to pick up their speed if they didn’t want to lose him and Arty smiled as she automatically adjusted her pace to match his.
He was panting heavily. This wasn’t like his paper route where he could coast along with the cool breeze when he got tired out. The shotgun was getting heavier with each step, and he was beginning to think maybe they should have called the police and taken their chances. After all, what could two kids do against a witchwolf that can’t die?
But he rejected the thought. They would never believe him, and the two of them would probably be thrown in jail till their parents came for them. He didn’t want his mother to have to bail him out of jail, like she had to do for his father so many times. No, there was no one they could turn to for help, other than old Harry, and maybe that man up ahead at the edge of the fog.
If the locket hidden under Sheila’s name tag was the magic locket, then that meant that Carolina’s father had to know about the Nightwitch. And it also probably meant that he had come to Palma to kill it, to keep it from getting Carolina.
The man up ahead started to jog, but it didn’t matter, Arty knew where he was going.
“ Come on, it won’t be long now.” He risked a quick look behind and saw that Brad and Ray were acting as his shadows now.
“ He’s going up to the tent, isn’t he?” Carolina asked.
“ Yeah,” Arty said, as they approached the Little League diamond. “There.” They caught a glimpse of him as he entered the path on the far side of the baseball field. Arty didn’t want to go into the woods at night, not with the Nightwitch out and about, but he couldn’t go home and they couldn’t go to Carolina’s. The police would be waiting for them, because of the shoplifting.
“ Maybe I should just yell out. It’s my dad and he loves me. He’ll help us. He’ll know what to do,” she whispered.
“ Let’s see what he does first,” Arty whispered back.
“ But it’s my father.”
“ I know, but he didn’t come to you and tell you to look out for the Nightwitch. He didn’t warn you, and he should have.”
“ Maybe he doesn’t know about it.”
“ He knows,” Arty said. He saw movement in the backpack and imagined the ferret burrowing into a ball at the bottom. Carolina adjusted the pack and pushed some hair out of her eyes with the back of her hand.
Arty tightened his grip on the shotgun. He was puffing like a steam train when they reached the path. He pushed brush aside with his free hand as he walked into the woods, hoping he was doing the right thing.
Sweat dribbled down his back and part of him wanted to turn and run, but he had gone this far, and he would go a lot further for Carolina. So he swallowed his reservations, and ignored the icy shivers and chills that followed him through the dew covered brush.
Carolina moved closer to Arty as they walked up the dark path. There were no night noises, save for a cricket in the distance, and the sound of their footsteps that seemed to ring loud as rockets, blasting through the forest.
She tugged on his shirt and he stopped. He was panting and struggling to catch his breath.
“ I know you’re only here because of me,” she said.
He wiped the sweat from his forehead. His calves were burning, his feet hurt, his chest was pounding and he didn’t think he’d ever get enough air.
“ I think you’re awfully brave, she said. “You’re my knight in shining armor and I love you.” She kissed him on the lips as a high pitched laughter cut through the fog and the night, shooting through them like a razor made of ice.



Chapter Nineteen


Arty pushed the last branch aside and led Carolina into the clearing. He felt tiny tremors running through her hand and into his. He clutched her hand tighter, but it wasn’t enough to slow her rapid heartbeat, and it only served to increase his. No matter what happened, he had to protect her.
He bit into his lower lip, letting go of her hand to wipe cold sweat from his forehead, but there was nothing he could do about the sweat running down his back, cooled by the river of chills that started low down and zapped him high in the back of the neck. He was wiping his hand on his shirt, when lightning jacked through the sky and thunder rolled down from above. The wicked laughter again pierced the night, followed by an angry, deep throated roar that reached deep, and started him shivering from the inside out.
He bit harder into his lip, but all the lip biting in the world wasn’t going to deaden the icy current sparking along his spine. This wasn’t a little kid fight on the playground. He was going up against the Nightwitch.
“ Over there,” Carolina said. Arty turned in time to see Condor, his happy friend, charging across the clearing with slicked back ears and lightning black speed.
“ No!” he screamed, “Condor, stop!” But the dog was shooting over the ground, strong legs propelling the black locomotive on its collision course, foam flying from its mouth like steam, gleaming fangs bared, as he roared across the clearing.
“ Stop!” Arty yelled out again. Then he turned toward the direction of the charge and saw the twisted looking black hyena stick its head out of the tent, raise its face to the three quarter moon, and let out that laughter one more time. Then it was out of the tent and charging toward the Doberman.
Arty wanted to scream as the two canines collided, bared fangs tearing into each other’s flesh as they rotated like a tornado. He ran toward the swirling animals, stopping when he’d closed half the distance. He raised the gun, but every time he had the hyena in his sights it was gone before he could pull the trigger and Condor was there instead. He couldn’t shoot the dog.
He kept the gun pointed at the snarling animals, afraid to shoot and afraid not to. The hyena was huge, but Condor was a giant of a dog, and fast. The Doberman kept going in low, snapping and ripping away at the hyena and getting out of the way of its razor fangs only at the last instant. And every time the dog’s teeth sank into the other animal it let out a roar that made Arty want to run, but he stood firm, holding the gun, waiting.
Then he saw Miss Sadler raise a pistol and aim it at the swirling cyclone of Condor and the hyena, but she didn’t shoot. She moved toward the raging animals, holding the gun thrust forward with both hands, like a policeman, yelling, “Condor, get away!” But the dog couldn’t hear and wouldn’t have obeyed anyway. So, like Arty, she didn’t shoot, because she was afraid of hitting the dog.
He’d never seen Miss Sadler like that. Her smile was gone, replaced with granite-tight lips and deep dark wrinkles on her forehead.
“ Get out of the way, dammit,” she yelled at the dog. She was pissed and Arty hoped she could save Condor. She turned away from the fighting animals for an instant and yelled at him, “Get back, Arty,” and suddenly she was between him and the warring canines.
He lowered the gun and scooted back a little bit, with Carolina right behind him. Then he moved aside, just enough so that he could follow the fight as the animals swirled through the clearing.
But all he could do was stare as the battle unfolded in front of him. For a few moments it looked like Condor was winning and Arty breathed a heavy sigh of relief. The Doberman was going to end it right here, right now, and Arty’s hands white knuckled the shotgun as he silently prayed for his dog friend.
The fight couldn’t last forever. Condor’s head down lunges at the hyena didn’t seem to be hurting it. The dog would rip into the beast, tearing into its flesh, exposing bloody wound after bloody wound, but after a short while his lunges were less frequent and his retreat under the snapping jaws a fraction of a second slower. The beast was winning on endurance alone.
Then as quickly as it had started, it was over. The hyena had Condor’s right foreleg in its powerful jaws and the snapping sound of the leg breaking tore into Arty’s heart as he raised the shotgun again. But he still couldn’t fire, because Miss Sadler moved back in front of him. He shifted to the side, still with the gun up and aimed, but then he was blocked by Condor trying to get out of the way of those huge jaws.
He shifted some more, and was about to tighten his finger on the trigger, but again he had to hold back, because Carolina’s father was storming toward the two animals with a long knife in his hands, and just as the hyena was coming in to finish off Condor, John Coffee dove into the fray, sinking his knife deep into the hyena’s belly and another twisting typhoon tore through the clearing.
Coffee had a strong arm wrapped around the midsection of the hyena and he repeatedly jabbed the silver blade into its back and sides while the snarling animal fought to get its powerful jaws into the man, getting closer with each tumble, until it snapped onto Coffee’s right arm and once again the snapping, cracking sound of breaking bones bore into Arty’s soul.
“ Daddy!” Carolina screamed. She started to run toward her father, but Arty dropped the gun and tackled her.
“ Stop it,” he yelled, as she fought to get out from under him, and for once Arty was glad he weighed a lot, because she was a fighting whirlwind, struggling to get up.
“ I have to help,” she wailed.
“ No,” he screamed as loud as he could, his mouth touching an ear. She stopped struggling and Arty pushed himself off of her. “You stay back,” he commanded. Then he rolled away, grabbed the shotgun and climbed back onto his feet.
The hyena had Carolina’s father by an arm, and it jerked him off its back, sending the man flying like paper in a hurricane, and there was another loud crunch as Coffee’s collarbone cracked on impact. He was bent, broken, bleeding, still holding the knife, and trying to get up as the hyena came in for the kill.
“ Quick, Arty. It’s gonna get him.” The sound of her begging, pleading voice sent a jolt of white hot courage through him.
Arty brought the gun back to his shoulder and aimed. He’d loaded plenty of shells in his young life, however his father had never let him fire the gun. But he’d seen him shoot it often enough to know how, and to know that it had an awful kick. He hoped he could keep the gun pointed straight. He hoped the kick wouldn’t break his shoulder and land him on his ass, and he hoped the barrel wouldn’t blow up as soon as he pulled the trigger and take his face off.
“ I can’t shoot without hitting the man, too.”
“ That’s my father,” she wailed.
The hyena, damaged and bleeding, leapt at John Coffee as Arty pointed the shotgun and pulled the trigger, and was blessed with the luck of a first timer. The silver dimes scorched into the haunches of the animal, spinning it around, its rear end flying off the ground as Arty was propelled off his feet by the thunderous kick of the shotgun.
The hyena’s rear end landed where its front used to be and now it was facing Arty. He thought he saw its red eyes fade for an instant. Then it started toward him.
“ Get up Arty. It’s coming,” Carolina yelled. Arty scrambled up again, struggling to raise the shotgun.
The laughter ripped the night open again as a flash of lightning lit up the sky and they saw it. Big, black, baring its fangs, eyes glowing sharp red against the dark, black hair bristling. And it saw them. Arty knew they were done for. The monster would be on them, before he could get the gun up again.
A thunderclap tore through the moonlit night, and the hyena howled in pain as it went down. Arty and Carolina were frozen in place and another shot of thunder rang out and the hyena jerked. Then another, followed by still another and Arty realized it wasn’t only thunder booming through the early night as a second crack of lightning lit up the sky and he saw the angelic face of his all time favorite teacher, blasting away with the forty-five, pumping all eight rounds into the beast.
It should have gone down, and it should have stayed down, and it should have been dead, and it should have stayed dead. Instead the hyena’s hindquarters writhed and twitched. It lost its footing with the first shot, but its whirling legs quickly found the ground again and it was gaining purchase, when the second shot hit it in the chest, jerking it sideways. The third, fourth and fifth slapped its hindquarters, jerking the rear end of the beast up and off the ground like a giant puppet master was pulling on strings attached to its hind legs. The last three shots tore into its ribcage, ripping into its lungs, shoving the beast up onto its hind legs, a raging, laughing, red-eyed demon, spitting dark blood through its gleaming fangs.
And all through the sledgehammer beating it was taking from Sarah, it kept its eyes on Arty, and it kept trying to get at Arty, each jerking bullet blow only slowing it for a few seconds. Then it was back on track and the track led to Arty.
He looked into those eyes and he knew the animal was going to keep coming for him, because the bullets blazing from Miss Sadler’s gun, powerful as they were, were made of lead. They might be strong enough to slap it around, make it bleed and piss it off, but they weren’t mighty enough to kill it and Arty knew it.
And the hyena knew it.
Arty thought it was over. The giant animal, bloody and raging, came off its hind legs with a laughing, cackling, roar-jaws wide, fangs bared, steam flaring from its nostrils, eyes glaring and glowing like the fires of hell. Its front legs hit earth and it was flying across the clearing, a deadly arrow-Arty the target.
“ Stop, you,” Carolina screamed out, moving up beside Arty. She was holding the silver-knife cross in front of herself. And as if by magic, the beast dug in its hind legs and stopped its charge. The hits from the forty-five may have wounded it and slowed it, but it was the silver-knife cross that stopped it.
“ Now,” she said in a hushed whisper that sounded loud in the night. Arty pulled the trigger and the world turned into a blur as he went tumbling backwards a second time, landing on his back on the soft, wet earth, fighting to keep from losing the gun.
“ You got it! You hit it good!” Carolina screamed. The blast ripped into the face of the beast, stripping matted and bloody fur from its face and snout, like a summer storm strips the leaves from a strong tree. And like a leafless tree, the hyena was still standing, a bloody skull, strands of sticky flesh and fur hanging from white bone, laughing toward the heavens.
“ Quick, Arty!” she yelled and Arty scrambled over onto his stomach, bringing the shotgun up to his shoulder. He took aim and pulled the trigger again. He didn’t see the silver dimes tear into the grizzly skull because the kicking gun smashed into his shoulder. But he saw it a flash of a second later, as its red eyes dimmed to orange. It howled again, only this time there was no laughter in its wail. It was howling its pain into the night for all the world to hear.
“ Why won’t it die?” Arty wailed.
The beast turned toward Carolina, letting out a roar that sent shock waves shooting toward her like the blast from a hot air furnace. The oxygen was momentarily sucked out of her and she threw an arm in front of her face to block off the heat.
“ Carolina,” Arty yelled, but he was too late, because in her desperation to breathe and get away from the monstrous heat, she dropped the silver cross and the animal was charging before it hit the ground. Arty struggled to get up, but he knew he would never make it in time.
“ Over here,” Sarah screamed, trying to distract the animal away from the children, as she slammed the second clip into the forty-five. She started pulling the trigger the instant the clip clicked home. All her shots found the beast, thudding into it as it charged toward the children. But this time it ignored her, recovering from each jerking hit in an instant, and continued toward the kids.
However it couldn’t ignore the new thunder coming from the barrel of another forty-five. The shot whizzed over its head, but the animal instinctively knew this was ammunition of a different sort. It turned away from the children and charged toward Harry Lightfoot, moving with blurred speed.
And Harry stood firm, a wild Indian, long hair blazing in the wind, fringed buckskins flowing, and a lone feather stuck in a leather head band. The moon at his back covered him in a soft glow, his hair, whipping out from around the head band, picked up the moonglow, reflecting it away and forming a halo that surrounded his grinning face.
Harry fired a second silver bullet. He missed again and the animal kept coming. He stood his ground, grin intact, and fired a third time, and this time it was Harry’s laugh that filled the night as a trail of blazing flame and smoldering blood seared along the back of the beast, causing the animal to roar like no hyena had ever roared.
Then it was in the air as Harry fired again, hitting the monster in the chest, before its gaping jaw ripped into Harry’s own chest as it barreled into him, knocking him down and raking his face with a clawed front foot. He was wounded badly, but he still managed to stick the gun into the belly of the beast and jerk off two rounds, blasting the animal off of him.
The hyena backed away and Harry fired again, missed and the animal turned to flee. It started across the clearing toward the path, but Arty blocked its way, firing the shotgun again, missing by inches, but the silver dimes flying over its head were enough to turn the animal toward the cliffs at a full run. Harry put his last two shots into the beast, the last one hitting it in the rear as it shot into space, before it started its fall to the rocks below.
The night was quiet save for that lone cricket Arty had heard earlier. The air was cool and still. No rustling of leaves, no whispering of pines, no sounds from the city below. The clearing was an alien world, soundless except for that forlorn chirping. Arty watched, dazed, but unafraid as Sarah Sadler helped Carolina’s father up.
Arty and Harry walked and hobbled to the cliff’s edge and peered over. They could see the rocks below, but they couldn’t see where the hyena had landed, or even if it had landed.
“ Daddy,” Carolina said, rushing across the clearing. She hugged her arms around her father’s waist. He grimaced against the pain of broken bones as he ran his left hand through her hair, and he smiled a little, despite his hurt, when she squeezed even tighter.
“ I’m sorry,” was all he could say. He wrapped his left arm around her and hugged her into himself.
“ Is it over?” Sarah asked. She was holding the empty gun in one hand, trying to keep her windblown hair out of her eyes with the other.
“ No,” Harry Lightfoot said, clutching his bloody chest. They all turned to look at him. His hands were covered in blood and his grin was forced, but he looked like an avenging angel straight out of the Black Hills.
“ Not until we kill it,” John Coffee added.
“ After all that, and it’s not dead?” Sarah said. She tucked the warm gun into her pants and used both hands to hold her hair in place against the strong wind.
“ Low tide,” Harry said, bending down on one knee. It was easy to see he was hurting.
“ I don’t get it.” Sarah said, not understand his meaning.
“ He means,” John Coffee said, “that if the tide would have been in, the creature would have landed in salt water. End of story. It would have burned up. But the tide’s out, so it landed on the rocks. It’ll build its strength and come back, strong as ever, maybe stronger.
Arty dusted himself off and looked down again. The tide was beginning to roll in and splash among the rocks. He used to like to sit down there and watch the crabs scurry around and he hoped that the Nightwitch was smashed, and the little crabs were having a ball as they chewed into and ate up all the witch parts, but he’d heard the conversation and he wanted to be ready when it came back.
“ Carolina, I need the rest of the shells,” he said.
She eased herself out of her father’s embrace and opened her backpack. “Come on out girl,” she said. The ferret jumped onto her shoulder and nuzzled her ear. She handed Arty the backpack without a word, then pulled Sheila off her shoulder and hugged her to her chest.
John, Sarah and Harry Lightfoot watched as Arty fished the shells out of the bottom of the pack and started jacking them into the side of the shotgun, like he’d been doing it all his life. The gun was too big for the boy. The boy was too young for the job. But he was doing it just the same.
“ The locket is under the ferret’s nametag,” he said to the adults. “If the Nightwitch finds out, I think it’ll kill me and Carolina, but I’m not gonna let it.”
“ It’ll take more than silver dimes to kill it,” Harry said.
“ You knew I took the other rolls?”
“ I knew,” Harry said.
“ He’s right,” Carolina’s father said, and Arty saw the man screw his face up with pain. He was hurting and Harry Lightfoot was, too. Blood covered Harry’s chest and stomach and he had a bloody gash on the right side of his face. It didn’t look like he could open his right eye, and he wheezed when he talked. These men would not be able to help anymore. It was up to him now.
“ I know where the skin is,” he said, shoving the last shell home.
The adults didn’t get the time to appreciate what he’d said, because a giant shadow blocked the moon. Carolina, her father and Sarah had their backs to the cliff and didn’t see the giant vulture as it rose from below, riding up on the wind.
The mammoth bird carried a twenty foot wing span, had a head the size of a Volkswagen, blazing red eyes the size of tires, a five foot, black beak and its red eyes were fixed on Carolina.
“ No,” Harry screamed, jumping from his crouch. He shot forward, grabbed the knife out of John Coffee’s hand and dove over the cliff onto the great bird. He hugged the vulture around the neck, with his head under the beak and sliced the knife across the giant bird’s throat.
Arty’s hands tightened on the gun as they fell to the rocks below, with old Harry’s warrior scream mingled with the shrieking squawk of the vulture. Arty closed his eyes, but it didn’t help. He pictured Harry riding the bird to his diving death, silver hair blowing in the wind, gray eyes laughing, as he held on to the bird one handed, plunging the knife into its neck and head all the way till the rocky bottom.
Arty opened his eyes when the screaming and the shrieking stopped. Carolina was holding the ferret tight in her hands. Miss Sadler had an arm around Carolina’s father, helping him to stand, and once again the only sound in the clearing was the mournful chirping of that lonely cricket.
“ I gotta go,” Arty said.
“ Where?” John Coffee asked.
“ It’s between the houses. I saw the wolf carry it out, just before it changed into the old woman. I just figured out what it was.”
“ You’ll need rock salt and hot pepper.”
“ I got salt and cayenne pepper,” he said, turning to go.
“ Wait,” John Coffee said. Arty turned back around to see Carolina’s father drawing his good left arm around in front of himself, digging into the right pocket of his Levi’s. He pulled out a jar. “It’s gotta be rock salt,” he said, tossing a small plastic container to Arty, “Use your cayenne pepper, but use this, too. It’s a mixture, hot ground chili peppers and rock salt.”
Arty stuffed the container into his pocket along with the salt shaker and the cayenne pepper. He smiled at Carolina.
Now it was up to him.



Chapter Twenty


Arty turned and ran across the clearing. He saw Brad Peters and Ray Harpine when he reached the path. They’d been waiting.
“ That’s what you want to kill?” Brad said. The two boys had been watching and had seen everything. Arty made an instant decision.
“ Wanna help?”
“ Yeah,” Brad said.
“ Take this and follow me,” Arty tossed the shotgun to Brad. He didn’t have to look back to know that Brad was running right behind him, holding the shotgun out in front of himself, like a soldier, as they jogged down the path. Brad was a bully, but Arty never thought he was a chicken.
He was able to move faster without the weight of the heavy gun. He used his hands to whisk aside branches, as he slipped and slid down the hill. Once, he fell on his backside, but he was able to push himself up without tumbling, and all the time he heard Brad chugging away behind. Arty used his hands and arms as much for balance as for obstacle clearance. Brad had no choice but to take the flinging branches in the face, but he kept on, without falling, without faltering and without complaining.
At the bottom of the hill they burst out of the woods, running three abreast across the baseball diamond, Arty in the middle, Brad to his right, Ray to his left. Arty saw the police car as they crossed center field. Its lights were flashing. It stopped and Arty saw someone get out.
“ It’s your dad,” Arty said, between breaths.
“ Yeah,” Ray answered.
“ Tell him about the clearing. They need help.”
“ All right.” Ray peeled off to the right to talk to his father as Brad and Arty turned left. Arty had never run so fast for so long. Every step was a shockwave to his system. He hoped Carolina was all right. He didn’t think the Nightwitch would be after her now that Arty was going for the skin, and she would know. As soon as it got back to the clearing and saw him gone, it would know and it would come.
“ Where we going?” Brad asked.
“ Carolina’s,” Arty said.
They turned on Fremont Avenue, running down the center of the street as one, their feet hitting the pavement in unison. Arty snatched a look at Brad and noticed the determined set of his jaw and the white knuckles holding on to the shotgun. Sweat was dripping down the side of Brad’s face and Arty felt again the sweat dripping down his own back.
The boys started drawing strength from each other as they passed Big and Tiny’s Mini Market and turned right again. Two blocks to go, then a left and halfway down the block and they would be there. Arty started to pick up the pace and like a mind reader, Brad responded.
Slap, slap, slap, their driving feet echoed thorough the night. One block gone and the rain started. A gullywomping, gutterfilling downpour mingled with driving pellets of November hail that stung when they scored, but still the boys ran on, splash, splash, splash through the blinding, driving rain.
And, still moving as one, they hung the left onto Lark Lane and sprinted toward the dark area in the center of the block. The streetlights were still out. Did they get here first? Would he have time to find the skin? Or were they too late? Was it waiting? Were they going to die?
“ Here.” Arty stopped in the center of the street in front of Carolina’s house. They were panting like dying race horses, dripping wet and fighting the chilling cold.
Arty tried to wipe some of the water from his eyes, as he moved from the street, to the sidewalk, to the center of Carolina’s front lawn. The rain started to fall even harder, with a thunderous din that made it hard to see and harder to hear. He looked at the bushes covering the place between the houses, the place he’d seen the wolf with that bag. The place where the crate under the window disappeared from. The place with the bushes way in back, by the fence. The place where he hoped to find the skin of the witch that can’t die.
Arty moved his face close to Brad’s, so he could be heard above the rain and he looked into his dark eyes and saw a flicker of fear. Brad had seen the Nightwitch in action up at the clearing, but he was here, standing beside him, panting and gasping for breath in the rain, when most people would be long gone.
“ I gotta go in there,” Arty said, pointing to the area between the two houses.
Brad nodded.
“ If it beat us here, then it’s inside waiting and I’m a goner, so when I go in there you count to ten, and if I don’t yell out that it’s okay, you take off out of here.”
Brad nodded again.
“ If I yell out it’s okay, then you gotta cover me. It’s gonna wanna get in there and get me, and you gotta stop it, okay?”
Brad nodded twice.
“ You only got five shots.”
“ Yeah, I know,” Brad said.
“ All right,” Arty said. He turned to the area between the house and crouched down onto his knees to crawl through the bushes.
“ Hey, Farty Arty,” Brad called out from the center of the lawn, and Arty turned. Brad was smiling, holding the shotgun with his right hand and giving him the thumbs up sign with his left. “I’ll keep it out,” he said through the rain. “You can count on me.”
And for the first time, he wasn’t ashamed of being called Farty Arty. In fact, the way Brad said it, he kind of liked it. It wasn’t a name to put him down anymore, now it was a nickname and it had character.
“ Start counting now,” he yelled back, returning the thumbs up sign, before he started crawling in under the bushes. And he started counting himself.
One, one thousand, and he was under the bushes, heart racing, head down.
Two, one thousand, and he was through the bushes, in the dark area between the houses.
Three, one thousand, and he was pushing himself to his feet, straining his eyes to try and see in the dark.
Four, one thousand, and he was holding his breath, expecting the wolf’s strong jaws to rip into him any second.
Five, one thousand, and he was still holding his breath as he stuck his hands out in front of himself and tried to feel his way toward the wall.
Six, one thousand, and he was at the wall, feeling along it, moving toward the bushes at the back by the fence.
Seven, one thousand, and he stopped, using his ears, looking for a sound that would tell him the Nightwitch was there.
Eight, one thousand, and he exhaled and inhaled the cool night air.
Nine, one thousand, and he shivered from the cold, quivered with anticipation, and trembled with fear.
Ten, one thousand, and he yelled out, “It’s okay.” Then he dropped to his knees in front of the bushes in the back by the fence.
“ Nothing’s getting in there, Arty,” Brad yelled out and Arty started feeling around for the skin.

The rain stopped as quickly as it had started, leaving the neighborhood covered with that fresh smelling clean taste that usually makes you feel good after a rain has finished. But Brad didn’t notice the crisp feeling as he stood in the middle of the lawn, shotgun at the ready, eyes scanning in the dark.
He shuffled his feet and took a right hand off the shotgun and tried to wring some of the wet out of his hair, and wipe some of the water from his forehead, but the wet on his forehead was sweat mingled with the sweet rainwater, and it came right back. He put his hand back on the gun, wrapping his index finger around the trigger, and rotated his head a hundred and eighty degrees.
With the end of the rain came a slight wind and the clouds above parted, allowing sufficient moonlight for Brad to see both corners of the street from his post on the lawn. The cool breeze dried the sweat from his forehead, but it delivered an icy chill to the rest of his body. His teeth chattered with the cold. His fingers started to go numb against the cold shotgun and his shoes made squishy sounds as he shuffled back and forth.
He looked up and saw a shooting star. He’d seen them before, when he was hunting with his father, but this one was different. It curved from its expected straight path and came shooting toward the far corner of the block. For a second it looked like it might hit earth and explode, but ten feet from the ground, it changed direction and shot over the street, moving as fast as any car.
Brad ducked when it flew overhead. It turned at the other corner and came back, even faster, dropping to earth, five houses away, in a reddish flash of blinding light. Brad squinted his eyes, but didn’t turn his head. When the light cleared away, he was facing the glaring red eyes of a black wolf, larger than any dog he had ever seen.
He leveled the shotgun and waited. He’d been hunting enough times to know the wolf was out of shotgun range. The wolf didn’t move. Brad didn’t waver. The animal stared into his eyes. Brad held his fire. It had to be close for the shotgun to be effective, both Brad and the black wolf knew it.
If the wolf wanted to get between those houses it was going to have to do more than stand off and wait for Brad to waste his shots. And the wolf, sensing this, came at him, flying across the ground, silent, swift and deadly and Brad waited, one, two, three house lengths, faster than a blink, and still he held his fire.
The wolf was halfway across the last lawn when Brad pulled the trigger, taking half its face away, but the red eyes still glowed through blood and pulp and bone and the wolf kept coming. Brad pumped the shotgun and blasted away again, removing the rest of the wolf’s face and turning the red eyes out. He ducked as the leaping wolf turned into a shooting ball of flame, shooting over his head, singeing his hair as it passed. He whirled and saw it shoot into the sky, circling, then shooting straight up, a ball of red flame with a white tail.

The first shot riveted through Arty like a spike to his soul. The second rammed the spike in deeper. He burrowed into the bushes by the fence, moving his hands over the wet, black earth, pushing through dead leaves, twigs and live bugs, feeling the dirt squish through his fingers.
He crawled further into the bushes, pushing and pulling aging debris away-a soggy newspaper, an empty tin can, more wet leaves, cloth, maybe an old shirt or towel-but no sack of skin. He went in further, until he was stopped by the fence. He ran his fingers along the solid bricks, moving from one house to the other. More leaves, dead grass, an old shoe, but not what he was looking for. If only he could see. If only he’d thought of a flashlight.

On the front lawn, Brad watched the ball of flame as it rose into the heavens, shooting skyward. Then it looped and shot back to earth, shedding its tail into thousands of sparks as it descended, coming down like an avalanche of fireworks, landing on that same lawn five houses away, the sparks flaring out, leaving a roaring white tiger in their place.
Brad brought the gun up to shoot as the animal charged. The tiger was faster than the wolf, but Brad’s aim was as true as before. He hit the tiger between the eyes, before it started its leap, and he was pumping the gun for a second shot when the animal veered off, darting into the middle of the street, moving away, till it was out of range
Brad swung the gun around, keeping the barrel pointed at what remained of the beast’s head. Two eyes without a face. Glowing orange instead of red. No white fur with black stripes left. No jaw, no teeth, no fangs. He was able to see down the bloody throat of it as it screamed its roar into the night. But it was at the edge of the shotgun’s range and Brad was determined not to fire, no matter how much the raging animal goaded him.

Arty heard the third shot and he moved his hands around the dirt with a vengeance. It has to be here. The wolf wouldn’t be out there trying to get in if it wasn’t. He crawled out from the bushes by the fence and felt his way along the house opposite Carolina’s, until he banged his hand on the gas meter. He ran his hand around and under the meter-nothing. He crawled across the space to Carolina’s house and felt along it till he got back to the fence-still nothing.
Maybe she buried it. Then I’ll never find it. He crawled under the bushes again, running his clawed fingers through the dirt like a rake, digging up mud, roots, worms, sow bugs, small rocks and bits of concrete left over from when they built the brick fence, but no bag of skin.

The white tiger without a face roared, trying to frighten Brad into firing, but he’d been on too many hunting trips with his father to waste his last two shots. He kept the gun up and pointed, moving it along with the tiger as the animal paced the street. His shoulder ached with the pounding it was taking from the powerful kick of the shotgun. The screaming roar frightened the holy shit out of him, but he wasn’t going to run.
And he promised God that if he got out of this alive, he would never pick on another kid again as long as he lived. He would never miss Mass on Sunday and he’d even become an altar boy. If only Arty would hurry up.
The tiger charged in midroar. Brad fired as it crossed the curb. He pumped and fired the last shot, taking off the head of the beast as it crossed the sidewalk and he saw flying bits of fur, skin, blood and bone splatter and turn into sparks, as once again the beast turned into a ball of flame and shot skyward.

Arty heard the last two shots and knew his time was up. Then he figured it out. He was the only paperboy in town and he never missed. It wasn’t a soggy newspaper. It was what he was looking for. He scrabbled back to where he’d chucked the trash he’d found under the bushes. He smiled when his fingers dug into the soggy skin.
“ This is for Harry Lightfoot.” Arty pulled the container of cayenne pepper out of his pocket and poured it over the skin. Then he jammed it inside the bundle, emptying it. He tossed the plastic container aside and dug out the other one. “And this is for me and Carolina.” He poured the mixture of rock salt and ground chili pepper inside the bag of skin. “And this is something extra.” He sprinkled some salt from the salt shaker over the skin.
Then he put it back where he’d found it and scurried under the bushes, back out to the front yard.

“ Thank God,” Brad said.
“ We gotta go,” Arty said. He took off across the lawn and across the street, sliding under the bushes between the two houses directly across from Carolina’s. Brad slid in right behind him.
“ Now what?” Brad panted as he tossed the shotgun behind them.
“ Don’t know. I guess we wait.”
Several porch lights started coming on and doors started opening.
“ What’s going on?” a man from one of the porches said.
“ This neighborhood is starting to become like the wild west,” a woman from another porch said.
“ Someone call the police,” another woman’s voice screamed out.
“ My wife’s doing it now,” the first man answered, and all of a sudden the neighborhood was full of people, but Arty and Brad stayed in their hiding place and waited.
Five minutes passed before a police car turned onto the street and it was immediately surrounded with people complaining of gunshots and loud noises. Then another cruiser joined the first as more residents came out to mingle with the crowd. Still Arty and Brad stayed hidden, watching it all.
And finally a third police cruiser turned onto Lark Lane, slowly easing its way through the crowd. The two boys watched as Carolina and Ray jumped out of the backseat. Arty smiled when he heard Condor bark from inside the car. Then Miss Sadler got out of the front seat and helped Carolina’s father climb out.
“ Look,” Brad whispered, pointing to a small mongrel dog walking up the sidewalk. “Its eyes,” Brad said.
And Arty saw them flash red for a second, before the dog turned and slunk into the place between Carolina’s house and the house next door.
A few seconds later they heard a scream, a wail that sounded like it came from the depths of a hot fiery place. Then the bushes were parted by the flinging arms of an aging, screaming black woman. Every person in the crowd turned to watch as the woman wailed and scratched at herself.
Arty and Brad left their hiding place and walked across the street, through the gawking crowd, toward the woman.
“ Skin, skin you no know me,” the woman shrieked as she scratched. Then she caught fire and burned, but this time she didn’t turn into a flaming ball and shoot skyward. Instead she fell onto the grass, burning white hot, giving off enough heat to drive everyone in the crowd back, except Arty and Brad, who stood over the burning body and shook hands.
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