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The most important things are the hardest things to say.
They are the things you get ashamed of, because words
diminish them - words shrink things that seemed limitless
when they were In your head to no more than living size
when they're brought out. But it's more than that, isn't it?
The most important things lie too close to wherever your
secret heart is buried, like landmarks to a treasure your
enemies would love to steal away. And you may make
revelations that cost you dearly only to have people look at
you in a funny way, not understanding what you've said at
all, or why you thought it was so important that you almost
cried while you were saying it. That's the worst, I think.
When the secret stays locked within not for want of a teller
but for want of an understanding ear.

I was twelve going on thirteen when I first saw a dead
human being. It happened in 1960, a long time ago ...
although sometimes it doesn't seem that long to me.
Especially on the nights I wake up from those dreams
where the hall fell into his open eyes.
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We had a treehouse in a big elm which overhung a vacant
lot in Castle Rock. There's a moving company on that lot
today, and the elm is gone. Progress. It was a sort of social
club, although it had no name. There were five, maybe six
steady guys and some other wet ends who just hung
around. We'd let them come up when there was a card
game and we needed some fresh blood. The game was
usually blackjack and we played for pennies, nickel limit But
you got double money on blackjack and five-card-under ...
triple money on six-card-under, although Teddy was the
only guy crazy enough to go for that.



The sides of the treehouse were planks scavenged from the
shitpile behind Makey Lumber & Building Supply on Carbine
Road - they were splintery and full of knotholes we plugged
with either toilet paper or paper towels. The roof was a
corrugated tin sheet we hawked from the dump, looking
over our shoulders all the time we were hustling it out of
there, because the dump custodian's dog was supposed to
be a real kid-eating monster. We found a screen door out
there on the same day. It was flyproof but really rusty -I
mean, that rust was extreme. No matter what time of day
you looked out that screen door, it looked like sunset
Besides playing cards, the club was a good place to go and
smoke cigarettes and look at girly books. There were half a
dozen battered tin ashtrays that said CAMELS on the
bottom, a lot of centrefolds tacked to the splintery wails,
twenty or thirty dog-eared packs of Bike cards (Teddy got
them from his uncle, who ran the Castle Rock Stationery
Shoppe - when Teddy's unc asked him one day what kind of
cards we played, Teddy said we had cribbage tournaments
and Teddy's unc thought that was just fine), a set of plastic
poker chips, and a pile of ancient Master Detective murder
magazines to leaf through if there was nothing else shaking.
We also built a 12" x 10" secret compartment under the
floor to hide most of this stuff in on the rare occasions when
some kid's father decided it was time to do the We're Really
Good Pals routine. When it rained, being in the club was like
being inside a Jamaican steel drum ... but that summer
there had been no rain.

It had been the driest and hottest since 1907 - or so the
newspapers said, and on that Friday preceding the Labour
Day weekend and the start of another school year, even the
goldenrod in the fields and the ditches beside the backroads
looked parched and poorly. Nobody's garden had done
doodly-squat that year, and the big displays of canning stuff
in the Castle Rock Red & White were still there, gathering



dust. No one had anything to put up that summer, except
mavbe dandelion wine.

Teddy and Chris and I were up in the club on that Friday
morning, glooming to each other about school being so near
and playing cards and swapping the same old travelling
salesman jokes and Frenchman jokes. How do you know
when a Frenchman's been in your back yard? Well, your
garbage cans are empty and your dog is pregnant. Teddy
would try to look offended, but he was the first one to bring
in a joke as soon as he heard it, only switching Frenchman
to Polack.

The elm gave good shade, but we already had our shirts off
so we wouldn't sweat them up too bad. We were playing
three-penny-scat, the dullest card game ever invented, but
it was too hot to think about anything more complicated.
We'd had a pretty fair scratch ballteam until the middle of
August and then a lot of kids just drifted away. Too hot I
was down to my ride and building spades. I'd started with
thirteen, gotten an eight to make twenty-one, and nothing
had happened since then. Chris knocked. I took my last
draw and got nothing helpful.

Twenty-nine,' Chris said, laying down diamonds.
Twenty-two,' Teddy said, looking disgusted.

'Piss up a rope,' I said, and tossed my cards onto the table
face-down.

'Gordie's out, ole Gordie just bit the bag and stepped out
the door,' Teddy bugled, and then gave out with his
patented Teddy Duchamp laugh - Eeee-eee-eee, like a rusty
nail being slowly hauled out of a rotten board. Well, he was
weird; we all knew it. Close to being thirteen tike the rest of
us, the thick glasses and the hearing aid he wore



sometimes made him look like an old man. Kids were
always trying to cadge smokes off him on the street, but
the bulge in his shirt was just his hearing aid battery.

In spite of the glasses and the flesh-coloured button always
screwed into his ear, Teddy couldn't see very well and often
misunderstood the things people said to him. In baseball
you had to have him play the fences, way beyond Chris in
left field and Billy Greer in right. You just hoped no one
would hit one that far because Teddy would go grimly after
it, see it or not. Everv now and then he got bonked a good
one, and once he went out cold when he ran full tilt boogie
into the fence by the treehouse. He lay there on his back
with his eyes showing whites for almost five minutes, and 1
got scared. Then he woke up and walked around with a
bloody nose and a huge purple lump rising on his forehead,
trying to claim that the ball was foul.

His eyesight was just naturally bad, but there was nothing
natural about what had happened to his ears. Back in those
days, when it was cool to get your hair cut so that your ears
stuck out like a couple of jug-handles, Teddy had Castle
Rock's first Beatle haircut - four years before anyone in
America had even heard of the Beatles. He kept his ears
covered because they looked like two lumps of warm wax.

One day when he was eight, Teddy's father got pissed at
him for breaking a plate. His mother was working at the
shoe factory in South Paris when it happened and by the
time she found out about it, everything had happened.

Teddy's dad took Teddy over to the big woodstove at the
back of the kitchen and shoved the side of Teddy's head
down against one of the cast-iron burner plates. He held it
down there for about ten seconds. Then he yanked Teddy
up by the hair and did the other side. Then he called the



Central Maine General Emergency Unit and told them to
come get his boy. Then he hung up the phone, went into
the closet, got his four-ten, and sat down to watch the
daytime stories on TV with the shotgun laid across his
knees. When Mrs Burroughs from next door came over to
ask if Teddy was all right - she'd heard the screaming -
Teddy's dad pointed the shotgun at her. Mrs Burroughs went
out of the Duchamp house at roughly the speed of light,
locked herself into her own house, and called the police.
When the ambulance came, Mr Duchamp let the orderlies in
and then went out on the back porch to stand guard while
they wheeled Teddy to the old portholed Buick ambulance
on a stretcher.

Teddy's dad explained to the orderlies that while the fucking
brass hats said the area was clear, there were still Kraut
snipers everywhere. One of the orderlies asked Teddy's Had
if he thought he could hold on. Teddy's dad smiled Frigidaire
dealership, if that's what it took. The orderly saluted, and
Teddy's dad snapped it right back at him. A few minutes
after the ambulance left, the state police arrived and
relieved Norman Duchamp of duty.

He'd been doing odd things like shooting cats and lighting
fires in mailboxes for over a year, and after the atrocity he
had visited upon his son, they had a quick hearing and sent
him to Togus, which is a special sort of V.A. hospital. Togus
is where you have to go if you're a section eight. Teddy's
dad had stormed the beach at Normandy, and that's just
the way Teddy always put it. Teddy was proud of his old
man in spite of what his old man had done to him, and
Teddy went with his mom to visit him every week.

He was the dumbest guy we hung around with, I guess, and
he was crazy. He'd take the craziest chances you can
imagine, and get away with them. His big thing was what



he called Truck Dodging. He'd run out in front of them on
196 and sometimes they'd miss him by bare inches. God
knew how many heart attacks he'd caused, and he'd be
laughing while the windblast from the passing truck rippled
his clothes. It scared us because his vision was so lousy.
Coke-bottle glasses or not. It seemed like only a matter of
time before he misjudged one of those trucks. And you had
to be careful what you dared him, because Teddy would do
anything on a dare.

'Gordie's out, eeeeee-eee-eee!’

'Screw,' I said, and picked up a Master Detective to read
while they played it out. I turned to 'He Stomped the Pretty
Co-Ed to Death in a Stalled Elevator' and got right into it.

Teddy picked up the cards, gave them one brief look, and
said: 'T knock.'

'You four-eyed pile of shit!" Chris cried.

'The pile of shit has a thousand eyes,' Teddy said seriously,
and both Chris and I cracked up. Teddy stared at us with a
slight frown, as if wondering what had gotten us laughing.
That was another thing about the cat - he was always
coming out with weird stuff like "The pile of shit has a
thousand eyes', and you could never be sure if he meant it
to he funnv or if it just happened that way. He'd look at the
people who were laughing with that slight frown on his face,
as if to say O Lord what is it this time?

Teddy had a natural thirty - jack, queen, and king of clubs.
Chris had only sixteen and went down to his ride.

Teddy was shuffling the cards in his clumsy way and I was
just getting to the gooshy part of the murder story, where
this deranged sailor from New Orleans was doing the Bristol



Stomp all over this college girl from Bryn Mawr because he
couldn't stand being in closed-in spaces, when we heard
someone coming fast up the ladder nailed to the side of the
elm. A fist rapped on the underside of the trapdoor.

'Who goes?' Chris yelled.
'Vern!' He sounded excited and out of breath.

I went to the trapdoor and pulled the bolt. The trapdoor
banged up and Vern Tessio, one of the other regulars,
pulled himself into the clubhouse. He was sweating buckets
and his hair, which he usually kept combed in a perfect
imitation of his rock and roll idol, Bobby Rydell, was
plastered to his bullet head in chunks and strings.

'Wow, man,' he panted. 'Wait'll you hear this.’
'Hear what?' I asked.
'Lemme get my breath. I ran all the way from my house.'

'/ ran all the way home,' Teddy wavered in a dreadful Little
Anthony falsetto, 'just to say I'm soh-ree Tuck your hand,
man,' Vern said.

'Drop dead in a shed, Fred,' Teddy returned smartly.

'You ran all the way from your place?' Chris asked
unbelievingly. 'Man, you're crazy.' Vern's house was two
miles down Grand Street. 'It must be ninety out there.’

"This is worth it," Vern said. 'Holy Jeezum. You won't believe
this. Sincerely.' He slapped his sweaty forehead to show us
how sincere he was.

'Okay, what?' Chris asked.



'Can you guys camp out tonight?' Vern was looking at us
earnestly, excitedly. His eyes looked like raisins pushed into
dark circles of sweat 'I mean, if you tell your folks we're
gonna tent out in my back field?"

'Yeah, I guess so,' Chris said, picking up his new hand and
y'know.'

'You got to, man,' Vern said. 'Sincerely. You won't believe
this. Can you, Gordie?"

'Probably.’

I was able to do most stuff like that - in fact, I'd been like
the Invisible Boy that whole summer. In April my older
brother, Dennis, had been killed in a Jeep accident. That
was at Fort Benning, Georgia, where he was in basic. He
and another guy were on their way to the PX and an army
truck hit them broadside. Dennis was killed instantly and his
passenger had been in a coma ever since. Dennis would
have been twenty later that week. I'd already picked out a
birthday card for him at Dahlie's over in Castle Green.

I cried when I heard, and I cried more at the funeral, and I
couldn't believe that Dennis was gone, that anyone that
used to knuckle my head or scare me with a rubber spider
until I cried or give me a kiss when I fell down and scraped
both knees bloody and whisper in my ear, 'Now stop cryin’,
ya baby!' - that a person who had touched me could be
dead. It hurt me and it scared me that he could be dead ...
but it seemed to have taken all the heart out of my parents.
For me, Dennis was hardly more than an acquaintance. He
was eight years older than me if you can dig it, and he had
his own friends and classmates. We ate at the same table
for a lot of years, and sometimes he was my friend and
sometimes my tormentor, but mostly he was, you know,



just a guy. When he died he'd been gone for a year except
for a couple of furloughs. We didn't even look alike. It took
me a long time after that summer to realize that most of
the tears I cried were for my mom and dad. Fat lot of good
it did them, or me.

'So what are you pissing and moaning about, Vern-0?'
Teddy asked.

'T knock,' Chris said.

'What?' Teddy screamed, immediately forgetting all about
Vern. 'You friggin' liar! You ain't got to pat hand. I didn't
deal you no pat hand.’

Chris smirked. 'Make your draw, shitheap.'

Teddy reached for the top card of the pile of Bikes. Chris
reached for the Winstons on the ledge behind him. I bent
over to pick up my detective magazine.

Vern Tessio said: 'You guys want to go see a dead body?"
Everybody stopped.
3

We'd all heard about it on the radio, of course. The radio, a
Philco with a cracked case which had also been scavenged
from the dump, played all the time. We kept it tuned to
WLAM in Lewiston, which churned out the super-hits and
the boss oldies: 'What in the World's Come Over You' by
Jack Scott and 'This Time' by Troy Shondell and 'King
Creole' by Elvis and 'Only the Lonely' by Roy Orbison. When
the news came on we usually switched some mental dial
over to Mute. The news was a lot of happy horseshit about
Kennedy and Nixon and Quemoy and Matsu and the missile



gap and what a shit that Castro was turning out to be after
all. But we had all listened to the Ray Brower story a little
more closely, because he was a kid our age.

He was from Chamberlain, a town forty miles or so east of
Castle Rock. Three days before Vern came busting into the
clubhouse after a two-mile run up Grand Street, Ray Brower
had gone out with one of his mother's pots to pick
blueberries. When dark came and he still wasn't back, the
Browers called the county sheriff and a search started - first
just around the kid's house and then spreading to the
surrounding towns of Motton and Durham and Pownal.
Everybody got into the act - cops, deputies, game wardens,
volunteers. But three days later the kid was still missing.
You could tell, hearing about it on the radio, that they were
never going to find that poor sucker alive; eventually the
search would just peter away into nothing. He might have
gotten smothered in a gravel pit slide or drowned in a
brook, and ten years from now some hunter would find his
bones. They were already dragging the ponds in
Chamberlain, and the Motton Reservoir.

Nothing like that could happen in south-western Maine
today; most of the area has become suburbanized, and the
bedroom communities surrounding Portland and Lewiston
have spread out like the tentacles of a giant squid. The
woods are still there, and they get heavier as you work your
way west towards the White Mountains, but these days if
you can keep your head long enough to walk five miles in
one consistent direction, you're certain to cross two-lane
blacktop. But in 1960 the whole area between Chamberlain
and Castle Rock was undeveloped, and there were places
that hadn't even been logged since before World War II. In
those days it was still possible to walk into the woods and
lose your direction there and die there.
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Vern Tessio had been under his porch that morning, digging.

We all understood that right away, but maybe I should take
just a minute to explain it to you. Teddy Duchamp was only
about half-bright, but Vern Tessio would never be spending
any of his spare time on Quiz Kids either. Still, his brother
Billy was even dumber, as you will see. But first I have to
tell you why Vern was digging under the porch.

Four years ago, when he was eight, Vern buried a quart jar
of pennies under the long Tessio front porch. Vern called the
dark space under the porch his '‘cave'. He was playing a
pirate sort of game, and the pennies were buried treasure -
only if you were playing pirate with Vern, you couldn't call it
buried treasure, you had to call it 'booty'. So he buried the
jar of pennies deep, filled in the hole, and covered the fresh
dirt with some of the old leaves that had drifted under there
over the years. He drew a treasure map which he put up in
his room with the rest of his junk. He forgot all about it for
a month or so. Then, being low on cash for a movie or
something, he remembered the pennies and went to get his
map. But his mom had been in to clean two or three times
since then, and had collected all the old homework papers
and candy wrappers and comic magazines and joke books.
She burned them in the stove to start the cook-fire one
morning, and Vern's treasure map went right up the kitchen
chimney.

Or so he figured it.

He tried to find the spot from memory and dug there. No
luck. To the right and the left of that spot. Still no luck. He
gave up for the day but had tried off and on ever since.



Four years, man. Four years. Isn't that a pisser? You didn't
know whether to laugh or cry.

It had gotten to be sort of an obsession with him. The
Tessio front porch ran the length of the house, probably
forty feet long and seven feet wide. He had dug through
damn near every inch of that area two, maybe three times
and no pennies. The number of pennies began to grow in
his mind. When it first happened he told Chris and me that
there had been maybe three dollars' worth. A year later he
was up to five and just lately it was running around ten,
more or less, depending on how broke he was.

Every so often we tried to tell him what was so clear to us -
that Billy had known about the jar and dug it up himself.
Vern refused to believe it, although he hated Billy like the
Arabs hate the Jews and probably would have cheerfully
voted the death penalty on his brother for shoplifting, if the
opportunity had ever presented itself. He also refused to
ask Billy point blank. Probably he was afraid Billy would
laugh and say Course I got them, you stupid pussy, and
there was twenty bucks' worth of pennies in that jar and I
spent every fuckin' cent of it. Instead, Vern went out and
dug for the pennies whenever the spirit moved him (and
whenever Billy wasn't around). He always crawled out from
under the porch with his jeans dirty and his hair leafy and
his hands empty. We ragged him about it something wicked,
and his nickname was Penny - Penny Tessio. I think he
came up to the club with his news as quick as he did not
just to get it out but to show us that some good had finally
come of his penny-hunt He had been up that morning
before anybody, ate his cornflakes, and was out in the
driveway shooting baskets through the old hoop nailed up
on the garage, nothing much to do. no one to play Ghost
with or anything, and he decided to have another dig for his
pennies. He was under the porch when the screen door



slammed up above. He froze, not making a sound. If it was
his dad, he would crawl out; if it was Billy, he'd stay put
until Billy and his jd friend Charlie Hogan had taken off.

Two pairs of footsteps crossed the porch, and then Charlie
Hogan himself said in a trembling, cry-baby voice: 'Jesus
Christ, Billy, what are we gonna do?'

Vern said that just hearing Charlie Hogan talk like that -
Charlie, who was one of the toughest kids in town - made
him prick up his ears. Charlie, after all, hung out with Ace
Merrill and Eyeball Chambers, and if you hung out with cats
like that, you had to be tough.

'Nuthin'," Billy said. "That's all we're gonna do. Nuthin'.'

'We gotta do somethin'? Charlie said, and they sat down on
the porch close to where Vern was hunkered down. 'Didn't
you see him?'

Vern took a chance and crept a little closer to the steps,
practically slavering. At that point he thought that maybe
Billy and Charlie had been really drunked up and had run
somebody down. Vern was careful not to crackle any of the
old leaves as he moved. If the two of them found out he
was under the porch and had overheard them, you could
have put what was left of him in a Ken-L-Ration dogfood
can.

'It's nuthin' to us,' Billy Tessio said. "The kid's dead so it's
nuthin' to him, neither. Who gives a fuck if they ever find
him? I don't.’

'It was that kid they been talkin' about on the radio,' Charlie
said. 'It was, sure as shit Brocker, Brower, Flowers,
whatever his name is. Fuckin' train must have hit him.'



'Yeah,' Billy said. Sound of a scratched match. Vern saw it
flicked into the gravel driveway and then smelled cigarette
smoke. 'It sure did. And you puked.'

No words, but Vern sensed emotional waves of shame
radiating off Charlie Hogan.

'Well, the girls didn't see it,' Billy said after a while. 'Lucky
break.' From the sound, he clapped Charlie on the back to
buck him up. "They'd blab it from here to Portland. We tore
out of there fast, though. You think they knew there was
something wrong?'

'No,' Charlie said, 'Marie don't like to go down that Back
Harlow Road past the cemetery, anyway. She's afraid of
ghosts.' Then again in that scared cry-baby voice: 'Jesus, I
wish we'd never boosted no car last night! Just gone to the
show like we was gonna!'

Charlie and Billy went with a couple of scags named Marie
Daughtery and Beverly Thomas; you never saw such gross-
looking broads outside of a carnival show - pimples,
moustaches, the whole works. Sometimes the four of them
-or maybe six or eight if Fuzzy Brackowicz or Ace Merrill
were along with their girls - would boost a car from a
Lewiston parking lot and go joyriding out into the country
with two or three bottles of Wild Irish Rose wine and a six-
pack of ginger ale. They'd take the girls parking somewhere
in Castle View or Harlow or Shiloh, drink Purple Jesuses,
and make out. Then they'd dump the car somewhere near
home. Cheap thrills in the monkeyhouse, as Chris
sometimes said. They'd never been caught at it, but Vern
kept hoping. He really dug the idea of visiting Billy on
Sundays at the reformatory.



'If we told the cops, they'd want to know how we got way
the hell out in Harlow,' Billy said. 'We ain't got no car,
neither of us. It's better if we just keep our mouths shut.
Then they can't touch us.'

'We could make a nonnamus call,' Charlie said.

"They trace those fuckin* calls,' Billy said ominously. 'l seen
it on Highway Patrol. And Dragnet.'

'Yeah, right,' Charlie said miserably. 'Jesus. I wish Ace'd
been with us. We could have told the cops we was in his
car.'

'Well, he wasn't’

'Yeah,' Charlie said. He sighed. 'I guess you're right' A
cigarette butt flicked into the driveway. 'We hadda walk up
and take a piss by the tracks, didn't we? Couldn't walk the
other way, could we? And I got puke on my new Keds.' His
voice sank a little. 'Fuckin' kid was laid right out, you know
it? Didja see that sonofawhore, Billy?'

'T seen him,"' Billy said, and a second cigarette butt joined
the first in the driveway. 'Let's go see if Ace is up. I want
some juice.'

'We gonna tell him?"

'Charlie, we ain't gonna tell nobody. Nobody never. You dig
me?'

'T dig you,' Charlie said. 'Chrise-Jesus, I wish we never
boosted that fuckin' Dodge.'

'Aw, shut the fuck up and come on.'



Two pairs of legs clad in tight, wash-faded pegged jeans,
two pairs of feet in black engineer boots with side-buckles,
came down the steps. Vern froze on his hands and knees
('My balls crawled up so high I thought they was trine to get
back home,' he told us), sure his brother would sense him
beneath the porch and drag him out and kill him - he and
Charlie Hogan would kick the few brains the good Lord had
seen fit to give him right out his jug ears and then stomp
him with their engineer boots. But they just kept going and
when Vern was sure they were really gone, he had crawled
out from under the porch and run here.

5
'You're really lucky,' I said. They would have killed you.'

Teddy said, 'I know the Back Harlow Road. It comes to a
dead end by the river. We used to fish for cossies out there.'

Chris nodded. 'There used to be a bridge, but there was a
flood. A long time ago. Now there's just the train-tracks.'

'Could a kid really have gotten all the way from
Chamberlain to Harlow?' I asked Chris. That's twenty or
thirty miles.’

'T think so. He probably happened on the train tracks and
followed them the whole way. Maybe he thought they'd take
him out, or maybe he thought he could flag down a train if
he had to. But that's just a freight run now - GS&WM up to
Derry and Brownsville - and not many of those anymore.
He'd had to've walked all the way to Castle Rock to get out.
After dark a train must have finally come along ... and el
smacko.'

Chris drove his right fist down against his left palm, making
a flat noise. Teddy, a veteran of many close calls dodging



the pulp-trucks on 196, looked vaguely pleased. I felt a
little sick, imagining the kid so far away from home, scared
to death but doggedly following the GS&WM tracks,
probably walking on the ties because of the night-noises
from the overhanging trees and bushes ... maybe even from
the culverts underneath the railroad bed. And here comes
the train, and maybe the big headlight on the front
hypnotised him until it was too late to jump. Or maybe he
was just lying there on the tracks in a hunger-faint when
the train came along. Either way, any way, Chris had the
straight of it: el smacko had been the final result. The kid
was dead.

'So anyway, you want to go see it?' Vern asked. He was
squirming around like he had to go to the bathroom he was
SO excited.

We all looked at him for a long second, no one saying
anything. Then Chris tossed his cards down and said, 'Sure!
And I bet you anything we get our pictures in the paper!

'Huh?' Vern said.

'Yeah?' Teddy said, and grinned his crazy truck-dodging
grin.

'Look,' Chris said, leaning across the ratty card-table. 'We
can find the body and report it! Well be on the news!’

'T dunno,' Vern said, obviously taken aback. 'Billy will know
where I found out. He'll beat the living shit outta me.'

'No he won't,' I said, 'because it'll be us guys that find that
kid, not Billy and Charlie Hogan in a boosted car. Then they
won't have to worry about it anymore. They'll probably pin
a medal on you, Penny.'



'Yeah?' Vern grinned, showing his bad teeth. It was a dazed
sort of grin, as if the thought of Billy being pleased with
anything he did had acted on him like a hard shot to the
chin. "Yeah, you think so?'

Teddy was grinning, too. Then he frowned and said, 'Oh-oh.’

'What?' Vern asked. He was squirming again, afraid that
some really basic objection to the idea had just cropped up
in Teddy's mind ... or what passed for Teddy's mind.

'Our folks,' Teddy said. 'If we find that kid's body over in
South Harlow tomorrow, they're gonna know we didn't
spend the night campin* out in Vern's back field.'

'Yeah,' Chris said. They'll know we went lookin' for that kid.'

'No they won't,' I said. I felt funny - both excited and scared
because I knew we could do it and get away with it. The
mixture of emotions made me feel heatsick and headachey.
I picked up the Bikes to have something to do with my
hands and started box-shuffling them. That and how to play
cribbage was about all I got for older brother stuff from
Dennis. The other kids envied that shuffle, and I guess
everyone I knew had asked me to show them how it went...
everyone except Chris. I guess only Chris knew that
showing someone would be like giving away a piece of
Dennis, and I just didn't have so much of him that I could
afford to pass pieces around.

I said: 'We'll just tell 'em we got bored tenting in Vern's
field because we've done it so many times before. So we
decided to hike up the tracks and have a campout in the
woods. I bet we don't even get hided for it because
everybody'll be so excited about what we found.'



'My dad'll hide me anyway,' Chris said. 'He's on a really
mean streak this time.' He shook his head sullenly. To hell,
it's worth a hiding.'

'Okay,' Teddy said, getting up. He was still grinning like
crazy, ready to break into his high-pitched, cackling laugh
at any second. 'Let's all get together at Vern's house after
lunch. What can we tell 'em about supper?’

Chris said, 'You and me and Gordie can say we're eating at
Vern's.'

'‘And T'll tell my mom I'm eating over at Chris's,' Vern said.

That would work unless there was some emergency we
couldn't control or unless any of the parents got together.
And neither Vern's folks or Chris's had a phone. Back then
there were a lot of families which still considered a
telephone a luxury, especially families of the shirttail
variety. And none of us came from the upper crust.

My day was retired. Vern's dad worked in the mill and was
still driving a 1952 DeSoto. Teddy's mom had a house on
Danberry Street and she took in a boarder whenever she
could get one. She didn't have one that summer; the
FURNISHED ROOM TO LET sign had been up in the parlour
window since June. And Chris's dad was always on a 'mean
streak', more or less; he was a drunk who got welfare off
and on - mostly on - and spent most of his time hanging
out in Sukey's Tavern with Junior Merrill, Ace Merrill's old
man, and a couple of other local rumpots.

Chris didn't talk much about his dad, but we all knew he
hated him like poison. Chris was marked up every two
weeks or so, bruises on his cheeks and neck or one eye
swelled up and as colourful as a sunset, and once he came
into school with a big clumsy bandage on the back of his



head. Other times he never got to school at all. His mom
would call him in sick because he was too lamed up to come
in. Chris was smart, really smart, but he played truant a lot,
and Mr Halliburton, the town truant officer, was always
showing up at Chris's house, driving his old black Chevrolet
with the NO RIDERS sticker in the corner of the windshield.
If Chris was being truant and Bertie (as we called him -
always behind his back, of course) caught him, he would
haul him back to school and see that Chris got detention for
a week. But if Bertie found out that Chris was home
because his father had beaten the shit out of him, Bertie
just went away and didn't say boo to a cuckoo-bird. It never
occurred to me to question this set of priorities until about
twenty years later.

The year before, Chris had been suspended from school for
two weeks. A bunch of milk-money disappeared when it was
Chris's turn to be room-monitor and collect it, and because
he was a Chambers from those no-account Chamberses, he
had to take a walk even though he always swore he never
hawked that money. That was the time Mr Chambers put
Chris in the hospital for an overnight stay, when his dad
heard Chris was suspended, he broke Chris's nose and his
right wrist. Chris came from a bad family, all right, and
everybody thought he would turn out bad ... including
Chris. His brothers had lived up to the town's expectations
admirably. Dave, the eldest, ran away from home when he
was seventeen, joined the Navy, and ended up doing a long
stretch in Portsmouth for rape and criminal assault. The
next-eldest, Richard (his right eye was all funny and jittery,
which was why everybody called him Eyeball), had dropped
out of high school in the tenth grade, and chummed around
with Charlie and Billy Tessio and their jd buddies.

'T think all that'll work,"' I told Chris. 'What about John and
Marty?' John and Marty DeSpain were two other members



of our regular gang.

'They're still away,' Chris said. 'They won't be back until
Monday.'

'Oh. That's too bad.'

'So are we set?' Vern asked, still squirming. He didn't want
the conversation sidetracked even for a minute.

'l guess we are,' Chris said. 'Who wants to play some more
scat?'

No one did. We were too excited to play cards. We climbed
down from the treehouse, climbed the fence into the vacant
lot, and played three-flies-six-grounders for a while with
Vein's old friction-taped baseball, but that was no fun,
either. All we could think about was that kid Brower, hit by a
train, and how we were going to see him, or what was left
of him. Around ten o'clock we all drifted away home to fix it
with our parents.

6

I got to my house at quarter to eleven, after stopping at the
drugstore to check out the paperbacks. I did that every
couple of days to see if there were any new John D
MacDonalds. I had a quarter and I figured if there was, I'd
take it along. But there were only the old ones, and I'd read
most of those half a dozen times.

When I got home the car was gone and I remembered that
my mom and some of her hen-party friends had gone to
Boston to see a concert. A great old concert-goer, my
mother. And why not? Her only kid was dead and she had to
do something to take her mind off it. I guess that sounds



pretty bitter. And I guess if you'd been there, you'd
understand why I felt that way.

Dad was out back, passing a fine spray from the hose over
his ruined garden. If you couldn't tell it was a lost cause
from his glum face, you sure could by looking at the garden
itself. The soil was light, powdery grey. Everything in it was
dead except for the corn, which had never grown so much
as a single edible ear. Dad said he'd never known how to
water a garden; it had to be mother nature or nobody. He'd
water too long in one spot and drown the plants. In the
next row, plants were dying of thirst. He could never hit a
happy medium. But he didn't talk about it often. He'd lost a
son in April and a garden in August. And if he didn't want to
talk about either one, I guess that was his privilege. It just
bugged me that he'd given up talking about everything else,
too. That was taking democracy too fucking far.

'Hi, daddy,' I said, standing beside him. I offered him the
Rollos I'd bought at the drugstore. 'Want one?'

'Hello, Gordon. No thanks.' He kept flicking the fine spray
over the hopeless grey earth.

'Be okay if I camp out in Vern Tessio's back field tonight
with some of the guys?' '"What guys?"

'Vern. Teddy Duchamp. Maybe Chris.' I expected him to
start right in on Chris - how Chris was bad company, a
rotten apple from the bottom of the barrel, a thief, and an
apprentice juvenile delinquent. But he just sighed and said,
'I suppose it's okay.' 'Great! Thanks!'

I turned to go into the house and check out what was on
the boob tube when he stopped me with: Those are the
only people you want to be with, aren't they, Gordon?"



I looked back at him, braced for an argument, but there
was no argument in him that morning. It would have been
better if there had been, I think. His shoulders were
slumped. His face, pointed towards the dead garden and
not towards me, sagged. There was a certain unnatural
sparkle in his eyes that might have been tears.

'Aw, dad, they're okay -'

'Of course they are. A thief and two feebs. Fine company for
my son.'

'Vern Tessio isn't feeble,' I said. Teddy was a harder case to
argue.

Twelve years old and still in the fifth grade,’ my dad said.
'And that time he slept over. When the Sunday paper came
the next morning, he took an hour and a half to read the
funnypages.'

That made me mad, because I didn't think he was being
fair. He was judging Vern the way he judged all my friends,
from having seen them off and on, mostly going in and out
of the house. He was wrong about them. And when he
called Chris a thief I always saw red, because he didn't
know anything about Chris. I wanted to tell him that, but if
I pissed him off he'd keep me home. And he wasn't really
mad anyway, not like he got at the supper-table sometimes,
ranting so loud that nobody wanted to eat. Now he just
looked sad and tired out and used. He was sixty three years
old, old enough to be my grandfather.

My mom was fifty-five - no spring chicken, either. When she
and dad got married they tried to start a family right away
and my mom got pregnant and had a miscarriage. She
miscarried two more and the doctor told her she'd never be
able to carry a baby to term. I got all of this stuff, chapter



and verse, whenever one of them was lecturing me, you
understand. They wanted me to think I was a special
delivery from God and I wasn't appreciating my great good
fortune in being conceived when my mother was forty-two
and starting ro grey. I wasn't appreciating my great good
fortune and I wasn't appreciating her tremendous pain and
sacrifices, either.

Five years after the doctor said mom would never have a
baby she got pregnant with Dennis. She carried him fpr
eight months and then he just sort of fell out, all eight
pounds of him - my father used to say that if she had
carried Dennis to term, the kid would have weighed fifteen
pounds. The doctor said, Well, sometimes nature fools us,
but he'll be the only one you'll ever have. Thank God for
him and be content. Ten years later she got pregnant with
me. She not only carried me to term, the doctor had to use
forceps to yank me out. Did you ever hear of such a fucked-
up family? I came into the world the child of two Geritol-
chuggers, not to go on and on about it, and my only brother
was playing league baseball in the big kids' park before I
even got out of diapers.

In the case of my mom and dad, one gift from God had
been enough. I won't say they treated me badly, and they
sure never beat me, but I was a hell of a big surprise and I
guess when you get into your forties you're not as partial to
surprises as you were in your twenties. After I was born,
Mom got that operation her hen-party friends referred to as
'the Band-Aid'. I guess she wanted to make a hundred per
cent sure that there wouldn't be any more gifts from God.
When I got to college I found out I'd beaten long odds just
by not being born retarded ... although I think my dad had
his doubts when he saw my friend Vern taking ten minutes
to puzzle out the dialogue in Beetle Bailey.



This business about being ignored: I could never really pin
it down until I did a book report in high school on this novel
called Invisible Man. When I agreed to do the book for Miss
Hardy I thought it was going to be the science fiction story
about the guy in bandages and Foster Grants - Claude Rains
played him in the movies. When I found out this was a
different story I tried to give the book back but Miss Hardy
wouldn't let me off the hook. I ended up being real glad.
This Invisible Man is about a Negro. Nobody ever notices
him at all unless he fucks up. People look right through him.
When he talks, nobody answers. He's like a black ghost.
Once I got into it, I ate that book up like it was a John D
MacDonald, because that cat Ralph Ellison was writing about
me. At the supper table it was Denny how many did you
strike out and Denny who asked you to the Sadie Hopkins
dance and Denny I want to talk to you man to man about
that car we were looking at. I'd say, 'Pass the butter', and
Dad would say, Denny, are you sure the army is what you
want? I'd say, 'Pass the butter someone, okay?' and Mom
would ask Denny if he wanted her to pick him up one of the
Pendleton shirts on sale downtown, and I'd end up getting
the butter myself. One night when I was nine, just to see
what would happen, I said, 'Please pass those goddam
spuds.' And my Mom said, Denny, Auntie Grace called today
and she asked after you and Gordon.

The night Dennis graduated with honours from Castle Rock
High School I played sick and stayed home. I got Stevie
Darabont's oldest brother Royce to buy me a bottle of Wild
Irish Rose and I drank half of it and puked in my bed in the
middle of the night.

In a family situation like that, you're supposed to either
hate the older brother or idolize him hopelessly - at least
that's what they teach you in college psychology. Bullshit,
right? But so far as I can tell, I didn't feel either way about



Dennis. We rarely argued and never had a fist-fight. That
would have been ridiculous. Can you see a fourteen-year-
old boy finding something to beat up his four-year-old
brother about? And our folks were always a little too
impressed with him to burden him with the care of his kid
brother, so he never resented me the way some older kids
come to resent their sibs. When Denny took me with him
somewhere, it was of his own free will, and those were
some of the happiest times I can remember.

'Hey Lachance, who the fuck is that?'

'My kid brother and you better watch your mouth, Davis.
He'll beat the crap out of you. Gordie's tough.’

They gather around me for a moment, huge, impossibly tall,
just a moment of interest like a patch of sun. They are so
big, they are so old.

'Hey kid! This wet end really your big brother?"
I nod shyly.
'He's a real asshole, ain't he, kid?'

I nod again and everybody, Dennis included, roars with
laughter. Then Dennis claps his hands together twice,
briskly, and says: 'Come on, we gonna have a practice or
stand around here like a bunch of pussies?’

They run to their positions, already peppering the ball
around the infield.

'Go sit over there on the bench, Gordie. Be quiet. Don't
bother anybody.'



I go sit over there on the bench. I am good. I feel
impossibly small under the sweet summer clouds. I watch
my brother pitch. I don't bother anybody.

But there weren't many times like that Sometimes he read
me bedtime stories that were better than mom's; mom's
stories were about the Gingerbread Man and the Three Little
Pigs, okay stuff, but Dennis's were about stuff like
Bluebeard and Jack the Ripper. He also had a version of
Billy Goat's Gruff where the troll under the bridge ended up
the winner. And, as I have already said, he taught me the
game of cribbage and how to do a box-shuffle. Not that
much, but hey! in this world you take what you can get, am
I right?

As I grew older, my feelings of love for Dennis were
replaced with an almost clinical awe, the kind of awe so-so
Christians feel for God, I guess. And when he died, I was
mildly shocked and mildly sad, the way I imagine those
same so0-so Christians must have felt when Time magazine
said God was dead. Let me put it this way: I was as sad for
Denny's dying as I was when I heard on the radio that Dan
Blocker had died. I'd seen them both about as frequently,
and Denny never ever got any re-runs.

He was buried in a closed coffin with the American flag on
top (they took the flag off the box before they finally stuck
it in the ground and folded it - the flag, not the box - into a
cocked hat and gave it to my mom). My parents just fell to
pieces. Six months hadn't been long enough to put them
back together again; I didn't know if they'd ever be whole
again. Mr and Mrs Dumpty. Denny's room was in suspended
animation just one door down from my room, suspended
animation or maybe in a time-warp. The ivy-league college
pennants were still on the walls, and the senior pictures of
the girls he had dated were still tucked into the mirror



where he had stood for what seemed like hours at a stretch,
combing his hair back into a ducktail like Elvis's. The stack
of Trues and Sports Illustrateds remained on his desk, their
dates looking more and more antique as time passed. It's
the kind of thing you see in sticky-sentimental movies. But
it wasn't sentimental to me; it was terrible. I didn't go into
Dennis's room unless I had to because I kept expecting that
he would be behind the door, or under the bed, or in the
closet. Mostly it was the closet that preyed on my mind, and
if my mother sent me in to get Denny's postcard album or
his shoebox of photographs so she could look at them, I
would imagine that door swinging slowly open while I stood
rooted to the spot with horror. I would imagine him pallid
and bloody in the darkness, the side of his head walloped
in, a grey-veined cake of blood and brains drying on his
shirt. I would imagine his arms coming up, his bloody hands
hooking into claws, and he would be croaking: It should
have been you, Gordon. It should have been you.

7

Stud City, by Gordon Lachance. Originally published in
Greenspun Quarterly, issue 45, Fall, 1970. Used by
permission of the author.

March.

Chico stands at the window, arms crossed, elbows on the
ledge that divides upper and lower panes, naked, looking
out, breath fogging the glass. A draught against his belly.
Bottom right pane is gone. Blocked by a piece of cardboard.

'Chico.'

He doesn't turn. She doesn't speak again. He can see a
ghost of her in the glass, in his bed, sitting, blankets pulled



up in apparent defiance of gravity. Her eye makeup has
smeared into deep hollows under her eyes.

Chico shifts his gaze beyond her ghost, out beyond the
house. Raining. Patches of snow sloughed away to reveal
the bald ground underneath. He sees last year's dead grass,
a plastic toy - Billy's - a rusty rake. His brother Johnny's
Dodge is up on blocks, the detyred wheels sticking out like
stumps. He remembers times he and Johnny worked on it,
listening to the superhits and boss oldies from WLAM in
Lewiston pour out of Johnny's old transistor radio - a couple
of times Johnny would give him a beer. She gonna run fast,
Chico, Johnny would say. She gonna eat up everything on
this road from Gates Falls to Castle Rock. Wait till we get
that Hearst shifter in her!

But that had been then, and this was now.

Beyond Johnny's Dodge was the highway. Route 14, goes to
Portland and New Hampshire south, all the way to Canada
north, if you turned left on US 1 at Thomaston.

'Stud city,' Chico says to the glass. He smokes his cigarette.
'What?'
'Nothing, babe.’

'Chico?' Her voice is puzzled. He will have to change the
sheets before Dad gets back. She bled.

'What?"
'T love you, Chico.'

'That's right.’



Dirty March. You're some old whore, Chico thinks. Dirty,
staggering old baggy-tits March with rain in her face.

'This room used to be Johnny's,' he says suddenly.
'Who?'

'My brother.'

'‘Oh. Where is he?"

'In the Army,' Chico says, but Johnny isn't in the Army. He
had been working the summer before at Oxford Plains
Speedway and a car went out of control and skidded across
the infield towards the pit area, where Johnny had been
changing the back tyres on a Chevy charger-class stocker.
Some guys shouted at him to look out, but Johnny never
heard them. One of the guys who shouted was Johnny's
brother Chico.

'Aren't you cold?' she asks.
'No. Well, my feet. A little.'

And he thinks suddenly: Well, my God. Nothing happened
to Johnny that isn't going to happen to you too, sooner or
later. He sees it again, though: the skidding, skating Ford
Mustang, the knobs of his brother's spine picked out in a
series of dimpled shadows against the white of his Haines T-
shirt; he had been hunkered down, pulling one of the
Chevy's back tyres. There had been time to see rubber
flaying off the tyres of the runaway Mustang, to see its
hanging muffler scraping up sparks from the infield. It had
struck Johnny even as Johnny tried to get to his feet. Then
the yellow shout of flame.



Well, Chico thinks, // could have been slow, and he thinks of
his grandfather. Hospital smells. Pretty young nurses
bearing bedpans. A last papery breath. Were there any
good ways?

He shivers and wonders about God. He touches the small
silver St Christopher's medal that hangs on a chain around
his neck. He is not a Catholic and he's surely not a Mexican:
his real name is Edward May and his friends all call him
Chico because his hair is black and he greases it back with
Brylcreem and he wears boots with pointed toes and Cuban
heels. Not Catholic, but he wears this medallion. Maybe if
Johnny had been wearing one, the runaway Mustang would
have missed him. You never knew.

He smokes and stares out the window and behind him the
girl gets out of bed and comes to him quickly, almost
mincing, maybe afraid he will turn around and look at her.
She puts a warm hand on his back. Her breasts push
against his side. Her belly touches his buttock.

'Oh. It is cold.’
'It's this place.’
'Do you love me, Chico?"

'You bet!" he says offhandedly, and then, more seriously:
'You were cherry.'

'What does that-'
'You were a virgin.'

The hand reaches higher. One finger traces the skin on the
nape of his neck. 'l said, didn't I?"



'Was it hard? Did it hurt?’
She laughs. 'No. But I was scared.'

They watch the rain. A new Oldsmobile goes by on 14,
spraying up water.

'Stud City,' Chico says.
'What?"
'That guy. He's going Stud City. In his new stud car.’

She kisses the place her finger has been touching gently
and he brushes at her as if she were a fly.

'What's the matter?'

He turns to her. Her eyes flick down to his penis and then
up again hastily. Her arms twitch to cover herself, and then
she remembers that they never do stuff like that in the
movies and she drops them to her sides again. Her hair is
black and her skin is winter white, the colour of cream. He
breasts are firm, her belly perhaps a little too soft. One flaw
to remind, Chico thinks, that this isn't the movies.

'Jane?'

'What?' He can feel himself getting ready. Not beginning,
but getting ready.

'It's all right,' he said. 'We're friends.' He eyes her
deliberately, letting himself reach at her in all sorts of ways.
When he looks at her face again, it is flushed. 'Do you mind
me looking at you?'

'I...no.No,Chico.’



She steps back, closes her eyes, sits on the bed, and leans
back, legs spread. He sees all of her. The muscles, the little
muscles on the inside of her thighs ... they're jumping,
uncontrolled, and this suddenly excites him more than the
taut cones of her breasts or the mild pink pearl of her cunt.
Excitement trembles in him, some stupid Bozo on a spring.
Love may be as divine as the poets say, he thinks, but sex
is Bozo the clown bouncing around on a spring. How could a
woman look at an erect penis without going off into mad
gales of laughter?

The rain beats against the roof, against the window, against
the sodden cardboard patch blocking the glassless lower
pane. He presses his hand against his chest, looking for a
moment like a stage Roman about to orate. His hand is
cold. He drops it to his side.

'Open your eyes. We're friends, I said.'

Obediently, she opens them. She looks at him. Her eyes
appear violet now. The rainwater running down the window
makes rippling patterns on her face, her neck, her breasts.
Stretched across the bed, her belly has been pulled tight.
She is perfect in her moment.

'Oh,' she says. 'Oh Chico, it feels so funny,' A shiver goes
through her. She has curled her toes involuntarily. He can
see the insteps of her feet. Her insteps are pink. 'Chico.
Chico.'

He steps towards her. His body is shivering and her eyes
widen. She says something, one word, but he can't tell what
it is. This isn't the time to ask. He half-kneels before her for
just a second, looking at the floor with frowning
concentration, touching her legs just above the knees. He



measures the tide within himself. Its pull is thoughtless,
fantastic. He pauses a little longer.

The only sound is the tinny tick of the alarm clock on the
bedtable, standing brassy-legged atop a pile of Spiderman
comic books. Her breathing flutters faster and faster. His
muscles slide smoothly as he dives upward and forward.
They begin. It's better this time. Outside, the rain goes on
washing away the snow.

A half-hour later Chico shakes her out of a light doze. 'We
gotta move,' he says. 'Dad and Virginia will be home pretty
quick.’

She looks at her wristwatch and sits up. This time she
makes no attempt to shield herself. Her whole tone - her
body English - has changed. She has not matured (although
she probably believes she has) nor learned anything more
complex than tying a shoe, but her tone has changed just
the same. He nods and she smiles tentatively at him. He
reaches for the cigarettes on the bedtable. As she draws on
her panties, he thinks of a line from an old novelty song:
Keep playin' till I shoot through, Blue ... play your
didgeridoo. 'Tie Me Kangaroo Down', by Rolf Harris. He
grins. That was a song Johnny used to sing. It ended, So we
tanned his hide when he died, Clyde, and that's it hanging
on the shed.

She hooks her bra and begins buttoning her blouse. 'What
are you smiling about, Chico?"

'Nothing,' he says.
'Zip me up?'

He goes to her, still naked, and zips her up. He kisses her
cheek. 'Go on in the bathroom and do your face if you



want,' he says. 'Just don't take too long, okay?'

She goes up the hall gracefully, and Chico watches her,
smoking. She is a tall girl - taller than he - and she has to
duck her head a little going through the bathroom door.
Chico finds his underpants under the bed. He puts them in
the dirty clothes bag hanging just inside the closet door,
and gets another pair from the bureau. He puts them on,
and then, while walking back to the bed, he slips and
almost falls in a patch of wetness the square of cardboard
has let in.

'‘Goddam,' he whispers resentfully.

He looks around at the room, which had been Johnny's until
Johnny died (why did I tell her he was in the Army, for
Christ's sake! he wonders ... a little uneasily). Fibreboard
walls, so thin he can hear Dad and Virginia going at it at
night, that don't quite make it all the way to the ceiling. The
floor has a slightly crazy hipshot angle so that the room's
door will only stay open if you block it open - if you forget,
it swings stealthily closed as soon as your back is turned.
On the far wall is a movie poster from Easy Rider - Two Men
Went Looking for America and Couldn't Find it Anywhere.
The room had more life when Johnny lived here. Chico
doesn't know how or why, only that it's true. And he knows
something else, as well. He knows that sometimes the room
spooks him at night. Sometimes he thinks that the closet
door will swing open and Johnny will be standing there, his
body charred and twisted and blackened, his teeth yellow
dentures poking out of wax that has partially melted and re-
hardened; and Johnny will be whispering: Get out of my
room, Chico. And if you lay a hand on my Dodge, I'll fuckin'
Kill you. Got it?

Got it, bro, Chico thinks.



For a moment he stands still, looking at the rumpled sheet
spotted with the girl's blood, and then he spreads the
blankets up in one quick gesture. Here. Right here. How do
you like that, Virginia? How does that grab your snatch? He
puts on his pants, his engineer boots, finds a sweater.

He's dry-combing his hair in front of the mirror when she
comes out of the John. She looks classy. Her too-soft
stomach doesn't show in the jumper. She looks at the bed,
does a couple of things to it, and it comes out looking made
instead of just spread up.

'Good,' Chico says.

She laughs a little self-consciously and pushes a lock of hair
behind her ear. It is an evocative, poignant gesture.

'Let's go,' he says.

They go out through the hall and the living room. Jane
pauses in front of the tinted studio photograph on top of the
TV. It shows his father and Virginia, a high-school-age
Johnny, a grammar-school-age Chico, and an infant Billy -in
the picture, Johnny is holding Billy. All of them have fixed,
stoned grins ... all except Virginia, whose face is its sleepy,
indecipherable self. That picture, Chico remembers, was
taken less than a month after his Dad married the bitch.

That your mother and father?'

'It's my father,' Chico said. 'She's my step-mother, Virginia.
Come on.'

'Is she still that pretty?' Jane asks, picking up her coat and
handing Chico his windbreaker.

'l guess my old man thinks so,' Chico says.



They step out into the shed. It's a damp and draughty place
- the wind hoots through the cracks in its slapstick walls.
There is a pile of old bald tyres, Johnny's old bike that Chico
inherited when he was ten and which he promptly wrecked,
a pile of detective magazines, returnable Pepsi bottles, a
greasy monolithic engine block, an orange crate full of
paperback books, an old paint-by-the-numbers of a horse
standing on dusty green grass.

Chico helps her pick her way outside. The rain is falling with
disheartening steadiness. Chico's old sedan stands in a
driveway puddle, looking downhearted. Even up on blocks
and with a red piece of plastic covering the place where the
windshield should go, Johnny's Dodge has more class.
Chico's car is a Buick. The paint is dull and flowered with
spots of rust. The front seat upholstery has been covered
with a brown Army Blanket. A large button pinned to the
sun visor on the passenger side says: I WANT IT EVERY
DAY. There is a rusty starter assembly on the back seat; if it
ever stops raining he will clean it, he thinks, and maybe put
it into the Dodge. Or maybe not The Buick smells musty
and his own starter grinds a long time before the Buick
starts up.

'Is it your battery?' she asks.

'Just the goddam rain, I guess.' He backs out onto the road,
flicking on the windshield wipers and pausing for a moment
to look at the house. It is a completely unappetizing aqua
colour. The shed sticks off from it at a ragtag, double-
jointed angle, tarpaper and peeled -looking shingles.

The radio comes on with a blare and Chico shuts it off at
once. There is the beginning of a Sunday afternoon
headache behind his forehead. They ride past the Grange
hall and the Volunteer Fire Department and Brownie's Store.



Sally Morrison's T-Bird is parked by Brownie's hi-test pump,
and Chico raises a hand to her as he turns off onto the old
Lewiston road.

'Who's that?’
'Sally Morrison.'
'Pretty lady.' Very neutral.

He feels for his cigarettes. 'She's been married twice and
divorced twice. Now she's the town pump, if you believe
half the talk that goes on in this shitass little town.’

'‘She looks young.'
'She is.'
'Have you ever -'

He slides his hand up her leg and smiles. 'No,' he says. 'My
brother, maybe, but not me. I like Sally, though. She's got
her alimony and her big white Bird, and she doesn't care
what people say about her.’

It starts to seem like a long drive. The Androscoggin, off to
the right, is slaty and sullen. The ice is all out of it now.
Jane has grown quiet and thoughtful. The only sound is the
steady snap of the windshield wipers. When the car rolls
through the dips in the road there is groundfog, waiting for
evening when it will creep out of these pockets and take
over the whole River Road.

They cross into Auburn and Chico drives the cutoff and
swings onto Minot Avenue. The four lanes are nearly
deserted, and all the suburban homes look packaged. They



see one little boy in a yellow plastic raincoat walking up the
sidewalk, carefully stepping in all the puddles.

'Go, man,' Chico says softly.
'What?'Jane asks.

'Nothing, babe. Go back to sleep.'
She laughs a little doubtfully.

Chico turns up Keston Street and into the driveway of one
of the packaged houses. He doesn't turn off the ignition.

'‘Come in and I'll give you cookies,' she says.
He shakes his head. 'I have to get back.'.

'T know.' She puts her arms around him and kisses him.
"Thank you for the most wonderful time of my life.’

He smiles suddenly. His face shines. It is nearly magical. 'T'll
see you Monday, Janey-Jane. Still friends, right?’

'You know we are,' she says, and kisses him again ... but
when he cups a breast through her jumper, she pulls away.
'Don't. My father might see.'

He lets her go, only a little of the smile left. She gets out of
the car quickly and runs through the rain to the back door.
A second later she's gone. Chico pauses for a moment to
light a cigarette and then he backs out of the driveway. The
Buick stalls and the starter seems to grind forever before
the engine manages to catch. It is a long ride home.

When he gets there, Dad's station wagon is parked in the
driveway. He pulls in beside it and lets the engine die. For a



moment he sits inside silently, listening to the rain. It is like
being inside a steel drum.

Inside, Billy is watching Carl Stormer and his Country
Buckaroos on the TV set When Chico comes in, Billy jumps
up, excited. 'Eddie, hey Eddie, you know what Uncle Pete
said? He said him and a whole mess of other guys sank a
Kraut sub in the war! Will you take me to the show next
Saturday?’

'T don't know,' Chico says, grinning. 'Maybe if you kiss my
shoes every night before supper all week.' He pulls Billy's
hair. Billy hollers and laughs and kicks him in the shins.

'Cut it out, now,' Sam May says, coming into the room. 'Cut
it out you two. You know how your mother feels about the
roughhousing.' He has pulled his tie down and unbuttoned
the top button of his shirt. He's got a couple -three red
hotdogs on a plate. The hotdogs are wrapped in white
bread, and Sam May has put the old mustard right to them.
'Where you been, Eddie?"

'At Jane's.'

The toilet flushes in the bathroom. Virginia. Chico wonders
briefly if Jane has left any hairs in the sink, or a lipstick, or
a bobby pin.

'You should have come with us to see your Uncle Pete and
Aunt Ann,' his father says. He eats a frank in three quick
bites. 'You're getting to be like a stranger around here,
Eddie. I don't like that. Not while we provide the bed and
board.'

'Some bed,' Chico says. 'Some board.'



Sam looks up quickly, hurt at first, then angry. When he
speaks, Chico sees that his teeth are yellow with French's
mustard. He feels vaguely nauseated. 'Your lip. Your
goddam lip. You aren't too big yet, snotnose.’

Chico shrugs, peels a slice of Wonder Bread off the loaf
standing on the TV tray by his father's chair, and spreads it
with ketchup. 'In three months I'm going to be gone
anyway.'

'What the hell are you talking about?’

'I'm gonna fix up Johnny's car and go out to California. Look
for work.'

'Oh yeah. Right.' He is a big man, big in a shambling way,
but Chico thinks now that he got smaller after he married
Virginia, and smaller again after Johnny died. And in his
mind he hears himself saying to Jane: My brother, maybe.
Not me. And on the heels of that: Play your didgeridoo,
Blue. '"You ain't never going to get that car as far as Castle
Rock, let alone Canada.’

'You don't think so? Just watch my fucking dust.'

For a moment his father only looks at him and then he
throws the frank he has been holding. It hits Chico in the
chest, spraying mustard on his sweater and on the chair.

'Say that word again and I'll break your nose for you,
smartass.'

Chico picks up the frank and looks at it. Cheap red frank,
smeared with French's mustard. Spread a little sunshine. He
throws it back at his father. Sam gets up, his face the colour
of an old brick, the vein in the middle of his forehead
pulsing. His thigh connects with the TV tray and it



overturns. Billy stands in the kitchen doorway watching
them. He's gotten himself a plate of franks and beans and
the plate has tipped and bean-juice runs onto the floor,
Billy's eyes are wide, his mouth trembling. On the TV, Carl
Stormer and his Country Buckaroos are tearing through
Long Black Veil at a breakneck pace.

'You raise them up best you can and they spit on you,' his
father says thickly. 'Ayuh. That's how it goes. He gropes
blindly on the seat of his chair and comes up with the half-
eaten hotdog. He holds it in his fist like a severed phallus.
Incredibly, he begins to eat it... at the same time, Chico
sees that he has begun to cry. 'Ayuh, they spit on you,
that's just how it goes.'

'Well, why in the hell did you have to marry her?' he bursts
out, and then has to bite down on the rest of it: If you
hadn't married her, Johnny would still be alive.

That's none of your goddam business!' Sam May roars
through his tears. "That's my business!'

'Oh?' Chico shouts back. 'Is that so? I only have to live with
her! Me and Billy, we have to live with her! Watch her grind
you down! And you don't even know -'

'What?' his father says, and his voice is suddenly low and
ominous. The chunk of hotdog left in his closed fist is like a
bloody chunk of bone. 'What don't I know?'

'You don't know shit from Shinola,' he says, appalled at
what has almost come out of his mouth.

'You want to stop it now,' his father says. 'Or I'll beat the
hell out of you, Chico.' He only calls him this when he is
very angry indeed.



Chico turns and sees that Virginia is standing at the other
side of the room, adjusting her skirt minutely, looking at
him with her large, calm, brown eyes. Her eyes are
beautiful; the rest of her is not so beautiful, so self-
renewing, but those eyes will carry her for years yet, Chico
thinks, and he feels the sick hate come back -So we tanned
his hide when he died, Clyde, and that's it hanging on the
shed.

'She's got you pussywhipped and you don't have the guts to
do anything about it!'

All of this shouting has finally become too much for Billy -he
gives a great wail of terror, drops his plate of franks and
beans, and covers his face with his hands. Bean-juice
splatters his Sunday shoes and sprays across the rug.

Sam takes a single step forward and then stops when Chico
makes a curt beckoning gesture, as if to say: Yeah, come
on, let's get down to it, what took you sofuckin long? They
stand like statues until Virginia speaks - her voice is low, as
calm as her brown eyes.

'Have you had a girl in your room, Ed? You know how your
father and I fee! about that." Almost as an afterthought:
'She left a handkerchief.'

He stares at her, savagely unable to express the way he
feels, the way she is dirty, the way she shoots unerringly at
the back, the way she clips in behind you and cuts at your
hamstrings.

You could hurt me if you wanted to, the calm brown eyes
say. / know you know what was going on before he died.
But that's the only way you can hurt me, isn't it, Chico? And
only then if your father believed you. And if he believed
you, it would kill him.



His father lunges at the new gambit like a bear. 'Have you
been screwing in my house, you little bastard?"

'Watch your language, please, Sam,' Virginia says calmly.

'Is that why you didn't want to come with us? So you could
scr - so you could -'

'Say it!" Chico weeps. 'Don't let her do it to you! Say it! Say
what you mean!"

'Get out,' he says dully. 'Don't you come back until you can
apologize to your mother and me.'

'Don't you dare!' he cries. 'Don't you dare call that bitch my
mother! T'll kill you!"

'Stop it, Eddie!" Billy screams. The words are muffled,
blurred, through his hands, which still cover his face. 'Stop
yelling at daddy! Stop it, please!’

Virginia doesn't move from the doorway. Her calm eyes
remain on Chico.

Sam blunders back a step and the back of his knees strike
the edge of his easy-chair. He sits down in it heavily and
averts his face against a hairy forearm. 'l can't even look at
you when you got words like that in your mouth, Eddie. You
are making me feel so bad.’

'She makes you feel bad! Why won't you admit it?"'

He does not reply. Still not looking at Chico, he fumbles
another frank wrapped in bread from the plate on the TV
tray. He fumbles for the mustard. Billy goes on crying. Carl
Stormer and his Country Buckaroos are singing a truck-



driving song. 'My rig is old, but that don't mean she's slow,’
Carl tells all his western Maine viewers.

'The boy doesn't know what he's saying, Sam,' Virginia says
gently. 'It's hard, at his age. It's hard to grow up.'

She's whipped him. That's the end, all right.

He turns and heads for the door which leads first into the
shed and then outdoors. As he opens it he looks back at

Virginia, and she gazes at him tranquilly when he speaks
her name.

'What is it, Ed?'
"The sheets are bloody.' He pauses. 'l broke her in.’

He thinks something has stirred in her eyes, but that is
probably only his wish. 'Please go now, Ed. You're scaring
BUIy.'

He leaves. The Buick doesn't want to start and he has
almost resigned himself to walking in the rain when the
engine finally catches. He lights a cigarette and backs out
onto 14, slamming the clutch back in and racing the mill
when it starts to jerk and splutter. The generator light blinks
balefully at him twice, and then the car settles into a

rugged die. At last he is on his way, creeping up the road
towards Gates Falls.

He spares Johnny's Dodge one last look.

Johnny could have had steady work at Gates Mills &
Weaving, but only on the night shift. Nightwork didn't
bother him, he had told Chico, and the pay was better than
at the Plains, but their father worked days, and working
nights at the mill would have meant Johnny would have



been home with her, home alone or with Chico in the next
room ... and the walls were thin. / can't stop and she won't
let me try, Johnny said. Yeah, I know what it would do to
him. But she's ... she Just won't stop and it's like I can't
stop ... she's always at me, you know what I mean, you've
seen her, Billy's too young to understand, but you've seen
her...

Yes. He had seen her. And Johnny had gone to work at the
Plains, telling their father it was because he could get parts
for the Dodge on the cheap. And that's how it happened
that he had been changing a tyre when the Mustang came
skidding and skating across the infield with its muffler
dragging up sparks; that was how his stepmother had killed
his brother, so just keep playing until I shoot through, Blue,
'‘cause we goin Stud City right here in this shitheap Buick,
and he remembers how the rubber smelled, and how the
knobs of Johnny's spine cast small crescent shadows on the
bright white of his tee-shirt, he remembers seeing Johnny
get halfway up from the squat he had been working in when
the Mustang hit him, squashing him between it and the
Chevy, and there had been a hollow bang as the Chevy
came down off its jacks, and then the bright yellow flare of
flame, the rich smell of gasolineChico strikes the brakes
with both feet, bringing the sedan to a crunching, juddering
halt on the sodden shoulder. He leans widely across the
seat, throws open the passenger door, and sprays yellow
puke onto the mud and snow. The sight of it makes him
puke again, and the thought of it makes him dry-heave one
more time. The car almost stalls, but he catches it in time.
The generator light winks out reluctantly when he guns the
engine. He sits, letting the shakes work their way out of
him. A car goes by fast, a new Ford, white, throwing up
great dirty fans of water and slush.

'Stud City," Chico says. 'In his new stud car. Funky.'



He tastes puke on his lips and in his throat and coating his
sinuses. He doesn't want a cigarette. Danny Carter will let
him sleep over. Tomorrow will be time enough for further
decisions. He pulls back into Route 14 and gets rolling.
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Pretty fucking melodramatic, right?

The world has seen one or two better stories, I know that -
one or two hundred thousand better ones, more like it. It
ought to have THIS IS A PRODUCE OF AN UNDERGRADUATE
CREATIVE WRITING WORKSHOP stamped on every page ...
because that's just what it was, at least up to a certain
point. It seems both painfully derivative and painfully
sophomoric to me now; style by Hemingway (except we've
got the whole thing in the present tense for some reason -
how too fucking trendy), theme by Faulkner. Could anything
be more serious! More lit'ry?

But even its pretensions can't hide the fact that it's an
extremely sexual story written by an extremely
inexperienced young man (at the time I wrote Stud City, I
had been to bed with two girls and had ejaculated
prematurely all over one of them - not much like Chico in
the foregoing tale, I guess). Its attitude towards women
goes beyond hostility and to a point which verges on actual
ugliness - two of the women in Stud City are sluts, and the
third is a simple receptacle who says things like 'T love you,
Chico,* and 'Come in, I'll give you cookies.' Chico, on the
other hand, is a macho cigarette-smoking working-class
hero who could have stepped whole and breathing from the
grooves of a Bruce Springsteen record - although
Springsteen was yet to be heard from when I published the
story in the college literary magazine (where it ran between
a poem called Images of Me and an essay on student



parietals written entirely in the lower case). It is the work of
a young man every bit as insecure as he was inexperienced.

And yet it was the first story I ever wrote that felt like my
story - the first one that really felt whole, after five years of
trying. The first one that might still be able to stand up,
even with its props taken away. Ugly but alive. Even now
when I read it, stifling a smile at its pseudo-toughness and
its pretensions, I can see the true face of Gordon Lachance
lurking just behind the lines of print, a Gordon Lachance
younger than the one living and writing now, one certainly
more idealistic than the best-selling novelist who is more
apt to have his paperback contracts reviewed than his
books, but not so young as the one who went with his
friends that day to see the body of a dead kid nhamed Ray
Brewer. A Gordon Lachance halfway along in the process of
losing the shine.

No, it's not a very good story - its author was too busy
listening to other voices to listen as closely as he should
have to the one coming from inside. But it was the first time
I had ever really used the places I knew and the things I
felt in a piece of fiction, and there was a kind of dreadful
exhilaration in seeing things that had bothered me for years
come out in a new form, a form over which I had imposed
control. It had been years since that childhood idea of
Denny being in the closet of his spookily preserved room
had occurred to me; I would have honestly believed I had
forgotten it Yet there it is in Stud City, only slightly
changed... but controlled.

I've resisted the urge to change it a lot more, to rewrite it,
to juice it up - and that urge was fairly strong, because I
find the story quite embarrassing now. But there are still
things in it I like, things that would be cheapened by
changes made by this later Lachance, who has the first



threads of grey in his hair. Things, like that image of the
shadows on Johnny's white tee-shut or that of the rain-
ripples on Jane's naked body, that seem better than they
have any right to be.

Also, it was the first story I never showed to my mother and
father. There was too much Denny in it. Too much Castle
Rock. And most of all, too much 1960. You always know the
truth, because when you cut yourself or someone else with
it, you bleed.

9

My room was on the second floor, and it must have been at
least ninety degrees up there. It would be a hundred and
ten by afternoon, even with all the windows open. I was
really glad I wasn't sleeping there that night, and the
thought of where we were going made me excited all over
again. I made two blankets into a bedroll and tied it with
my old belt. I collected all my money, which was sixty-eight
cents. Then I was ready to go.

I went down the back stairs to avoid meeting my Dad in
front of the house, but I hadn't needed to worry; he was
still out in the garden with the hose, making useless
rainbows in the air and looking through them.

I walked down Summer Street and cut through a vacant lot
to Carbine - where the offices of the Castle Call stand today.
I was headed up Carbine towards the clubhouse when a car
pulled over to the kerb and Chris got out. He had his old
Boy Scout pack in one hand and two blankets rolled up and
tied with clothesrope in the other.

Thanks, mister,' he said, and trotted over to join me as the
car pulled away. His Boy Scout canteen was slung around



his neck and under one arm so that it finally ended up
banging on his hip. His eyes were sparkling.

'Gordie! You wanna see something?
'Sure, I guess so. What?'

'Come on down here first.' He pointed at the narrow space
between the Blue Point Diner and the Castle Rock Drug
Store.

'What is it, Chris?'
'‘Come on, I said!

He ran down the alley and after a brief moment (that's all it
took me to cast aside my better judgment) I ran after him.
The two buildings were set slightly towards each other
rather than running parallel, and so the alley narrowed as it
went back. We waded through trashy drifts of old
newspapers and stepped over cruel, sparkly nests of broken
beer and soda bottles. Chris cut behind the Blue Point and
put his bedroll down. There were eight or nine garbage cans
lined up here and the stench was incredible.

'Phew! Christ Come on, gimme a break!'
'‘Gimme your arm,' Chris said, by rote.
'No, sincerely, I'm gonna throw u -’

The words broke off in my mouth and I forgot all about the
smelly garbage cans. Chris had unslung his pack and
opened it and reached inside. Now he was holding out a
huge pistol with dark wood grips.



'You wanna be the Lone Ranger or the Cisco Kid?' Chris
asked, grinning.

'Walking, talking Jesus! Where'd you get that?’
'Hawked it out of my dad's bureau. It's a .45."

'Yeah, I can see that,' I said, although it could have been a
.38 or a .357 for all I knew - in spite of all the John D
MacDonalds and Ed McBains I'd read, the only pistol I'd
ever seen up close was the one Constable Bannerman
carried ... and although all the kids asked him to take it out
of its holster, Banner never would. 'Man, your dad's gonna
hide you when he finds out. You said he was on a mean
streak anyway.'

His eyes just went on dancing. 'That's it, man. He ain't
gonna find out nothing. Him and these other rummies are
all laid up down in Harrison with six or eight bottles of wine.
They won't be back for a week. Fucking rummies.' His lips
curled. He was the only guy in our gang who would never
take a drink, even to show he had, you know, big balls. He
said he wasn't going to grow up to be a fucking tosspot like
his old man. And he told me once privately - this was after
the DeSpain twins showed up with a six-pack they'd hawked
from their old man and everybody teased Chris because he
wouldn't take a beer or even a swallow - that he was scared
to drink. He said his father never got his nose all the way
out of the bottle anymore, that his older brother had been
drunk out of his tits when he raped that girl, and that
Eyeball was always guzzling purple Jesuses with Ace Merrill
and Charlie Hogan and Billy Tessio. What, he asked me, did
I think his chances of letting go of the bottle would be once
he picked it up? Maybe you think that's funny, a twelve-
year-old worrying that he might be an incipient alcoholic,



but it wasn't funny to Chris. Not at all. He'd thought about
the possibility a lot. He'd had occasion to.

'You got shells for it?"

'Nine of them - all that was left in the box. He'll think he
used 'em himself, shooting at cans while he was drunk.’

'Is it loaded?"
'No! Chrissake, what do you think I am?’

I finally took the gun. I liked the heavy way it sat there in
my hand. I could see myself as Steve Carella of the 87th
precinct, going after that guy The Heckler or maybe
covering Myer Myer or Kling while they broke into a
desperate junkie's sleazy apartment. I sighted on one of the
smelly trashcans and squeezed the trigger.

KA-BLAM!

The gun bucked in my hand. Fire licked from the end. It felt
as if my wrist had just been broken. My heart vaulted
nimbly into the back of my mouth and crouched there,
trembling. A big hole appeared in the corrugated metal
surface of the trash can - it was the work of an evil
conjuror.

'Jesus!' I screamed.

Chris was cackling wildly - in real amusement or hysterical
terror I couldn't tell. 'You did it, you did it! Gordie did it!" He
bugled. 'Hey, Gordon Lachance is shooting up Castle Rock?

'Shut up! Let's get out of here? I screamed, and grabbed
him by the shirt.



As we ran, the back door of the Blue Point jerked open and
Francine Tupper stepped out in her white rayon waitress's
uniform. 'Who did that? Who's letting off cherry-bombs back
here?’

We ran like hell, cutting behind the drug store and the
hardware store and the Emporium Galorium, which sold
antiques and junk and dime books. We climbed a fence,
spiking our palms with splinters, and finally came out on
Curran Street. I threw the .45 at Chris as we ran; he was
killing himself laughing but caught it and somehow
managed to stuff it back into his knapsack and close one of
the snaps. Once around the corner of Curran and back on
Carbine Street, we slowed to a walk so we wouldn't look
suspicious, running in the heat. Chris was still giggling.

'Man, you shoulda seen your face. Oh man, that was
priceless. That was really fine. My fucking-A," He shook his
head and slapped his leg and howled.

'You knew it was loaded, didn't you? You wet! I'm gonna be
in trouble. That Tupper babe saw me.’

'Shit, she thought it was a firecracker. Besides, ole
Thunderjugs Tupper can't see past the end of her own nose,
you know that Thinks wearing glasses would spoil her pretty
face.' He put one palm against the small of his back and
bumped his hips and got laughing again.

'Well, I don't care. That was a mean trick, Chris. Really.'

'‘Come on, Gordie.' He put a hand on my shoulder. 'I didn't
know it was loaded, honest to God, I swear on my mother's
name. I just took it out of my dad's bureau. He always
unloads it He must have been really drunk when he put it
away the last time.'



'You really didn't load it?’
'No sir.'

'You swear it on your mother's name even if she goes to hell
for you telling a lie?’

'l swear.' He crossed himself and spat, his face as open and
repentant as any choirboy's. But when we turned into the
vacant lot where our treehouse was and we saw Vern and
Teddy sitting on their bedrolls waiting for us, he started to
laugh again. He told them the whole story and after
everybody had had their yucks, Teddy asked him what Chris
thought they needed a pistol for.

'Nothin'," Chris said. 'Except we might see a bear.
Something like that. Besides, it's spooky sleeping out at
night in the woods.'

Everybody nodded at that. Chris was the biggest toughest
guy in our gang, and he could always get away with saying
things like that. Teddy, on the other hand, would have
gotten his ass ragged off if he even hinted he was afraid of
the dark.

'Did you set your tent up in the field?' Teddy asked Vern.

'Yeah. And I put two turned-on flashlights in it so it'll look
like we're there after dark.'

'Hot shit!' I said, and clapped Vern on the back. For him,
that was real thinking. He grinned and blushed.

'So let's go,' Teddy said. 'Come on, it's almost twelve
already!

Chris got up and we gathered around him.



'We'll walk across Beeman's field and behind that furniture
place by Sonny's Texaco,' he said. 'Then we'll get on the
railroad tracks down by the dump and just walk across the
trestle into Harlow.'

'How far do you think it's gonna be?' Teddy asked.

Chris shrugged. 'Harlow's big. We're gonna be walking at
least twenty miles. That sound right to you, Gordie?"

'Yeah. It might even be thirty.'

'‘Even if it's thirty we ought to be there by tomorrow
afternoon, if no one goes pussy.'

'No pussies here,' Teddy said at once.
We all looked at each other for a second.
'Miaoww,' Vern said, and we all laughed.

'‘Come on, you guys,' Chris said, and shouldered his pack.
We walked out of the vacant lot together, Chris slightly in
the lead.
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By the time we got across Beeman's field and had struggled
up the cindery embankment to the Great Southern and
Western Maine tracks, we had all taken our shirts off and
tied them around our waists. We were sweating like pigs. At
the top of the embankment we looked down the tracks,
towards where we'd have to go.

I'll never forget that moment, no matter how old I get. I
was the only one with a watch - a cheap Timex I'd gotten as
a premium for selling Cloverine Brand Salve the year



before. Its hands stood at straight up noon, and the sun
beat down on the dry, shadeless vista before us with savage
heat. You could feel it working to get in under your skull
and fry your brains.

Behind us was Castle Rock spread out on the long hill that
was known as Castle View, surrounding its green and shady
common. Further down Castle River you could see the
stacks of the woollen mill spewing smoke into a sky the
colour of gunmetal and spewing waste into the water. The
Jolly Furniture Barn was on our left And straight ahead of us
the railroad tracks, bright and heliographing in the sun.
They paralleled the Castle River, which was on our left. To
our right was a lot of overgrown scrubland (there's a
motorcycle track there today - they have scrambles every
Sunday afternoon at two p.m.). An old abandoned water
tower stood on the horizon, rusty and somehow scary.

We stood there for that one noontime moment and then
Chris said impatiently, 'Come on, let's get going.'

We walked beside the tracks in the cinders, kicking up little
puffs of blackish dust at every step. Our socks and sneakers
were soon gritty with it. Vern started singing 'Roll Me Over
in the Clover' but soon quit it, which was a break for our
ears. Only Teddy and Chris had brought canteens, and we
were ail hitting them pretty hard.

'We could fill all the canteens again at the dump faucet,' I
said. 'My dad told me that's a safe well. It's a hundred and
ninety feet deep.’

'Okay,' Chris said, being the tough platoon leader. 'That'll be
a good place to take five, anyway.'

'What about food?' Teddy asked suddenly. 'I bet nobody
thought to bring something to eat I know I didn't’



Chris stopped. 'Shit! I didn't, either. Gordie?'

I shook my head, wondering how I could have been so
dumb.

'Vern?'
'Zip,' Vern said. 'Sorry.'

'Well, let's see how much money we got,' I said. I untied my
shirt, spread it on the cinders, and dropped my own sixty-
eight cents onto it. The coins glittered feverishly in the
sunlight. Chris had a tattered dollar and two pennies. Teddy
had two quarters and two nickels. Vern had exactly seven
cents.

"Two-thirty-seven,' I said. 'Not bad. There's a store at the
end of that little road that goes to the dump. Somebody'!!
have to walk down there and get some hamburger and
some tonics while the others rest.’

'Who?' Vern asked.
'We'll match for it when we get to the dump. Come on.’

I slid all the money into my pants pocket and was just tying
my shirt around my waist again when Chris hollered: "Train!

I put my hand out on one of the rails to feel it, even though
I could already hear it. The rail was thrumming crazily; for a
moment it was like holding the train in my hand.

'Paratroops over the side!' Vern bawled, and leapt halfway
down the embankment in one crazy, clownish stride. Vern
was nuts for playing paratroops anyplace the ground was
soft - a gravel pit, a haymow, an embankment like this one.
Chris jumped after him. The train was really loud now,



probably headed straight up our side of the river towards
Lewiston. Instead of jumping, Teddy turned in the direction
of which it was coming. His thick glasses glittered in the
sun. His long hair flopped untidily over his brow in sweat-
soaked stringers.

'Go on, Teddy,' I said.

'No, huh-uh, I'm gonna dodge it' He looked at me, his
magnified eyes frantic with excitement. 'A train-dodge, dig
it? What's trucks after a fuckin' train-dodge?’

'You're crazy, man. You want to get killed?"

'Just like the beaches at Normandy!' Teddy yelled, and
strode out into the middle of the tracks. He stood on one of
the cross-ties, lightly balanced.

I stood stunned for a moment, unable to believe stupidity of
such width and breadth. Then I grabbed him, dragged him
fighting and protesting to the embankment, and pushed him
over. I jumped after him and Teddy caught me a good one
in the guts while I was still in the air. The wind whooshed
out of me, but I was still able to hit him in the sternum with
my knee and knock him flat on his back before he could get
all the way up. I landed, gasping and sprawling, and Teddy
grabbed me around the neck. We went rolling all the way to
the bottom of the embankment, hitting and clawing at each
other while Chris and Vern stared at us, stupidly surprised.

'You little son of a bitch!" Teddy was screaming at me. 'You
fucker! Don't you throw your weight around on me! T'll Kill
you, you dipshit!

I was getting my breath back now, and I made it to my
feet. I backed away as Teddy advanced, holding my open
hands up to slap away his punches, half laughing and half



scared. Teddy was no one to fool around with when he went
into one of his screaming fits. He'd take on a big kid in that
state, and after the big kid broke both of his arms, he'd
bite.

'Teddy, you can dodge anything you want after we see what
we're going to see but' whack on the shoulder as one
wildly-swinging fist got past me 'until then no one's
supposed to see us, you' whack on the side of the face, and
then we might have had a real fight if Chris and Vern 'stupid
wet end!" hadn't grabbed us and kept us apart. Above us,
the train roared by in a thunder of diesel exhaust and the
great heavy clacking of boxcar wheels. A few cinders
bounced down the embankment and the argument was over
... at least until we could hear ourselves talk again.

It was only a short freight, and when the caboose had
trailed by, Teddy said: 'I'm gonna kill him. At least give him
a fat lip.' He struggled against Chris, but Chris only grabbed
him tighter.

'Calm down, Teddy,' Chris said quietly, and he kept saying it
until Teddy stopped struggling and just stood there, his
glasses hanging askew and his hearing-aid cord dangling
limply against his chest on its way down to the battery,
which he had shoved into the pocket of his jeans.

When he was completely still, Chris turned to me and said:
'What the hell are you fighting with him about, Gordon?’

'He wanted to dodge the train. I figured the engineer would
see him and report it They might send a cop out.’

'Ahhh, he'd be too busy makin' chocolate in his drawers,’
Teddy said, but he didn't seem angry anymore. The storm
had passed.



'Gordie was just trying to do the right thing,' Vern said.
'‘Come on, peace.’

'Peace, you guys,' Chris agreed.

'Yeah, okay,' I said, and held out my hand, palm up. 'Peace,
Teddy?'

'l coulda dodged it,' he said to me. 'You know that, Gordie?"

'Yeah,' I said, although the thought turned me cold inside. 'I
know it.'

'Okay. Peace, then.'
'Skin it, man,' Chris ordered, and let go of Teddy.

Teddy slapped his hand down on mine hard enough to sting
and then turned it over. I slapped his.

'Fucking pussy Lachance,' Teddy said.
'Meeiowww,' I said.
'‘Come on, you guys,' Vern said. 'Let's go, okay?’

'Go anywhere you want, but don't go here,' Chris said
solemnly, and Vern drew back as if to hit him.
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We got to the dump around one-thirty, and Vern led the
way down the embankment with a Paratroops over the side!
We went to the bottom in big jumps and leaped over the
brackish trickle of water oozing listlessly out of the culvert
which pocked out of the cinders. Beyond this small boggy
area was the sandy, trash-littered verge of the dump.



There was a six-foot security fence surrounding it. Every
twenty feet weather-faded signs were posted. They said:

CASTLE ROCK DUMP

HOURS 4-8 PM

CLOSED MONDAYS

TRESPASSING STRICTLY FORBIDDEN

We climbed to the top of the fence, swung over, and jumped
down. Teddy and Vern led the way towards the well, which
you tapped with an old-fashioned pump - the kind from
which you had to call the water with elbow-grease. There
was a Crisco can filled with water next to the pump handle,
and the great sin was to forget to leave it filled for the next
guy to come along. The iron handle stuck off at an angle,
looking like a one-winged bird that was trying to fly. It had
once been green, but almost all of the paint had been
rubbed off by the thousands of hands that had worked that
handle since 1940.

The dump is one of my strongest memories of Castle Rock.
It always reminds me of the surrealist painters when I think
of it - those fellows who were always painting pictures of
clockfaces lying limply in the crotches of trees or Victorian
living rooms standing in the middle of the Sahara or steam
engines coming out of fireplaces. To my child's eye, nothing
in the Castle Rock Dump looked as if it really belonged
there.

We had entered from the back. If you came from the front,
a wide dirt road came in through the gate, broadened out
into a semicircular area that had been bulldozed as flat as a
dirt landing-strip, and then ended abruptly at the edge of
the dumping-pit. The pump (Teddy and Vern were currently



standing there and squabbling about who was going to
prime it) was at the back of this great pit It was maybe
eighty feet deep and filled with all the American things that
get empty, wear out, or just don't work anymore. There was
so much stuff that my eyes hurt just looking at it - or
maybe it was your brain that actually hurt, because it could
never quite decide what your eye should stop on. Then your
eye would stop, or be stopped, by something that seemed
as out of place as those limp clock-faces or the living room
in the desert. A brass bedstead leaning drunkenly in the
sun. A little girl's dolly looking amazedly between her thighs
as she gave birth to stuffing. An overturned Studebaker
automobile with its chrome bullet nose glittering in the sun
like some Buck Rogers missile. One of those giant water
bottles they have in office buildings, transformed by the
summer sun into a hot, blazing sapphire.

There was plenty of wildlife there, too, although it wasn't
the kind you see in the Walt Disney nature films or at those
tame zoos where you can pet the animals. Plump rats,
woodchucks grown sleek and lumbering on such rich chow
as rotting hamburger and maggoty vegetables, seagulls by
the thousands, and stalking among the gulls like thoughtful,
introspective ministers, an occasional huge crow. It was
also the place where the town's stray dogs came for a meal
when they couldn't find any trashcans to knock over or any
deer to run. They were a miserable, ugly-tempered,
mongrel lot; slat-sided and grinning bitterly, they would
attack each other over a flyblown piece of bologna or a pile
of chicken guts fuming in the sun.

But these dogs never attacked Milo Pressman, the dump-
keeper, because Milo was never without Chopper at his heel.
Chopper was - at least until Camber's dog Cujo went rabid
twenty years later - the most feared and least seen dog in
Castle Rock. He was the meanest dog for forty miles around



(or so we heard), and ugly enough to stop a striking clock.
The kids whispered legends about Chopper's meanness.
Some said he was half German Shepherd, some said he was
mostly Boxer, and a kid from Castle View with the
unfortunate name of Harry Horr claimed that Chopper was a
Doberman Pinscher whose vocal cords had been surgically
removed so you couldn't hear him when he was on the
attack. There were other kids who claimed Chopper was a
maniacal Irish Wolfhound and Milo Pressman fed him a
special mixture of Gaines Meal and chicken blood. These
same kids claimed that Milo didn't dare take Chopper out of
his shack unless the dog was hooded like a hunting falcon.

The most common story was that Pressman had trained
Chopper not just to sic but to sic specific parts of the
human anatomy. Thus an unfortunate kid who had illegally
scaled the dump fence to pick for illicit treasures might hear
Milo Pressman cry: 'Chopper! Sic! Hand!" And Chopper
would grab that hand and hold on, ripping skin and
tendons, powdering bones between his slavering jaws, until
Milo told him to quit. It was rumoured that Chopper could
take an ear, an eye, a foot, or a leg ... and that a second
offender who was surprised by Milo and the ever-loyal
Chopper would hear the dread cry: 'Chopper! Sic! Pecker!
And that kid would be a soprano for the rest of his life. Milo
himself was more commonly seen and thus more commonly
regarded. He was just a half-bright working joe who
supplemented his small town salary by fixing things people
threw away and selling them around town.

There was no sign of either Milo or Chopper today.

Chris and I watched Vern prime the pump while Teddy
worked the handle frantically. At last he was rewarded with
a flood of clear water. A moment later both of them had



their heads under the trough, Teddy still pumping away a
mile a minute.

Teddy's crazy,' I said softly.

'Oh yeah,' Chris said matter-of-factly. '"He won't live to be
twice the age he is now, I bet His dad burnin' his ears like
that That's what did it He's crazy to dodge trucks the way
he does. He can't see worth a shit, glasses or no glasses.'

'You remember that time in the tree?'
'Yeah.'

The year before, Teddy and Chris had been climbing the big
pine tree behind my house. They were almost to the top
and Chris said they couldn't go any further because all of
the branches up there were rotten. Teddy got that crazy
stubborn look on his face and said fuck that, he had pine tar
all over his hands and he was gonna go up until he could
touch the top. Nothing Chris said could talk him out of it. So
up he went, and he actually made it - he only weighed
seventy-five pounds or so, remember. He stood there,
clutching the top of the pine in one tar-gummy hand,
shouting that he was king of the world or some stupid thing
like that, and then there was a sickening, rotted crack as
the branch he was standing on gave way and he
plummeted. What happened next was one of those things
that makes you sure there must be a God. Chris reached
out, purely on reflex, and what he caught was a fistful of
Teddy Duchamp's hair. And although his wrist swelled up fat
and he was unable to use his right hand very well for almost
two weeks, Chris held him until Teddy, screaming and
cursing, got his foot on a live branch thick enough to
support his weight. Except for Chris's blind grab, he would
have turned and crashed and smashed all the way to the



foot of the tree, a hundred and twenty feet below. When
they got down, Chris was grey-faced and almost puking
with the fear reaction. And Teddy wanted to fight him for
pulling his hair. They would have gone at it, too, if I hadn't
been there to make peace.

'l dream about that every now and then,' Chris said, and
looked at me with strangely defenceless eyes. 'Except in
this dream I have, I always miss him. I just get a couple of
hairs and Teddy screams and down he goes. Weird, huh?'

'Weird,' I agreed, and for just one moment we looked in
each other's eyes and saw some of the true things that
made us friends. Then we looked away again and watched
Teddy and Vern throwing water at each other, screaming
and laughing and calling each other pussies.

'Yeah, but you didn't miss him,' I said. 'Chris Chambers
never misses, am I right?"

'Not even when the ladies leave the seat down,' he said. He
winked at me, formed an O with his thumb and forefinger,
and spat a neat white bullet through it 'Eat me raw,
Chambers,' I said.

Through a Flavour Straw,' he said, and we grinned at each
other.

Vern yelled: 'Come on and get your water before it runs
back down the piper 'Race you,' Chris said.

'In this heat? You're off your gourd.'
'‘Come on,' he said, still grinning. 'On my go.'

'Okay.'



'Go!'

We raced, our sneakers digging up the hard, sunbaked dirt,
our torsos leaning out ahead of our flying bluejeaned legs,
our - sts doubled. It was a dead heat, with both Vern on
Chris's .. .de and Teddy on mine holding up their middle
fingers at the same moment. We collapsed laughing in the
still, smoky odour of the place, and Chris tossed Vern his
canteen. When i was full, Chris and I went to the pump and
first Chris pumped for me and then I pumped for him, the
shockingly cold water sluicing off the soot and the heat all
in a flash, sending our suddenly freezing scalps four months
ahead into January. Then I refilled the lard can and we all
walked over to sit down in the shade of the dump's only
tree, a stunted ash forty feet from Milo Pressman's tarpaper
shack. The tree was hunched slightly to the west, as if what
it really wanted to do was pick up its roots the way an old
lady would pick up her skirts and just get the hell out of the
dump.

"The most!" Chris said, laughing, tossing his tangled hair
back from his brow.

‘A blast,' I said, nodding, still laughing myself.

"This is really a good time,' Vern said simply, and he didn't
just mean being off-limits inside the dump, or fudging our
folks, or going on a hike up the railroad tracks into Harlow;
he meant those things but it seems to me now that there
was more, and that we all knew it. Everything was there
and around us. We knew exactly who we were and exactly
where we were going. It was grand.

We sat under the tree for a while, shooting the shit like we
always did - who had the best ballteam (still the Yankees
with Mantle and Maris, of course), what was the best car



('55 Thunderbird, with Teddy holding out stubbornly for the
'58 Corvette), who was the toughest guy in Castle Rock who
wasn't in our gang (we all agreed it was Jamie Gallant, who
gave Mrs Ewing the finger and then sauntered out of her
class with his hands in his pockets while she shouted at
him), the best TV show (either The Untouchables or Peter
Gunn - both Robert Stack as Eliot Ness and Craig Stevens
as Gunn were cool), all that stuff.

It was Teddy who first noticed that the shade of the ash
tree was getting longer and asked me what time it was. I
looked at my watch and was surprised to see it was quarter
past two.

'Hey, man,' Vern said. 'Somebody's got to go for provisions.
Dump opens at four. I don't want to still be here when Milo
and Chopper make the scene.'

Even Teddy agreed. He wasn't afraid of Milo, who had a pot
belly and was at least forty, but every kid in Castle Rock
squeezed his balls between his legs when Chopper's name
was mentioned.

'Okay,' I said. 'Odd man goes?"
That's you, Gordie,' Chris said, smiling. 'Odd as a cod.'
'So's your mother,' I said, and gave them each a coin. 'Flip.'

Four coins glittered up into the sun. Four hands snatched
them from the air. Four flat smacks on four grimy wrists. We
uncovered. Two heads and two tails. We flipped again and
this time all four of us had tails.

'Oh Jesus, that's a goocher,' Vern said, not telling us
anything we didn't know. Four heads, or a moon, was



supposed to be extraordinarily good luck. Four tails was a
goocher, and that meant very bad luck.

'Fuck that shit,' Chris said. 'It doesn't mean anything. Go
again.’

'No, man,' Vern said earnestly. 'A goocher, that's really bad.
You remember when Clint Bracken and those guys got
wiped out on Sirois Hill in Durham? Billy tole me they was
flippin' for beers and they came up a goocher just before
they got into the car. And bang! they all get fuckin' totalled.
I don't like that. Sincerely.'

'Nobody believes that crap about moons and goochers,’
Teddy said impatiently. 'It's baby stuff, Vern. You gonna flip
or not?"

Vern flipped, but with obvious reluctance. This time he,
Chris and Teddy all had tails. I was showing Thomas
Jefferson on a nickle. And I was suddenly scared. It was as
if a shadow had crossed some inner sun. They still had a
goocher, the three of them, as if dumb fate had pointed at
them a second time. Abruptly I thought of Chris saying: /
just get a couple of hairs and Teddy screams and down he
goes. Weird, huh?

Three tails, one head.

Then Teddy was laughing his crazy, cackling laugh and
pointing at me and the feeling was gone.

'l heard that only fairies laugh like that,' I said, and gave
aim the finger.

'Eeee-eeee-eeee, Gordie,' Teddy laughed. 'Go get the :
rovisions, you fuckin' morphadite.’



I wasn't really sorry to be going. I was rested up and didn't
mind going down the road to the Florida Market.

'Don't call me any of your mother's pet names,' I said to
Teddy.

'Eeee-eee-eeee, what a fuckin' wet you are, Lachance.’
'Go on, Gordie,' Chris said. 'We'll wait over by the tracks.'
'You guys better not go without me,' I said.

Vern laughed. 'Coin' without you'd be like goin' with Schlitz
instead of Budweiser's, Gordie.'

'‘Ah, shut up.’

They chanted together: 'I don't shut up, I grow up. And
when I look at you I throw up.'

'Then your mother goes around the corner and licks it up,' I
said, and hauled ass out of there, giving them the finger
over my shoulder as I went. I never had any friends later on
like the ones I had when I was twelve. Jesus, did you?
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Different strokes for different folks, they say now, and that's
cool. So if I say summer to you, you get one set of private,
personal images that are all the way different from mine.
That's cool. But for me, summer is always going to mean
running down the road to the Florida Market with change
jingling in my pockets, the temperature in the gay nineties,
my feet dressed in Keds. The word conjures an image of the
GS&WM railroad tracks running into a perspective-point in
the distance, burnished so white under the sun that when



you closed your eyes you could still see them there in the
dark, only blue instead of white.

But there was more to that summer than our trip across the
river to look for Ray Brower, although that looms the
largest. Sounds of The Fleetwoods singing 'Come Softly
Darling' and Robin Luke singing 'Susie Darlin' and Little
Anthony popping the vocal on 'I Ran All the Way Home'.
Were they all hits in that summer of 19607 Yes and no.
Mostly yes. In the long purple evenings when rock and roll
from WLAM blurred into night baseball from WCCU, time
shifted. I think it was all 1960 and that the summer went on
for a space of years, held magically intact in a web of
sounds: the sweet hum of crickets, the machine-gun roar of
playing-cards riffling against the spokes of some kid's
bicycle as he pedalled home for a late supper of cold cuts
and iced tea, the flat Texas voice of Buddy Knox singing
'Come along and be my party doll, and I'll make love to
you, to you,' and the baseball announcer's voice mingling
with the song and with the smell of freshly cut grass:
'Count's three and two now. Whitey Ford leans over ...
shakes off the sign ... now he's got it ... Ford pauses ...
pitches ... and there it goes! Williams got all of that one!
Kiss it goodbye! RED SOX LEAD, THREE TO ONE!" Was Ted
Williams still playing for the Red Sox in 19607 Absolutely
not. But he was. I remember that he was very clearly.
Baseball had become important to me in the last couple of
years, ever since I'd had to face the knowledge that
baseball players were as much flesh and blood as I was.
The knowledge came when Roy Campanella's car
overturned and the papers screamed mortal news from the
front pages: his career was done, he was going to sit in a
wheelchair for the rest of his life. How that came back to
me, with that same sickening mortal thud, when I sat down
to this typewriter one morning two years ago, turned on the



radio, and heard that Thurman Munson had died while
trying to land his airplane.

There were movies to go see at the Gem, which has long
since been torn down; science fiction movies like Gog with
Richard Egan and westerns with Audie Murphy (Teddy saw
every movie Audie Murphy made at least three times; he
believed Murphy was almost a god) and war movies with
John Wayne. There were games and endless bolted meals,
lawns to mow, places to run to, walls to pitch pennies
against, people to clap you on the back. And now I sit here
trying to look through an IBM keyboard and see that time,
trying to recall the best and worst of that green and brown
summer, and I can almost feel the skinny, scabbed boy still
buried in this advancing body and hear those sounds. But
the apotheosis of the memory and the time is Gordon
Lachance running down the road to the Florida Market with
change in his pockets and sweat running down his back.

I asked for three pounds of hamburger and got some
hamburger rolls, four bottles of Coke and a two-cent
churchkey to open them with. The owner, a man named
George Dusset, got the meat and then leaned by his cash
register, one hammy hand planted on the counter by the big
bottle of hardcooked eggs, a toothpick in his mouth, his
huge beer belly rounding his white T-shirt like a sail filled
with a good wind. He stood right there as I shopped,
making sure I didn't try to hawk anything. He didn't say a
word until he was weighing up the hamburger.

'T know you. You're Denny Lachance's brother. Ain't you?'
The toothpick journeyed from one corner of his mouth to
the other, as if on ball bearings. He reached behind the cash
register, picked up a bottle of S'OK cream soda, and
chugged it.



'Yes, sir. But Denny, he -’

'Yeah, I know. That's a sad thing, kid. The Bible says: "In
the midst of life, we are in death." Did you know that... Yuh.
I lost a brother in Korea. You look just like Denny, people
ever tell you that? Yuh. Spitting image.'

'Yes, sir, sometimes,' I said glumly.

'l remember the year he was All Conference. Halfback, he
played. Yuh. Could he run? Father God and Sonny Jesus!
You're probably too young to remember.' He was looking
over my head, out through the screen door and into the
blasting heat, as if he were having a beautiful vision of my
brother.

'T remember. Uh, Mr Dusset?’

'What, kid?' His eyes were still misty with memory; the
toothpick trembled a little between his lips.

"Your thumb is on that scales.’

'What?' He looked down, astounded, to where the ball of his
thumb was pressed firmly on the white enamel. If I hadn't
moved away from him a little bit when he started talking
about Dennis, the ground meat would have hidden it. '"Why,
so it is. Yuh. I guess I just got thinkin' about your brother,
God love him.' George Dusset signed a cross on himself.
When he took his thumb off the scales, the needle sprang
back six ounces. He patted a little more meat on top and
then did the package up with white butcher's paper.

'Okay,' he said past the toothpick. 'Let's see what we got
here. Three pounds of hamburg, that's a dollar forty-four.
Hamburg rolls, that's twenty-seven. Four tonics, forty cents.



One churchkey, two pence. Come to ..."' He added it up on
the bag he was going to put the stuff in. "Two-twenty-nine.’

'Thirteen,' I said.

He looked up at me very slowly, frowning. 'Huh?'
"Two-thirteen. You added it wrong.'

'Kid, are you-'

'You added it wrong,' I said. 'First you put your thumb on
the scales and then you overcharged on the groceries, Mr
Dusset I was gonna throw some Hostess Twinkies on top of
that order but now I guess I won't.' I spanged two dollars
and thirteen cents down on the Schlitz placemat in front of
him.

He looked at the money, then at me. The frown was now
tremendous, the lines on his face as deep as fissures. 'What
are you, kid?' He said in a low voice that was ominously
confidential. 'Are you some kind of smartass?'

'No, sir,' I said. 'But you ain't gonna jap me and get away
with it What would your mother say if she knew you was
japping little kids?"

He thrust our stuff into the paper bag with quick stiff
movements, making the Coke bottles clink together. He
thrust the bag at me roughly, not caring if I dropped it and
broke the tonics or not. His swarthy face was flushed and
dull, the frown now frozen in place. 'Okay, kid. Here you go.
Now what you do is you get the Christ out of my store. I
see you in here again and I going to throw you out, me.
Yuh. Smartass little sonofawhore.'



'T won't come in again,' I said, walking over to the screen
door and pushing it open. The hot afternoon buzzed
somnolently along its appointed course outside, sounding
green and brown and full of silent light. 'Neither will none of
my friends. I guess I got fifty or so.’

'Your brother wasn't no smartass!' George Dusset yelled.
'Fuck you!'yelled, and ran like hell down the road.

I heard the screen door bang open like a gunshot and his
bull roar came after me: 'If you ever come in here again I'll
fat your lip for you, you little punk. I ran until I was over
the first hill, scared and laughing to myself, my heart
beating out a triphammer pulse in my chest. Then I slowed
to a fast walk, looking back over my shoulder every now
and then to make sure he wasn't going to take after me in
his car, or anything.

He didn't, and pretty soon I got to the dump gate. I put the
bag inside my shirt, climbed the gate, and monkeyed down
the other side. I was halfway across the dump area when I
saw something I didn't like - Milo Pressman's portholed '56
Buick was parked behind his tarpaper shack. If Milo saw
me, I was going to be in a world of hurt. As yet there was
no sign of either him or the infamous Chopper, but all at
once the chain-link fence at the back of the dump seemed
very far away. I found myself wishing I'd gone around the
outside, but I was now too far into the dump to want to turn
around and go back. If Milo saw me climbing the dump
fence, I'd probably be in dutch when I got home, but that
didn't scare me as much as Milo yelling for Chopper to sic
would.

Scary violin music started to play in my head. I kept putting
one foot in front of the other, trying to look casual, trying to



look as if I belonged here with a paper grocery sack poking
out of my shirt, heading for the fence between the dump
and the railroad tracks.

I was about fifty feet from the fence and just beginning to
think that everything was going to be all right after all when
I heard Milo shout. 'Hey! Hey, you! Kid! Get away from that
fence! Get outta here!

The smart thing to have done would have been to just
agree with the guy and go around, but then I was so keyed
up that instead of doing the smart thing I just broke for the
fence with a wild yell, my sneakers kicking up dust. Vern,
Teddy, and Chris came out of the underbrush on the other
side of the fence and stared anxiously through the chain-
link.

'You come back here!" Milo bawled. 'Come back here or T'll
sic my dawg on you, goddammitr I did not exactly find that
to be the voice of sanity and conciliation, and I ran even
faster for the fence, my arms pumping, the brown grocery
bag crackling against my skin. Teddy started to laugh his
idiotic chortling laugh, eee-eee-eeee into the air like some
reed instrument being played by a lunatic.

'Go, Gordie! Go!' Vern screamed.
And Milo yelled: 'Sic 'im, Chopper! Go get 'im, boy!"

I threw the bag over the fence and Vern elbowed Teddy out
of the way to catch it Behind me I could hear Chopper
coming, shaking the earth, blurting fire out of one distended
nostril and ice out of the other, dripping sulphur from his
champing jaws. I threw myself halfway up the fence with
one leap, screaming. I made it to the top in no more than
three seconds and simply leaped -I never thought about it,
never even looked down to see what I might land on. What



I almost landed on was Teddy, who was doubled over and
laughing like crazy. His glasses had fallen off and tears were
streaming out of his eyes. I missed him by inches and hit
the clay-gravel embankment just to his left. At the same
instant, Chopper hit the chain-link fence behind me and let
out a howl of mingled pain and disappointment. I turned
around, holding one skinned knee, and got my first look at
the famous Chopper - and my first lesson in the vast
differences between myth and reality.

Instead of some huge hellhound with red, savage eyes and
teeth jutting out of his mouth like straight-pipes from a
hotrod, I was looking at a medium-sized mongrel dog that
was a perfectly common black and white. He was yapping
and jumping fruitlessly, going up on his back legs to paw
the fence.

Teddy was now strutting up and down in front of the fence,
twiddling his glasses in one hand, and inciting Chopper to
even greater rage.

'Kiss my ass, Choppie!' Teddy invited, spittle flying from his
lips. 'Kiss my ass! Bite shit!’

He bumped his fanny against the chain-link fence and
Chopper did his level best to take Teddy up on his
invitation. He got nothing for his pains but a good healthy
nose-bump.

He began to bark crazily, foam flying from his snout. Teddy
kept bumping his rump against the fence and Chopper kept
lunging at it, always missing, doing nothing but racking out
his nose, which was now bleeding. Teddy kept exhorting
him, calling him by the somehow grisly diminutive
'Choppie’, and Chris and Vern were lying weakly on the



embankment, laughing so hard that they could now do little
more than wheeze.

And here came Milo Pressman, dressed in sweat-stained
fatigues and a New York Giants baseball cap, his mouth
drawn down in distracted anger.

'Here, here!' He was yelling. '"You boys stop a-teasing that
dawg! You hear me? Stop it right now!"

'‘Bite it, Choppie!' Teddy yelled, strutting up and down on
our side of the fence like a mad Prussian reviewing his
troops. 'Come on and sic me! Sic me!"

Chopper went nuts. I mean it sincerely. He ran around in a
big circle, yelping and barking and foaming, rear feet
spewing up tough little dry clods. He went around about
three times, getting his courage up, I guess, and then he
lauched himself straight at the security fence. He must have
been going thirty miles an hour when he hit it, I kid you not
- his doggy lips were stretched back from his teeth and his
ears were flying in the slipstream. The whole fence made a
low, musical sound as the chain-link was not just driven
back against the posts but sort of stretched back. It was
like a zither note -yimmmmmmm. A strangled yawp came
out of Chopper's mouth, both eyes came up blank, and he
did a totally amazing reverse snap-roll, landing on his back
with a solid thump that sent dust puffing up around him. He
just lay there for a moment and then he crawled off with his
tongue hanging crookedly from the left side of his mouth.

At this, Milo himself went almost berserk with rage. His
complexion darkened to a scary plum colour - even his
scalp was purple under the short hedgehog bristles of his
flattop haircut. Sitting stunned in the dirt, both knees of my
jeans torn out, my heart still thudding from the nearness of



my escape, I thought that Milo looked like a human version
of Chopper.

'l know you!' Milo raved. 'You're Teddy Duchamp! I know all
of you! Sonny, I'll beat your ass, teasing my dawg like that!

'Like to see you try!' Teddy raved right back. 'Let's see you
climb over this fence and get me, fatass!

' WHAT? WHAT DID YOU CALL ME?’

'FAT-ASS!" Teddy screamed happily. 'LARD-BUCKET!
TUBBAGUTS! COME ON! COME ON!" He was jumping up and
down, fists clenched, sweat flying from his hair. "TEACH YOU
TO SIC YOUR STUPID DOG ON PEOPLE! COME ON! LIKE TO
SEE YOU TRY!'

'You little tin-weasel pecker wood loony's son! I'll see your -
other gets an invitation to go down and talk to the judge in
court about what you done to my dawg!"

'What did you call me?' Teddy asked hoarsely. He had
stopped jumping up and down. His eyes had gone huge and
glassy, and his skin was the colour of lead.

Milo had called Teddy a lot of things, but he was able to go
oack and get the one that had struck home with no trouble
at ill - since then I have noticed again and again what a
genius people have for that... for finding the LOONY button
down -.side and not just pressing it but hammering on the
fucker.

'Your dad was a loony,' he said, grinning. 'Loony up in
Togus, that's what Crazier'n a shithouse rat. Crazier'n a
buck with tickwood fever. Nuttier'n a long-tailed cat in a
room fulla rockin' chairs. Loony. No wonder you're actin' the
way you are, with a loony for a f-'



'YOUR MOTHER BLOWS DEAD RATS!' Teddy screamed. 'AND
IF YOU CALL MY DAD A LOONY AGAIN, I'LL FUCKING KILL
YOU, YOU COCKSUCKER!'

'Loony,' Milo said smugly. He'd found the button, all right.
Loony's kid, loony's kid, your father's got toys in the attic,
kid, tough break.'

Vern and Chris had been getting over their laughing fit,
perhaps getting ready to appreciate the seriousness of the
situation and call Teddy off, but when Teddy told Milo that
hjs mother blew dead rats, they went back into hysterics
again, lying there on the bank, rolling from side to side,
their feet kicking, holding their bellies. 'No more,' Chris said
weakly. 'No more, please, no more, I swear to God I'm
gonna bust!"

Chopper was walking around in a large, dazed figure-eight
behind Milo. He looked like the losing fighter about ten
seconds after the ref has ended the match and awarded the
winner a TKO Meanwhile, Teddy and Milo continued their
discussion of Teddy's father, standing nose to nose, with the
wire fence Milo was too old and too fat to climb between
them.

'Don't you say nothing else about my dad! My dad stormed
the beaches at Normandy, you fucking wet end!"

'Yeah, well, where is he now, you ugly little four-eyed turd?
He's up to Togus, ain't he? He's up to Togus because HE
WENT FUCKING SECTION EIGHT!"

'Okay, that's it,' Teddy said. 'That's it, that's the end, I'm
gonna kill you.' He threw himself at the fence and started
up.



'You come on and try it, you slimy little bastard.' Milo stood
back, grinning and waiting.

'No!' I shouted. I got to my feet, grabbed Teddy by the
loose seat of his jeans, and pulled him off the fence. We
both staggered back and fell over, him on top. He squashed
my balls pretty good and I groaned. Nothing hurts like
having your balls squashed, you know it? But I kept my
arms locked around Teddy's middle.

‘Lemme up!' Teddy sobbed, writhing in my arms. 'Lemme
up, Gordie! Nobody ranks out my old man. LEMME UP
GODDAMMIT LEMME UP!"

'That's just what he wants!' I shouted in his ear. 'He wants
to get you over there and beat the piss out of you and then
take you to the cops!

'Huh?' Teddy craned around to look at me, his face dazed.

'Never mind your smartmouth, kid,' Milo said, advancing to
the fence again with his hands curled into ham-sized fists.
'Let 'im fight his own battles.’

'Sure,' I said. 'You only outweigh him by five hundred
pounds.'

'l know you, too,' Milo said ominously. 'Your hame's
Lachance.' He pointed to where Vern and Chris were finally
picking themselves up, still breathing fast from laughing so
hard. 'And those guys are Chris Chambers and one of those
stupid Tessio kids. All your fathers are going to get calls
from me, except for the loony up to Togus. You'll go to the
'formatory, every one of you. Juvenile delinquents!

He stood flat on his feet, big freckled hands held out like a
guy who wanted to play One Potato Two Potato, breathing



hard, eyes narrow, waiting for us to cry or say we were
sorry or maybe give him Teddy so he could feed Teddy to
Chopper.

Chris made an O out of his thumb and index finger and spat
neatly through it.

Vern hummed and looked to the sky.

Teddy said: 'Come on, Gordie. Let's get away from this
asshole before I puke.’

'Oh, you're gonna get it, you foulmouthed little
whoremaster. Wait'll I get you to the constable.’

'We heard what you said about his father,' I told him. 'We're
all witnesses. And you sicced that dog on me. That's against
the law.'

Milo looked a trifle uneasy. 'You was trespassin'.’
"The hell I was. The dump's public property.'
'You climbed the fence?'

'Sure I did, after you sicced your dog on me,' I said, hoping
that Milo wouldn't recall that I'd also climbed the gate to get
in.' What'd you think I was gonna do? Stand there and et
'im rip me to pieces? Come on, you guys. Let's go. It stinks
around here.'

"Formatory,' Milo promised hoarsely, his voice shaking.
'Formatory for you wiseguys.'

'Can't wait to tell the cops how you called a war vet a
fuckin' loony,' Chris called back over his shoulder as we
moved away. 'What did you do in the war, Mr Pressman?'



'NONE OF YOUR DAMN BUSINESSr Milo shrieked. YOU HURT
MY DA WG!"

'Put it on your t.s. slip and send it to the chaplain,' Vern -
uttered, and then we were climbing the railroad
embankment again.

'Come back here!" Milo shouted, but his voice was fainter
now and he seemed to be losing interest.

Teddy shot him the finger as we walked away. I looked back
over my shoulder when we got to the top of the
embankment. Milo was standing there behind the security
fence, a big man in a baseball cap with his dog sitting
beside him. His fingers were hooked through the small
chain-link diamonds as he shouted at us, and all at once I
felt sorry for him - he looked like the biggest third-grader in
the world, locked inside the playground by mistake, yelling
for someone to let him out. He kept yelling for a while and
then he either gave up or we got out of range. No more was
seen or heard of Milo Pressman and Chopper that day.

13

There was some discussion - in righteous tones that were
actually kind of forced-sounding - about how we had shown
that creepy Milo Pressman we weren't just another bunch of
pussies. I told how the guy at the Florida Market h