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CHAPTER 1

Some people must like to be the bearers of
bad news. One of these is my younger brother, Archie. I had been
practicing some preseason tennis on the indoor courts at Atherton
High School and then ridden home on my bike, bucking the March
winds. I had just barely entered our suburban house when he raced
up to me.

“Gary, Ralph’s dead,” he said, his voice
trembling with emotion.

“What?” I asked, unable to believe my ears.
Was this some kind of a joke?

“Ralph’s dead,” he said again. “He fell off
the balcony in the Carter High School auditorium and killed
himself."

This couldn’t be true. Nobody fell off a
balcony in real life. That sort of thing only happened in movies.
Especially not my first cousin, Ralph, who was an all-star athlete
and in complete control of his body at all times. But Archie, who
liked practical jokes, looked pale and deadly serious. He obviously
wasn’t kidding.

I raced into the kitchen where my mother and
my other brother, Tom, were sitting at the table in our breakfast
nook, looking stunned. Nobody sat here at this time of day. Tears
rolled freely down my mother’s cheeks while she dabbed at them
ineffectually with a tissue and sniffed as if she had a cold.
Happy-go-lucky Tom looked as if he had lost his last friend.

“Is it true?” I asked them.

My mother nodded and then said, the words
choking her, “We just got a phone call from Aunt Dorothy. It
happened after an assembly in the auditorium. Apparently Ralph
stayed behind and was there all alone.”

None of this made any sense. “Does Dad know?”
I asked.

“I just called him,” Mother said. “He’s on
his way home.”

My father was the brother of Aunt Dorothy and
the uncle of Ralph. I asked more questions, but my mother had given
me all the information she had. If it were anybody else, I might
have almost believed it—but Ralph. Ralph was indestructible. He
climbed the highest trees, dove off the biggest rocks. We were the
same age, but he did everything a little bit better than I did—and
a lot more flamboyantly.

***

I heard our car pull into the driveway and
turned off the radio. I was tired of hearing about
communist-hunting by the House Un-American Activities Committee,
anyway. And tired of listening to pop songs that had lost their
music and meaning since Ralph died.

I was also tired of itching and not being
able to scratch. Quarantined in the small and darkened corner room
above the garage with measles, I had been unable to attend his
funeral, which had taken place this afternoon in Carter, the second
town east of Buffalo, Atherton being the first.

Part of me felt bad about not attending the
funeral, but part of me was relieved. I had never been to a
funeral, and I felt that I was too young to start attending them.
But Tom and Archie were younger than I was and they had gone. As
the oldest, I should have been there.

Archie was the first person up the stairs. He
stopped in the doorway to my room. Nobody was allowed inside except
my mother. He wore the same dark blue suit he wore to Sunday
School, complete with white shirt and tie. At eleven years old, he
was still on the small side, but he was beginning to grow
vertically. His light brown hair was neatly brushed, which was
unusual.

“You should have been there, Gary,” he said,
echoing my thoughts and breathing hard from running up the stairs.
“There were hundreds of people. Everybody loved Ralph.”

I tried to focus on him through my rheumy
eyes and said, “Were there a lot of students from Carter High
School?”

“Yes, they brought them in buses. The church
was packed. Some of them spoke. They said nice things about
Ralph.”

“We met our cousins at the reception
afterward at the church,” Tom said.

He had followed Archie up the stairs and was
standing behind him in the doorway, looking over his shoulder at
me. He also wore a dark suit, but he was a full-fledged teenager,
having just turned fifteen. He was challenging me in the height
department, although he was still as skinny as a broomstick. He
wore his hair short, like me, so it always looked neat. When his
acne went away, he would be handsome.

I was confused for a moment. Ralph was our
cousin, but he was dead. He had no brothers or sisters. Then I
remembered. “Oh, you mean the ones who came from England?”

“Right. The Drucquers. They have two kids. Ed
is a sophomore at Carter High and Kate is a freshman.”

So she was Tom’s age. And Ed was between Tom
and me. I had never met the Drucquers. They had apparently come to
Carter from England a couple of years ago, but Aunt Dorothy had
only known about them for a year.

“Do they have English accents?” I asked.

“Mr. and Mrs. Drucquer do,” Archie said. “It
was hard to understand some of the things they said. Ed has an
accent, too, but Kate speaks almost perfect English.”

I didn’t bother to point out that what the
Drucquers spoke had a better claim to being called English than
what we Americans spoke.

“Ed is chubby,” Archie said, “like his
parents. But Kate is thin and has red hair. Compared to the others,
she is very unique.”

“Unique doesn’t take a modifier,” I said,
automatically.

Ignoring me, Archie continued, “But Ed is a
little strange.”

“He asked us if we knew anything about a
diamond necklace that belonged to our family,” Tom said. “It was
apparently brought over from England some time ago. But I’ve never
heard of it.”

I hadn’t either. My father appeared in the
doorway, dressed in a three-piece suit. He still looked handsome
and athletic and had all his hair. Because of the lack of light and
the glop in my eyes, I couldn’t see the blue eyes behind his
wire-rimmed glasses. He asked me how I was feeling. I told him I
was feeling a little better, because that’s what he wanted to hear.
He didn’t like any display of weakness. Better to placate him than
tell the truth. He said the funeral was tastefully done, with
appropriate music and heart-felt eulogies. My father liked rituals,
especially if they were well executed.

He hadn’t learned any more about how Ralph
had fallen off the balcony. The account in the Buffalo Express had
been uninformative on that score. He had also met the Drucquers for
the first time. I asked him how we were related to them.

“We have a common English ancestor from the
early 1800s,” he said. “Although the Drucquers may have originated
someplace else, maybe Holland. I’m a little hazy on the
details.”

Tom asked him about a diamond necklace.

“There is no diamond necklace. That’s a
family legend. It’s fun to talk about, but that’s all it is.”

That night, when my fever was at its highest,
I had nightmares about Ralph falling off the balcony at the Carter
High School auditorium, over and over again. But it never occurred
to me, even in those nightmares, that very soon I would be an
involuntary student at Carter High, myself.




CHAPTER 2

Everybody has bad days occasionally. I had
managed to put together a string of bad days. The longest string I
could remember in my seventeen years, except for some of the times
I was sick. I shouldn’t be here. I should be in my homeroom at
Atherton High School getting ready for the third week of school.
But instead, I was sitting in the office of the principal at Carter
High School, hoping that he wouldn’t throw me out. The way I had
been thrown out of Atherton last week. Had it only been last week?
It seemed like at least a century ago.

Tap tap tap. The sound of the pencil tapping
on the desk sounded like the drumbeat for a particularly mournful
country song about pickup trucks, booze, and wayward women. It
irritated me. And scared me. In fact, everything irritated and
scared me this morning. I had an urge to get up from the
uncomfortable chair in which I was sitting and run from the office.
And from the building. And from the world.

Dr. Graves continued to tap his pencil as he
read a transcript of my grades. The way he wore his glasses down on
the end of his nose led me to believe that he didn’t wear them all
the time. He was tall—taller than I was. I had discovered that fact
when he had stood to shake my hand as I entered his office. It was
the first time I could remember shaking the hand of a principal. He
had a strong grip, and he looked lean and mean.

He wasn’t wearing his suit coat, and the
sleeves of his white shirt were rolled up two folds. His hair, what
there was of it, was all on the sides of his head. The center had
been paved over with skin, still sporting a trace of summer tan.
His eyebrows might have more hair than his head.

He stopped tapping his pencil and looked up
at me over his glasses. His dark eyes drilled holes through me for
several seconds, making me more and more scared. I tried to brace
myself for what was coming.

“Your grades are good,” Dr. Graves said, in a
surprisingly kind voice. “You won’t have any trouble here
academically.”

A wisp of hope. Did that mean he was
accepting me?

“I understand you write limericks.”

His comment disordered my brain cells.
Limericks were not one of the topics I was expecting to discuss
this morning. And how did he know? “Er, I’ve written some.”

“Clean ones I hope. Can you write one about
me?”

“Right now?” Dr. Graves nodded. Maybe this
was an admission test. I had been asked to do stranger things. I
would keep it bland. I thought for a minute while Dr. Graves tapped
his pencil. Then I spoke.

“Our leader’s a doctor named
Graves.

He sees that each student behaves.

He won’t lose his poise

With the girls and the boys,

And we hope he won’t treat them like
slaves.”

It was a bad limerick, but what did he expect
so early on a Monday morning? Then I saw that Dr. Graves was
laughing.

“I hope that doesn’t reflect your true
feelings about school.”

“It’s the best I can do on short notice.”

His smile disappeared. “You and I need to
agree on a few things.”

I was ready to agree to anything, even to
polishing his glasses each morning.

“I’d like you to not write for the school
paper.”

I nodded.

“Some of our students write up school events
for the Carter Press, our local town paper. You’d probably better
stay away from that, too.”

I continued to nod.

“Concentrate on your studies.”

“I-I plan to keep a low profile,” I
stammered. Lower than the bellybutton of a snake.

“Good idea. That doesn’t mean you can’t
participate in some extra-curricular activities. I hear you play
basketball.”

He knew my life story. I had played for
Atherton last year in the game against Carter. Atherton had beaten
Carter, and I had played well. Surely he didn’t remember me.

“The team can use you. A couple of our key
players graduated. And, of course, Ralph Harrison was on the team.
Ralph was your cousin, wasn’t he?

“First cousin.”

“I’m sorry about what happened to Ralph. Do
you play any other sports?”

“I play tennis.”

“I play tennis. Maybe we can play
sometime.”

I couldn’t picture that. I hadn’t been
buddy-buddy with the school administration at Atherton. Although,
perhaps if I had, I wouldn’t be here now.

“I liked Ralph,” Dr. Graves said. “He was a
good student and a good athlete. If you do as well as he did, you
shouldn’t have any problems.”

If Ralph were still at Carter, I wouldn’t
consider it so much of a tragedy to enroll here. Maybe Dr. Graves
knew something about Ralph’s death that I didn’t know. “I never
heard the full story about how he died.”

“There’s not much of a story. He fell off the
balcony in the auditorium.”

“That’s hard to believe.”

“Well, you know how teenage boys are, Gary.
They do stupid things. Ralph was probably doing something
stupid.”

“Ralph wasn’t stupid.” And a principal
shouldn’t talk like that about his students.

“I’m not questioning his brains, only his
judgment. In the first place, he shouldn’t have been on the balcony
all alone when he was supposed to be in class.”

“Why do you think he was all alone?”

“Because he was. Mr. White, the janitor who
found him, said nobody else was there. The police said the evidence
pointed to him being alone.”

“But couldn’t somebody have been with him and
left—?”

“As to why you are here,” Dr. Graves said,
interrupting me, “that’s strictly between you and me. It won’t get
beyond this room unless you let it.”

I gathered that the discussion about Ralph
was over. And that if I wanted to be admitted to Carter, I had
better not bring it up again. “Thank-you.”

“There’s one more thing.”

I tensed. Here it comes, I thought.

“I need you to do something for me.”

Dr. Graves took off his glasses and looked
hard at me. I returned the look, trying not to squirm.

He said, “None of what I’m about to say goes
beyond this room. Just like the story of why you’re here. Swear you
won’t breathe a word to anyone.”

I nodded, dumbly.

“I want to hear you say it.”

What were we talking about, military secrets?
“I swear I won’t say anything.”

“Good.” He placed his elbows on the desk and
leaned forward toward me. “Have you heard of the House Un-American
Activities Committee?”

If you listened to the radio, you couldn’t
avoid hearing about HUAC. But I tried to ignore it. What happened
in Washington wasn’t high on my radar screen. “Yeah.”

“To refresh your memory, there are dangerous
people living in this country. People who are intent on selling us
out to countries like the USSR. HUAC investigates them.”

“Communists,” I said, wanting to appear
intelligent.

“That’s right, communists. You never know
where they might be. They can be anywhere.”

“Even here in Carter?” I asked, beginning to
get his drift.

“Even here in Carter. I have asked one of our
student leaders, Sylvia Doran, to show you around the school and
help you get acclimated. She’s president of the student council and
knows everybody. What I want you to do is to report to me anything
she says of a suspicious nature.”

I was flabbergasted. “Do you think she’s a
communist?”

“No, but her father might be. I particularly
would like to know anything she says about him.”

“But…that makes me a spy.”

Dr. Graves smiled. “Nothing as serious as
that. I just need to get a little information, that’s all.”

“Who wants this information?”

The smile vanished. “Don’t ask too many
questions. Remember, we’re dealing with the security of the United
States. It’s the job of every loyal American to step up to the
plate and do his part.”

I gulped and said, “I don’t think I can do
it.”

Dr. Graves scowled. “Yes, you can. Because if
you don’t, I don’t think I can admit you to Carter High
School.”

He started to tap his pencil again. I slumped
in my chair. So this was the catch. Somehow, I had known there was
one. How could I face my father if I were thrown out of two high
schools within a week?

“All right,” I said, gritting my teeth, “I’ll
do it. What do you want me—?”

“Excellent. Use your own judgment as to what
to report. Anything subversive to the country—or the school. You’re
a smart boy. And remember—talk only to me about this. Nobody
else.”

I heard quick footsteps approaching from
behind. Dr. Graves looked past me toward the door to the
office.

“Sylvia,” he said. “You’re just in time.”

“Good morning, Dr. G.”

A girl swished into the room so fast that I
expected to feel the air from her wind stream.

“Sylvia,” Dr. Graves said, “I’d like you to
meet a new student, Gary Blanchard. He’s a senior transfer from
Atherton. Gary, this is Sylvia Doran.”

Sylvia turned and held out her hand to me,
saying, “Welcome aboard, Gary.”

I belatedly stood up and shook her hand. I
wasn’t used to shaking hands with girls, any more than I was with
principals. I mumbled something in return.

“Sylvia will show you around,” Dr. Graves
said to me. And to Sylvia, “I told him that you’re president of the
student council and know everybody.”

“At least, everybody who’s worth knowing,”
she said with a grin. “Come on, Gary, let’s blow this joint before
the bell rings for first period. I know a place we can hide out
until the stampede is over.”

“Have him back here at the end of first
period,” Dr. Graves said. “He needs to meet with Miss Thoman to get
his classes set up. And I expect you to attend some classes today,
too, young lady.”

Sylvia turned and waved at Dr. Graves as we
left his office, saying, “Don’t worry. I have everything under
control.”

I thought I heard him say, “That’s what I’m
afraid of,” as we went through the doorway from the administration
area into the hallway.

“Don’t you have to go to class?” That was
just one of many questions I wanted to ask this perky blond who was
whisking me down an endless corridor with brand new lockers on
either wall toward destinations unknown. The air had a fresh, clean
scent to it, unlike the vague smell of mildew at Atherton, which
was a much older school.

Sylvia was wearing a long, straight skirt, a
loose sweater, bobby sox, and saddle shoes, and her hair was short.
Meaning that she looked a lot like many other girls I knew, except
that she was cuter and shorter than most of them, a petite dynamo.
But she walked so fast that I had to strain to keep up with her,
and my legs were a lot longer than hers.

The bell had just rung, and students poured
out of the cafeteria as we passed the entrance. It must be acting
as a homeroom, but I knew it was the cafeteria because I could see
the tables set against the walls and because Sylvia gestured toward
it and said the word, “Cafeteria,” as we flew by. From the sizes of
the kids and the fact that many of them said hello to her, I
gathered they were seniors. She greeted some of them and in an
aside to me said, “I’ll introduce you to the people you need to
know later.”

We got clear of the throng and turned down
another corridor. Sylvia pointed out the entrances to the boys’ and
girls’ locker rooms. We continued to the end of this corridor and
into a foyer where multiple doors lined one wall, as if for an
auditorium entrance. Sylvia opened one of the doors and went
through the opening into the dark. I followed her and was
immediately blinded, but after a few seconds, I could see that this
was indeed the auditorium.

“Isn’t it beautiful?” Sylvia asked. “It’s got
a balcony and everything. The school’s only a year old.”

“You’re lucky. Atherton High is pretty
ancient.”

“Well, now you’re lucky, too. But there’s one
bad thing about this auditorium.” She pointed up at the balcony.
“Last year a student fell from there. He was killed.”

My cousin, Ralph. So this was the place where
he had met his death. I shuddered but tried to hide it. I said,
“That’s terrible.”

“Yeah. Ralph was a nice boy. Everybody liked
him. He broke one of the seats in the middle there when he fell.
It’s been fixed.” Her mood brightened. “Come on.”

Sylvia plunged down the aisle in the dark. I
wondered whether we were supposed to be here. I didn’t want to get
into trouble on my first day. And I didn’t want to upset my parents
any more than they were upset already. When we got to the stage,
instead of stopping, she placed her hands on it and, with an
athletic move, she vaulted up onto it.

This so took me by surprise that I didn’t
even look to see how much leg she exposed. I consoled myself with
the thought that it was too dark to see, anyway. I made it onto the
stage as Sylvia went into one of the wings where it was even
darker. Then suddenly the whole stage became visible.

“Let there be light,” Sylvia said, standing
beside a switchbox. And then, gesturing, “We even have dressing
rooms of sorts.”

She led me into one of the small rooms. It
wasn’t bad. It featured mirrors outlined with lights. She sat on
one of the chairs and motioned for me to sit on another.

“I have some questions to ask you,” she
said.

She had some questions to ask me. That was a
laugh. “Don’t you have to go to class?” I asked for the second
time.

“Oh, I have history first period. It’s
usually pretty boring. I can read about it later.” She dismissed
history with a wave of her hand. “But let’s talk about you. Why did
you transfer here just two weeks into the school year? Did you
move?”

I should have rehearsed the answer to that
question more. I hesitated, and then managed to say, “Well, I
didn’t exactly move. I’m staying with my aunt and uncle.
My…father’s sick, and my mother’s spending most of her time taking
care of him.” It wasn’t a very good lie, but I hoped it would
satisfy her.

“I’m sorry to hear that. I hope…I hope he
gets well soon.”

I accepted her sympathy as gracefully as I
could, since I had obtained it under false pretences. At least, it
had sidetracked her from asking the name of my aunt and uncle.
Thankfully, they had a different last name from mine. I wasn’t
emotionally ready to acknowledge a relationship to Ralph yet.

She asked more questions and ascertained that
I played basketball. She looked at me and exclaimed, “I remember
you from the Carter-Atherton game last year. You were the reason we
lost. You killed us.”

“Well, I wouldn’t go that far…”

“Don’t be modest. I was right beside the
court and saw the whole thing. You never missed a shot. I’m glad
you’re on our side now.”

One reason I had enjoyed the victory was
because Ralph had been playing for Carter. I had finally beaten him
at something.

I said, “Thanks. Are you a cheerleader?”

“Was. I retired at the end of last year. It
takes too much time.”

“I remember you.” It was the diplomatic thing
to say. And I was nothing if not a diplomat. Well, at least I was
practicing to be one.

“You don’t have to say that just to make me
feel good.”

“No, I do. I guess being student council
president must take a lot of time.”

“You know, Gary, that’s mostly an honorary
position. We attend a lot of meetings, but we don’t actually do
very much except to rubberstamp what Dr. Graves wants. It’s what
goes on behind the scenes that I’m interested in.”

I wanted to ask her more about this behind
the scenes stuff. Maybe I’d find out something to report to Dr.
Graves. A wave of nausea swept through me. I was a fink. The most
contemptible kind of person. But I had to do it if I wanted to stay
here at Carter. Before I could think of a leading question, Sylvia
changed the subject.

As we talked about other things, I remembered
the Carter-Atherton game and especially the Carter cheerleaders.
Because one of them—not Sylvia—had been the most beautiful girl I
had ever seen in my short life. She had made it difficult for me to
concentrate on the game, and it had been fortunate that we had
outclassed Carter, which was the real reason we had won. I wondered
if that girl was still in school or whether she had graduated. I
had an urge to ask Sylvia about her but stopped myself as I
realized how uncool that would be.

Sylvia looked at her watch and said, “I want
to show you around the school a little. I promised to get you back
to the office by second period. And I need to go to my second
period class today. We’re having a pop quiz.”

I wondered how she knew about the quiz.
Wasn’t a pop quiz supposed to be a surprise? She turned off the
lights. I jumped down from the stage and turned to help her, but
she was too quick for me and jumped down on her own. We exited the
auditorium and headed along the corridor.

As we approached the girls’ locker room, the
door suddenly swung open and a girl stumbled out, apparently
pushed, clad only in a white bra and white panties. Then she ran
back inside, and the door closed behind her. I didn’t see her
face.

I turned to look at Sylvia. She was looking
at me with a half-smile. “Does that happen very often?” I asked,
trying to keep my composure. It was not a feature of life at
Atherton High.

“Oh, once a while.”

“Do you know who that was?”

“It’s probably better that you don’t know.
But that outfit, although a little sparse, is a lot more attractive
than the bloomers we girls have to wear in gym class.”

“Yeah.” I certainly agreed, although I hadn’t
discussed gym uniforms with a girl before.

“Mark my words, Gary, a revolution is
coming.”

“It is?”

“Yes, and it’s going to start with women’s
fashions.”

It couldn’t come soon enough for me.




CHAPTER 3

Lunch at Carter High was in three shifts.
Three short shifts. It was eat and run. I found this information
out from Miss Thoman, the guidance counselor, as she and I put
together a schedule for me. Not an easy schedule either: Advanced
Algebra, Chemistry, World History, English, and Latin 4. And gym
class, which I had every day. I was certain it would be my favorite
period.

I started going to class during third period,
when I had Chemistry. I met several of my classmates and learned
that I wasn’t out of sync as far as the subject matter. A little
good news.

By the time I arrived at the cafeteria for
the last lunch, I was famished. Most of the seniors had the third
lunch. Presumably we could go the longest without eating. Sylvia
met me there, as she had promised she would. We pushed our trays
through the line and got some of the slop they were serving. The
state of New York had a program that allowed us to get a second
carton of milk for two cents, so I did.

My lunch cost twenty-seven cents. The cashier
was a girl from our class. She was stacked and wearing her sweater
tighter than most. As she gave me my change, my hand almost brushed
against her sweater. With my recent luck, if it did, she would haul
off and punch me in the nose.

The cafeteria was on two levels. The lower
level was for students. The tables and benches were attached to the
walls, and I saw that they could be retracted into the walls for
dances. Clever. A jukebox in the corner blasted out the Bill Haley
and the Comets version of “Rock Around the Clock.” Rock and roll
was still new, and some adults saw it as the latest form of teenage
depravity. There had been a jukebox in the Atherton cafeteria that
took nickels. Sylvia told me this one was free. Ralph had listened
to this jukebox.

At the far end of the room was the faculty
eating area, one step above the rest of the room. Where the
teachers could be separated from the rabble, but still watch us.
Sylvia led the way in that direction. I figured she was headed to
one of the empty tables just below the faculty area, which students
seemed to be shying away from.

However, she continued on up the step and set
her tray on an empty table, facing the rest of the room, and
motioned for me to sit beside her. Didn’t any of the rules apply to
this girl?

“We can see everybody from here,” Sylvia
said. “And I can tell you who’s who. I’ve prepared a list of kids
you need to get in good with.”

She pulled a folded piece of paper out of her
purse and handed it to me. I perused it quickly. There were about a
dozen names on it, mostly girls. She began pointing out students to
me, both on and off the list. I would never remember all their
names.

We could see everybody, but everybody could
see us, too, as I was uncomfortably aware. This didn’t help my low
profile. Sylvia didn’t seem to mind. I gathered she was used to
being the center of attention.

Several teachers stopped by our table and
said hello to Sylvia. She introduced each one to me, and I
struggled some more with names. After a few minutes, the teachers
left to return to the gladiatorial arena of teaching. At about the
same time, several boys came to the table right below us in the
main dining area. They ignored us and started setting up empty milk
cartons in some sort of a pattern.

I looked a question at Sylvia. She spoke to
me in a voice that they couldn’t hear over the general hubbub.

“The leader of that group is Barney Weiss.
He’s the one with the nice hair. He’s the school brain.”

Barney wasn’t a bad looking boy, and his dark
hair was perfectly combed. It wasn’t as long as that of the boys
who wore DA’s, but longer than mine. I preferred crew cuts. I
watched as he set up four rows, containing one, three, five, and
seven cartons.

The noise level at our end of the cafeteria
became more subdued as this transpired and we could hear Barney
when he spoke in a naturally loud voice.

“Well, who’s going to challenge me today?” He
and the members of his posse looked around the room. At first,
there were no takers.

Then a tall, athletic-looking boy with his
shirt collar turned up ambled down the aisle and said, “I’ll take
you on.”

Barney lost some of his confident demeanor.
He said, “Are you sure you want to, Joe?”

I remembered who Joe was. He was one of the
boys Sylvia had pointed out to me. He was the quarterback and
captain of the football team.

“Sure I’m sure,” Joe said, depositing himself
in the seat across the table from Barney with a thump. “Let’s see,
what shall we have you do if I win?”

Barney looked clearly uncomfortable. He
remained silent, which I gathered was uncharacteristic of him.

Joe drawled his words. “How about this? If I
win, you have to run around the school. Naked. At lunch time.”

There were scattered guffaws. I took a quick
glance at the faculty tables. All of the teachers had left. I
looked back at Barney. Surely he would refuse. But then a kind of
gleam came into his eye.

“All right,” he said.

Joe looked a little surprised, but he
recovered quickly and said, “What if I lose?”

Barney hesitated. Then he said slowly, “You
have to win Saturday’s game.”

“Is that all?” one of Barney’s friends
asked.

Barney nodded and said, “Go ahead, Joe. You
start.”

Joe removed one of the cartons from one of
the rows. Barney removed one from another row. I glanced at Sylvia.
She was paying rapt attention to the game.

I said to her, “Barney’s going to win.”

“How do you know?”

“That’s nim.”

She looked at me. “Do you know how to play
it?”

“Sure.” My uncle taught me. He was a
mathematician.

“Could you beat Barney?”

I hesitated. “I’m trying not to draw
attention to myself.”

Joe was forced to remove the last carton,
making him the loser. He pounded his fist on the table, making the
cartons dance. There were some good-natured jeers at his expense. I
suspected that nobody had beaten Barney.

One of the kids said to Joe, “Now you have to
win Saturday.”

Joe quickly recovered his composure and said,
“I guarantee it.”

He walked off with what I assumed was his
usual swagger.

“Can you teach me how to play nim?” Sylvia
asked.

“Yeah.”

“Class is about to start. I’ll tell you what.
How are you getting to school?”

“By car.” The 1949 Ford Ralph had been
driving. The first model with the Cyclopean “eye” in the middle of
the grill. It had a few years and a few miles on it, but it was a
good-looking car and infinitely better than riding long hours on
the bus.

“Do you mind very much coming in early, say
7:30, tomorrow morning?” Sylvia put her hands together in
supplication.

“Why not?” It wouldn’t hurt to do a favor for
Sylvia. She seemed to know everything that went on in the school.
She might have more information about how Ralph had died. My
curiosity was aroused, especially since Dr. Graves had shut me out.
I was used to having adults shut me out. My father was an expert at
it. As to Dr. Graves, it might give me a chance to get some of the
information he wanted. Which would help keep me in school.

“Meet me in the wings behind the stage, where
we were today.”

I looked at her in surprise.

“It’s okay. Nobody will bother you. And at
that hour there’s hardly anybody here, anyway.” As we walked out of
the cafeteria, she said, “What class do you have now?”

“Math,” I said, looking at my schedule. “I
think it’s on the second floor. Room 215.”

“Take the stairs to the right. It’s about
halfway down the corridor.”

“What do you have?”

“Gym. I can’t wait to get into my
bloomers.”

“I’m sure you look good in them.”

“I’m sure you’re a liar.”

***

I had a hard time sleeping that night, my
second at the farm. That’s what we called the home of Aunt Dorothy
and Uncle Jeff. It was a small farm, fifty-some acres, and they
didn’t farm it—they leased the farmable land to a neighbor—but its
fertile fields grew healthy crops of grain. It had a country lane
with a fence on each side, and it had woods. It had farm buildings,
including a big red barn. All in all, it looked like a farm.

My father and Aunt Dorothy owned the farm
together. It had been in the family for about seventy years. My
father preferred living in the suburbs of Atherton, but I had spent
a lot of time here as a child, especially during the summers.

I wondered what I was doing here now. I
wondered whether the fact that I had been kicked out of Atherton
High branded me for life as a bad person. From my father’s
reaction, I gathered that he might be thinking that. I wondered
whether I would get along with the students at Carter. Sylvia was
nice enough to me, but that was her job. I hadn’t really become
acquainted with anybody else yet, just said a few hellos.

I was still awake when the train lumbered
slowly past. The peanut railroad—that’s what the locals called it,
but I had no idea why. I heard the whistle—actually, it was a
diesel horn—as it approached the road crossing. My bedroom was on
the side of the house facing the tracks. I had heard the train the
night before, too. I wondered whether I was fated to hear it every
night. The track ran east and west along the southern boundary of
the farm, and the total distance it traveled twice each day was
about twenty miles.

It didn’t carry peanuts, of course. It was
much more likely to be carrying wallboard from the gypsum plant
down the line. The peanut train had been running for longer than
the farm had been in the family. At one time it had made more than
two trips a day and had even carried passengers.

This room had been Ralph’s. Ralph had heard
the train at night when he couldn’t sleep. That thought gave me an
eerie feeling. Was his ghost still lurking here, waiting for
somebody to find out the truth about how he had died? Or had it
been as simple as Dr. Graves—and my father and the newspapers—said.
I made a silent promise to Ralph to find out the truth.




CHAPTER 4

The morning air was crisp, but at least the
sun was shining. It would warm up, perhaps even into the sixties.
Fall days could be pleasant in Western New York. We had to enjoy
the warmth while we could. Winter was coming. And winter in this
part of the country was anything but pleasant.

The red brick school building looked clean
and new. Its solid rectangular surfaces exuded an aura of
stability. But I felt anything but stable. I had left all my
friends behind. And my parents, since it was too far for me to
commute from home. Even the fact that my aunt and uncle lived on a
farm where I had enjoyed playing in the past wasn’t appealing to me
at the moment. For the hundredth time, I rued the day I had gotten
myself into this mess.

There weren’t many cars in the parking lot
yet. I went into the building and walked toward the auditorium.
Nobody was in the corridor. I looked into the cafeteria as I
passed. It was my homeroom now. A couple of students were sitting
at the far end, doing homework. Otherwise, it was empty.

It was dark in the auditorium, but the stage
was lit up. Sylvia must already be here. I wondered if she had a
boyfriend. If so, would he approve of her meeting me like this? I
had better be careful. I looked up at the balcony. It wasn’t that
high above the seats on the main floor. A person falling from there
might break a leg or two. But get himself killed? And Ralph had
been very agile. I remembered how he could walk on his hands. But
my stomach turned as I pictured him crashing into the seats. What
in the world had he been doing?

I vaulted onto the stage and headed toward
the wing. As I approached the dressing room, I heard voices. Sylvia
wasn’t alone. From the pitch of the voices, I could tell that she
was with another girl. It was too early in the morning to be
meeting somebody new and I wasn’t sure I was up to it. I would be
meeting a lot of people during the next few weeks. I braced myself
and walked into the little room.

I stared for a few seconds until I realized
that my mouth was hanging open and I looked like an idiot. Sitting
beside Sylvia was the most beautiful girl in the world. I hadn’t
seen her yesterday and had almost given up on her, thinking she had
graduated. But here she was. The cheerleader who had hurt my
concentration at the Carter-Atherton basketball game last year.

She had short black hair with a bit of a
wave. Well, it probably was some shade of dark brown as few people
actually had black hair. I was trying to figure out her eyes, which
I think had both brown and some other color, when Sylvia spoke,
bringing me out of my trance.

“Gary Blanchard, Natalie Porter.”

Natalie said hi and smiled, melting me and
leaving me tongue-tied. I had to say something. Finally I croaked a
hello. Then I noticed her blouse, which was one of the transparent
ones in style at the time. Of course, the girls wore full slips
under them, but still, to a seventeen-year-old boy…

“Natalie would like to learn how to play
nim,” Sylvia said. “Do you mind teaching her, too?”

“Sure…why not?”

“I didn’t think you’d mind,” Sylvia said, in
a tone that told me I wasn’t hiding my reaction to Natalie very
well.

“I hear that Joe challenged Barney to a game
yesterday,” Natalie said. “That was sweet of him, but he shouldn’t
have.”

“Joe is Natalie’s boyfriend,” Sylvia said, in
answer to my puzzled expression.

Of course he was. He was the quarterback. She
was wearing his ring on a chain around her neck. Whatever hopes I
had conjured up were already dashed. But that wasn’t an explanation
of what Natalie meant. I noticed that she was wearing braces, just
as I did. We had something in common.

“If I had been there, I would have stopped
him,” Natalie said. “But I had to go for that college
interview.”

I still didn’t understand, but no more
information was forthcoming. I had better do what I had come for. I
put on my professorial hat and said, “Would you like the
mathematical explanation of nim?”

“We just want to learn how to win,” Natalie
said.

So be it. I wouldn’t get to expound on binary
numbers. Regrouping, I said, “Okay, a quick review of the rules of
nim. The layout is rows of seven, five, three and one. The pieces
can be milk cartons, checkers, coins, matches, toothpicks,
eyeballs, whatever. On your turn, you can remove one or more pieces
from a single row. If you are forced to remove the last piece, you
lose.”

“So far we’re hep,” Sylvia said with a smile.
“Although I haven’t seen Barney play with eyeballs.”

“That’s only done in smoke-filled back
rooms,” I said. “There are four rules for winning at nim.” A small
blackboard was attached to one wall. Picking up a piece of chalk, I
wrote, “1. Always let your opponent start.”

“Why should it matter who starts?” Natalie
asked.

I hadn’t expected questioning of such a
simple rule. “Because if you start, you will lose. Like Joe did
yesterday.”

“Nat, let him talk,” Sylvia said, with a
laugh. “If his rules don’t work, we’ll find out soon enough.”

“Have you ever seen Barney start a game?” I
asked.

They shook their heads.

“Bingo.” I wrote, “2. IF your opponent starts
by removing one piece from a row, THEN remove one piece from any
other row.”

I looked at them both. No objections were
forthcoming. They were both writing. Good students, taking notes.
Maybe I should be a teacher. Ha. I chalked rule three on the board:
“3. IF #2 occurs AND your opponent continues by taking one piece
from either of the remaining two rows, THEN remove one piece from
the last untouched row.”

The rules were getting more complicated. The
last rule was multi-part and contained a list of all the positions
that a player could leave and win. I put it on the board and they
dutifully copied all the combinations. Did they understand? The
proof, of course, was in the execution. We needed to play some
practice games. I was sure Sylvia would catch on quickly. I wasn’t
so sure about Natalie. And I gathered that she was the important
one.

I pulled whatever coins I had out of my
pocket. When I explained what I was doing, Sylvia and Natalie took
coins from small purses. Together we came up with sixteen coins.
“Keep track of what you put into the pot,” I said. That money
represented a number of lunches. I arranged the coins on the shelf
in front of the makeup mirror. “Who wants to play?” I asked.

“Nat, you play,” Sylvia said, confirming my
suspicions.

“Gary, I am going to let you start,” Natalie
said, giving me her most brilliant smile.

I doubted that any boy could withstand that
approach. At least she had Rule One down pat. And I enjoyed sitting
beside her where I could look at her, smell her clean scent, with
our arms touching at times. However, she played slowly, reading
from her notes and asking questions.

After watching her for a while, Sylvia said,
“When you play Barney, you can’t use notes, and Gary isn’t going to
be there to prompt you.”

“I’ll get it,” Natalie said, irritated. “I
just need a little practice.”

“We’d better come back here tomorrow
morning,” Sylvia said, looking at her watch. “Gary, are you okay
with that?”

“I really appreciate you helping me,” Natalie
cooed.

I was okay with it. I said, trying to sound
casual, “Why do you want to beat Barney so badly?”

Sylvia and Natalie looked at each other.
Natalie said, “You have a right to know. Everyone else in the
school knows. Barney humiliated me.”

“She challenged him to a game last May and
lost,” Sylvia said.

That wasn’t the smartest play of the century.
“May I ask why you did that?”

“Because he was always taunting me…”

“Barney is hot for her bod,” Sylvia said,
“and she won’t give him the time of day. He doesn’t like being
ignored. So he got on her back until she agreed to play him. And he
got even with her.”

“He made me run around the school naked,”
Natalie said.

So that’s where that came from.

“It wasn’t so bad,” Natalie said. “He didn’t
specify a time, so I did it at night. And he didn’t say I couldn’t
wear shoes. Only a few people were there, and most of them were
girls. And I can run fast.”

“I would have been your bodyguard,” I said,
before I could stop myself.

Both girls smiled and Sylvia said, “I’ll bet
you would.”

This kind of happening was beyond my teenage
experience. Maybe I had been missing out on life. Or maybe there
weren’t any girls like Natalie at Atherton. There certainly weren’t
any in the looks department. She didn’t seem to have suffered any
psychological damage from her humiliation, but there was definitely
bad blood between her and Barney. And I could get in good with her
by helping her beat him. She was on Sylvia’s list, but I had my own
reasons.

“Everything that transpires within this room
has to be kept secret,” Sylvia said, looking at us.

We nodded in agreement. A few more secrets
wouldn’t matter. I was already waist-deep in secrets, including the
one with Dr. Graves, caught in a web of intrigue I hadn’t imagined
a week ago.

“And you two don’t know each other, at least
not yet.”

More nods. It was important that Barney
didn’t catch on to what we were hatching, but in addition, I didn’t
think Joe would like Natalie being holed up with me.

I asked, “Did Joe beat up Barney or
something?”

Natalie said, “I wasn’t going with Joe when I
played Barney. I-I wasn’t going with anyone. I didn’t have a white
knight to protect me. But I got myself into this mess. And with
your help, I’ll get even, myself.”

Sylvia put out her hand and said, “Everybody
swear to keep these meetings secret.”

I placed my hand on top of hers. Natalie
placed her hand on top of mine. It was exciting to have a secret
with the most powerful girl and the most beautiful girl in the
school. Until I remembered that I was the school stool pigeon. Dr.
Graves had seen to that. Well, I wouldn’t tell him everything about
Sylvia. And I hoped he wouldn’t find out that I was withholding
information.

“We’ll leave separately,” Sylvia said. “Gary,
you go first. Make sure nobody is looking when you exit the
auditorium.”




CHAPTER 5

I went through the lunch line, paid my money
to Dolores, the cashier, noted that her sweater of the day was
black, and wondered for the second time in as many days what it
would feel like to touch said sweater. I quickly tried to banish
this thought from my head, before it became obvious to everybody
what I was thinking, and wondered where I should sit today.

As I hesitated, a boy who had gone through
the line behind me caught up to me and said, “Aren’t you Gary?”
When I admitted as much, he said, “I’m your cousin.”

I almost blurted out that my cousin was dead.
Then I realized who he was. He certainly didn’t look like a cousin.
He was shorter than I was and stockier. Not in an athletic way but
in a pudgy way. He did have a somewhat pronounced nose, as I did.
His hair was light brown, like mine, although a little longer. He
had an English accent.

“I’m Edward Drucquer—Ed,” he said. “Sit with
me and I’ll explain.”

As an athletic upperclassman, I could hold my
tray with one hand, so I released my right hand to offer to shake
hands with him. However, he continued to grip his tray with two
hands, apparently not having enough confidence in his strength. I
followed him to an empty section of a table, and we sat down,
side-by-side. His clothes looked somewhat shabby. His flannel shirt
was frayed at the cuffs. His corduroy pants had signs of wear at
the pockets.

While he was opening his milk carton and
inserting a straw, he said, “Your Aunt Dorothy told my father that
you were transferring here. Since I pretty much know everybody in
the senior class, you stuck out like a fox in a chicken coop.”

Because of his accent, I had to strain to
understand him, especially over the hubbub caused by students
talking and shouting and the jukebox belting out the nonsensical
lyrics to “Sh-Boom.”

“Are you a senior?” I asked, before I
remembered that he had been a sophomore last year.

“No, I’m a junior. But I’m the editor of the
Carter High Bulldog. So I talk to a lot of people.”

That was the name of the school newspaper, as
I had found out from Sylvia. Since we were Carter High and our
nickname was the Bulldogs, it made sense to call the newspaper the
Carter High Bulldog. To some people, anyway. He must be pretty good
if he was editor of the school paper as a junior. I jacked him up a
notch on my first-impression scale.

While I digested this information, Ed ate a
couple of bites of his sloppy joe burger and then said, with a
smile, “I hear you got expelled from Atherton.”

I cringed and quickly looked around to see if
anybody else was within earshot. Couldn’t anything be kept
secret?

He saw my reaction and said, “Sorry. I guess
I put my foot in my mouth. And I don’t want to get started on the
wrong foot with you.” He chuckled.

To get off this subject, I said, “How are we
related?”

“Well, my last name is Drucquer. Does that
ring a bell?”

I thought about the name for the first time.
Then I remembered. “My grandmother’s maiden name was Drucquer.”

“Right. Our two sides of the family were
separated for over seventy years. Your ancestor, Thomas Drucquer,
came across the pond from London to the U.S. in 1881.”

“The pond?”

“Sorry. The Atlantic Ocean.”

“My grandmother was born in this
country.”

“In 1883, to be precise. My family only made
it here two years ago, as you can tell from my accent. My father
took an interest in genealogy and found out about your ancestor who
had come over. Everybody on our side of the family had forgotten
about him. Probably because he was drummed out of the family when
he left.

“Well, there was some contact. Dad found
letters from him that had been written to his cousin in England—my
great grandfather. Thomas said he was living on a farm in Carter.
When my parents decided to come over, they came to Carter because
it sounded like a good place to live.”

“Based on seventy-year-old letters?”

“You’re right; my parents are a little naïve.
Anyway, about a year ago we found out that the descendants of
Thomas were still living on the farm. I knew Ralph for a year
before I realized that he was my cousin.”

“I wasn’t at Ralph’s funeral,” I said. “I was
sick.”

“I know. But I got to meet the rest of your
family.”

“Ralph was my first cousin. But you…”

“My father said that Ralph and I are fourth
cousins. That is, we are three more generations removed from our
common ancestor than you and Ralph. I assume that means you and I
are also fourth cousins.”

“I’ll take your word for it.” Apparently, Ed
had known Ralph quite well. “I’ve been trying to find more out
about how…Ralph died. All I know is what my dad has told me, which
isn’t much. I did see the obituaries in the Buffalo Express and the
Carter Press, but they weren’t exactly fountains of information,
either.”

Ed looked solemn. “Poor Ralph. That was a
tragedy. Because there were no witnesses, nobody knows exactly what
happened. But I have a theory.”

“I’m ready to listen to anything.”

“On the fatal afternoon, there was an
assembly. The whole student body gathered in the auditorium for a
talk by somebody forgettable, and when it ended, we were supposed
to return to class. Ralph cut his class. He obviously went back
into the auditorium or, perhaps, he never left.”

“So he couldn’t have been drinking or
something like that.”

“Of course not. It was right in the middle of
the school day. Okay, so Ralph was on the football team, and
football players have been known to hoist a pint, but nothing like
that happens during school hours. No, I believe Ralph was
despondent because he and Ruthie—she was his girlfriend—were
breaking up.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because she told me. We’re friends.”

“Are you saying that Ralph jumped off the
balcony?”

“Nothing that deliberate. I shouldn’t tell
you this, but you’re his cousin, and you have a right to know. But
promise you won’t breathe a word to anyone else.”

“All right. If you promise you won’t tell
anybody that I was kicked out of Atherton. Or that I’m Ralph’s
cousin.”

Ed raised his eyebrows. “If that’s the way
you want it. Ralph liked to show off. I was with him in the
auditorium one time on a lark, and he stood on his hands on the
barrier in front of the balcony seats.”

“He stood on his hands?” My stomach felt
queasy just thinking about it.

“He was very strong. And he was coordinated.
He put his weight on his hands and then he slowly raised his legs
and arched his back. Although I almost vomited when I saw him do
it, he was in such complete control of his body that it wasn’t all
that dangerous.”

“But you’re saying he might have done it when
he was in an agitated state?”

“He could have. And because he was agitated,
maybe he wasn’t as careful as he should have been.”

“So if he fell, he would have landed on his
head.”

“Well, actually, he landed on his back. Which
makes sense because of the way he would have rotated. But I think
the base of his skull hit the back of a seat and that’s what killed
him. It broke his neck.”

Ralph had been a daredevil. The times I had
played with him, he had done some crazy things, such as climbing
trees to much greater heights than I would. Our house in Atherton
had a garage attached to it with a flat roof. Why a flat roof in
snow country I’ll never know, but from the time I was old enough,
whenever it snowed, I was elected to go onto the roof and shovel
the white stuff off, so that the roof wouldn’t cave in. The roof
had a low wooden fence around it, with a flat, wooden top. Ralph
had walked around the roof on the fence. That had been scary
enough. At least he hadn’t walked on his hands.

“Have you told Ralph’s parents this?” I
asked.

“I haven’t told anybody, except you. And
you’re sworn to secrecy. The poor guy’s dead. Does it matter
exactly how it happened?”




CHAPTER 6

The next morning I was looking forward to my
meeting with Sylvia and Natalie. I whistled on my drive to school.
Well, maybe whistling isn’t the best way to describe it, because
with my braces, the best I could manage was a sound like the wind
moaning.

As I walked through the auditorium, the
lights were already on backstage. I leapt onto the stage and
hurried to the dressing room. Natalie was there, but I didn’t see
Sylvia. Natalie was dressed in a blouse without transparency,
although the top couple of buttons were enticingly unbuttoned.

“Hi,” I said in my friendliest voice. And
then, stating the obvious, “I guess Sylvia’s not here yet.”

“She’s not coming. She called me last night.
She’s got a meeting or something to go to. She’s always got
something happening.”

“Oh.” Suddenly I felt awkward, alone with
Natalie. With Sylvia I had felt comfortable from the moment I had
met her, but Natalie was different. “She seems to be involved in a
lot of things.”

“Yeah. Now she’s trying to reform the
school.”

“Reform the reform school? I didn’t know it
needed reforming.” Natalie gave a condescending chuckle, and I
said, “Well, I guess we should practice nim.”

“That’s what we’re here for.”

There were things I would rather have done
alone with Natalie, but we sat side-by-side and practiced nim. Over
and over again. Until she caught on. Until she could respond to
every move I made, instantly and correctly, almost without thinking
about it.

As we played, thoughts ran through my head as
they always did when I was close to a good-looking girl. I wondered
what it was like for two people with braces to kiss. I didn’t have
a lot of experience in that area. The top of her blouse came open a
little when she moved, and I saw a strap. One strap. She was not
wearing a full slip today. Only a bra. That was very unusual. Most
girls always wore slips.

“I think I’ve got it,” Natalie finally said,
jumping up and doing a little dance. “I’m ready for Barney.”

“Are you sure?” I asked. Okay, it was partly
because I didn’t want to lose this intimacy with her, but I also
had real fears about whether she would clutch when faced with the
overbearing Barney and forget the right moves.

“I’m a cheerleader,” she said when I
mentioned this to her. “I’m used to performing in front of crowds.
I can handle the pressure.”

The awkwardness began to come back now that
we were no longer busy. It was time for me to go to my homeroom in
the cafeteria. Only I didn’t want to leave just yet. To make
conversation, I said, “Does Sylvia have a boyfriend?”

“She’s going with a guy who graduated in
June.”

“So he’s in college now?”

“He enlisted in the Army. He wants to go to
Korea.”

“Oh.” Korea. That conjured up ghastly images.
People were dying there. Or at least they had been. I changed the
subject. “Did you know this fellow, Ralph, who fell from the
balcony?”

She looked at me, a startled expression on
her face. “You heard about that, eh?”

“Yes. Umm…Sylvia told me.”

“Everybody knew him. Ralph was a great guy.”
Natalie choked up a little. “It shouldn’t have happened.”

“Do you know how it happened?”

“He was alone. Probably clowning around.
That’s how boys are.”

Dr. Graves had said much the same thing. It
irritated me that everybody assumed Ralph was responsible for his
own death. “Do you really believe that nobody was with him?”

“That’s what everybody said.” Natalie looked
at me. “Why are you so interested in Ralph?”

I almost told her that I was Ralph’s cousin,
but I couldn’t get it out. It would make the moment too emotional,
and I wasn’t an emotional person. Instead, I said, “Just
curiosity.”

Why would he be in the balcony of the
auditorium alone? If he were really clowning, he probably had an
audience. I knew from my own experience that there was no point to
showing off if nobody was watching.

***

By lunchtime I was excited— and terrified.
Natalie had said she was going to challenge Barney today. What if
she lost? She would be humiliated again, and I would be to blame. I
couldn’t coach her. I couldn’t even acknowledge that I knew
her.

On the other hand, if she won, I would have
two permanent allies. And what allies. Beautiful Natalie. Even if I
couldn’t date her, I could have a platonic affair with her behind
Joe’s back. And my imagination would do the rest. And Sylvia, who
made her own rules and was trying to reform the school. And then I
realized that our friendship would help me spy on her. Bleah. Every
time I had a happy thought, I was knocked back to reality.

I went through the lunch line and took my
tray to the far end of the cafeteria. I wanted to be as close to
the table where Barney played his games as possible. I sat with two
boys from my math class. I had earned the right to do so by
answering a couple of questions in class. They were Barney
admirers. Except where Barney was smart and loud, they were smart
and quiet. Which was more typical. Barney was in my math class,
too. But he sat across the room from me, and I hadn’t officially
met him yet.

I had no intention of being permanently
identified with any particular group. I was going to be a man
without a clique. I would associate with anybody and everybody, the
way Sylvia did. She was my model. Today she was sitting at the
table across the aisle with some other girls, including Natalie.
Their excitement was palpable, as they talked rapidly in voices too
low to carry to other tables. I knew what they were talking
about.

After about five minutes, Barney showed up at
my table. I had thought he might. It would give me a chance to
observe the enemy firsthand. He sat across from me, and one of my
seatmates introduced us. He stuck out his hand, and I shook it. He
was well-dressed for a brain, with a clean sport shirt and pressed
pants. And his dark hair was immaculate.

“You’re the guy who answered all the
questions in math,” he said.

I shrugged. “Once in a while I get
lucky.”

“Are you going to join the chess club?”

“I might.” That wasn’t on the forbidden
list.

“Maybe you’d like to play a game of nim
sometime.”

The last thing I wanted was for him to think
I was interested in nim. I said, “I’m afraid that’s out of my
league.”

As the conversation turned to other things, I
found myself sweating with anticipation at what was to come. I had
trouble eating, which was unusual for me. But Barney, laughing and
chatting, had no idea that his fate, as well as mine, might be
determined in the next few minutes.

Finally he said, “Okay, I need milk
cartons.”

I donated my two, and he set them up on the
table beside us, which had been kept empty, not because it was
beside the faculty area, which is what I had surmised, but because
it was Barney’s private playground. He moved over to that table,
and the room became quieter. The teachers had all left, which was
undoubtedly why he picked this particular time.

I glanced across the aisle to where Sylvia
and Natalie were sitting. Sylvia was whispering in Natalie’s ear.
Natalie looked pale. My anxiety deepened. Maybe she wasn’t up to
this. Barney issued his challenge. The room became quieter. Nobody
moved. Then Natalie stood up. She walked over to Barney’s table and
sat down, opposite him.

Barney had a strange look on his face. He
said, “What are you doing?”

Natalie said quietly, “I’m challenging
you.”

The silence in the cafeteria was now
complete. You could have heard a napkin drop. For a few seconds,
neither of them moved. Then, in something approaching his usual
loud voice, he said, “Okay, we need stakes.”

“You first,” Natalie said.

“Well,” Barney said, “same as before. Except
that you have to run around the building after school this
afternoon, during football practice.”

Football practice and cheerleader practice.
When a lot of students would be there. Not only football players
and cheerleaders, but also anybody else who could make it. And I
knew there would be a crowd to watch a naked Natalie. And there
would be consequences afterward. What Dr. Graves would do to her
was anybody’s guess.

“So, what are you going to make me do if you
win?” Barney had recovered from the surprise of seeing Natalie
issue a challenge.

Natalie looked at him with disdain. “Nothing.
The pleasure of beating you will be sufficient.”

Barney stared at her with his mouth open.
There was an audible sucking in of breath among the students, many
of whom were now clustered around the table, and a few shouts of
what she should make Barney do. Some of the suggestions were
obscene, producing scattered laughter. But I began to understand
that this was perfect. Losing would be Barney’s humiliation, and
nothing could top that. I wondered whether Natalie or Sylvia had
thought it up.

Barney was on the defensive. Looking over the
heads of others who were watching, I saw his Adam’s apple bob up
and down as he swallowed. But again he recovered and said, somewhat
gruffly, “Okay, go ahead and start.”

Natalie smiled sweetly at him and said,
“Barney, I’m going to be big about this and let you start
today.”

I almost cheered. She had pulled herself
together. Barney was in a pickle, just as I had perceived he would
be. He couldn’t insist that she start without giving himself and
the game away. And losing face.

He said, lightly, “Ladies first.”

“No, I want you to start.”

Her tone of voice let Barney know that he
couldn’t jolly her into starting. Barney appeared to be studying
the pieces, but I knew that he was trying to figure a way out of
his dilemma. He must be wondering whether she really knew what she
was doing.

He looked up and said, “I gave you the
opportunity to start, but if that’s what you want. Far be it for me
to go against the wishes of a lady. Don’t say I didn’t warn
you.”

He hesitated again, perhaps hoping that this
psychological ploy would change her mind. She sat, immobile, with
her eyes looking straight at him. And I knew what damage her eyes
could inflict. He withered under her gaze.

“Well, here goes,” he said, trying to cover
his discomfiture. He removed three cartons from the row of
five.

I had been thinking he might do that and had
drilled Natalie especially on the response to that move, because it
was not at all intuitive. But when she didn’t do anything for a few
seconds, I began to perspire anew. Had she forgotten? Had the
lessons flown out of her head?

I glanced at Barney. He was trying not to
look cocky. He was thinking the same thing. She was at a loss. I
glanced at Sylvia, who was standing beside Natalie’s shoulder. She
was trying to hide her concern.

Natalie looked up from the board at Barney
and said, “I thought you were going to make it difficult for
me.”

She daintily picked up a carton from the row
of seven and set it aside. One carton. My heart almost stopped. But
when Barney moved his hand as if to take a turn, she slapped it and
said, “Wait. I’m not done.”

She picked up a second carton from the row of
seven and tossed it back over her shoulder where it hit an
unsuspecting boy in the chest. Laughter. She picked up a third
carton and threw it in another direction. More laughter. Then the
fourth. And the fifth. By the time she picked up the seventh
carton, the cafeteria was a pandemonium. She flipped it right into
Barney’s face and said, “Your turn.”

Barney sat there with milk running down his
nose. The game wasn’t even over yet, but he was already soundly
defeated. Automatically, he removed a carton. Natalie countered. It
was anticlimax. By the time Barney was forced to remove the last
carton, the cheering must have reached Dr. Graves in his office,
who would be wondering if he had an insurrection on his hands.

Sylvia hugged Natalie. Other girls hugged
her. Boys patted her on the back. Barney got up and slunk away, all
alone. After he had left the cafeteria, I also left, all alone. Now
that it was over, I was feeling let down, and I was wondering if my
senior year had already peaked. It dawned on me that Sylvia and
Natalie didn’t need me any more. And I didn’t have any other
friends.




CHAPTER 7

For the third morning in a row, I arrived at
the school early and went to the backstage rendezvous. Sylvia had
caught me at the end of the day yesterday and asked if I could
come. I was at my lowest ebb, emotionally, since I had started
going to Carter. Ruing the past, missing my friends from Atherton,
not looking forward to attempting to adjust to life at Carter. And
thinking about Ralph, especially at night in his old room. And
wondering how to fulfill the demands of Dr. Graves.

Sylvia had stopped me in the hall as I was
walking to my homeroom in the cafeteria, before being dismissed for
the day yesterday. She was a ray of sunshine in an otherwise bleak
afternoon. I told her that sure, I would meet her in the morning.
She didn’t state a purpose, and I doubted that she had another
intrigue brewing. I was getting used to rising with the sun, unlike
my days at Atherton where I had slept as long as possible and
underachieved my way to grades not high enough to satisfy my
parents. I told my aunt and uncle that I was going in to do
homework.

The auditorium was dark as I entered. I
looked at my watch. I was early. I carefully made my way down the
aisle and onto the stage. It was almost pitch black in the wing. I
remembered where the switchbox was, but finding it blind was
something else. I felt my way, keeping my hands in front of me. I
was getting close when I tripped on a piece of a set and fell onto
my hands and knees on the wooden floor. Hard.

Swearing under my breath, I crawled the final
few feet to the wall in an undignified manner and located the
switch. Being able to see improved my spirits. I wandered onto the
stage and looked out at the empty auditorium. The balcony loomed
above the orchestra section, ominous in the shadows. The balcony
from which Ralph had fallen.

I tried to picture how it had happened, but I
couldn’t. Of course, there was a low wall in front of the balcony.
Nobody would fall over it unless he was drunk—or pushed. Even then,
the distance of the fall was not necessarily enough to kill a
person, unless he landed on his head.

One of the doors to the auditorium opened. I
suddenly realized that I was a sitting duck in the middle of the
stage. Or at least a standing duck. I breathed easier when I
recognized Sylvia and Natalie.

As they came down the aisle, Sylvia said,
“You look like the stage manager from Our Town. Are you
going to start emoting?”

“Sure,” I said. But an actor I was not. “I
can recite ‘The Jabberwocky’ for you.”

The girls laughed, and Natalie said, “We’ll
keep you in mind. The senior play is coming up.”

I lifted them up onto the stage, which gave
me a feeling of power and preserved their modesty, and we went to
the dressing room.

“Who called this meeting?” I asked.

“I didn’t get a chance to thank you for
helping me,” Natalie said. “You saved my life.”

She said this with a straight face and then
she gave me a big hug. I wasn’t used to getting hugs from girls,
and I enjoyed it to the fullest. And made it last as long as
possible. Then Sylvia gave me a hug.

“I didn’t realize this was such a big deal,”
I said. “What’s going to happen to Barney?”

“Oh, he’ll bounce back,” Sylvia said. “He’s
made of rubber. But I don’t think he’s going to be challenging
anybody to play nim again soon. If he does, all they have to do is
use Nat as a consultant.”

Natalie beamed and said, “Dr. Natalie, nim
master.”

I was feeling good now. I said, “And so the
mystery of nim has been solved by the Terrific Trio.” I da-da-ed a
short musical coda.

Sylvia said, “Now that we’ve got that out of
the way, I’ve got another project you two can help me with.”

“Oh oh,” Natalie said. “Watch out for Sylvia
when she has a project.”

Sylvia ignored Natalie and said, “It’s Mr.
Plover, the ninth grade science teacher. As everyone knows—or at
least everyone who had him—he is incompetent. His teaching method,
if you can call it teaching, is to distribute worksheets that he
prepared ten years ago outlining each chapter of the textbook. The
outlines contain blanks to fill in. You can fill in the blanks by
skimming the chapter because the sentences on the worksheet are
taken directly from the book. That’s the homework. In class, all he
does is go over the worksheets. A second grader can do the work;
you can get an A in the class without learning a damn thing, not to
mention that it’s more soporific than sleeping pills.”

“What’s soporific?” Natalie asked.

“Something like sophomoric,” I said.

“I’ve been trying to get him fired for three
years,” Sylvia said, ignoring both of us. “You wouldn’t believe how
hard it is to get a teacher fired. Because of tenure, you have to
jump through a million hoops. Dr. Graves didn’t want to hear about
it. Neither did the school board. However, there was a school board
election in July. Finally there’s a member who’s willing to support
me.”

“It sounds like a worthy goal,” I said,
although I had never considered trying to get a teacher fired. “But
what do you want us to do?”

“Nat, I would like you to think back to your
experience in freshman science class. Write down what you remember
about the class, what you learned, and why you haven’t taken a
science class since.”

“You want me to write an essay?” Natalie
asked, opening her eyes wide.

“Precisely. About three hundred words should
do it.”

Sylvia turned to me as Natalie started
grumbling, and said, “Gary, you were a reporter at Atherton. I
would like you to interview freshmen who are currently taking Mr.
Plover’s class and find out if his teaching methods are the same as
they were three years ago. I’m sure they are, but we need
supporting evidence.”

“I’m not doing any newspaper work here.”

“This isn’t for the newspaper. This is to
present to the school board.”

I knew that Dr. Graves wouldn’t stand for me
presenting anything like this to the school board. I said, “I’m
keeping a low profile.”

“That’s fine. I’ll present it to the school
board. All you have to do is gather some information.”

“I don’t know any freshmen.”

Sylvia looked irritated. “Mr. Plover’s room
number is 105. Hang out beside his door when a class lets out and
collar students. You’re big, and you look authoritative. They’ll
talk to you. I don’t have to tell you not to breathe a word of why
you’re collecting the information. But remember: we’re trying to
make a better school.”

I had more objections, but nothing Sylvia
wouldn’t bulldoze over. I said, “Yes, ma’am.”

Sylvia smiled and said, “That’s more like
it.” Her tone softened. “Sorry, Gary, I didn’t mean to sound like a
general. But this is important to me. And you were such a big help
on nim, I know you’re the right person to do this. But what can we
do for you?”

“Find him a girlfriend,” Natalie said,
giggling.

That hurt, since Natalie was my number one
pick in that area.

“Did you have a girlfriend at Atherton?”
Sylvia asked.

“I didn’t go steady. I…played the field.”
Actually, I hadn’t dated all that much, but I wasn’t going to admit
it. Nobody at Atherton had stimulated my hormones like Natalie. I
said, “Maybe there is something you can do for me.”

“Name it,” Sylvia said.

“Well,” I said, wondering where to start. My
relationship with the girls had strengthened, and I was ready to
divulge my secret. Or at least one of my secrets. “I haven’t been
completely honest with you. You see…Ralph Harrison was my cousin.
And I’m staying with his mother and father.”

“My God,” Natalie said. “Your cousin. Now
that you mention it, you do look like him.”

“It’s been what—six months since he died—and
I’m kind of over the worst of it,” I said, not wanting things to
get too soppy. “But I’d like to find out more about how he
died.”

“I didn’t realize that you and Ralph were
related,” Sylvia said, making it sound like an apology for not
knowing everything. “We were given the party line on how he died.
Nobody saw it happen. He was alone in the auditorium. He fell off
the balcony. His head hit the back of one of the seats. He broke
his neck and the seat.” She recited the facts in a singsong voice,
as if she didn’t necessarily believe them.

“Why would he be alone in the
auditorium?”

Sylvia shrugged. “You were alone in the
auditorium a little while ago.”

“I was waiting for you.”

“Maybe Ralph was waiting for somebody,”
Natalie said.

“I guess that’s possible. But who? A
girlfriend?” Ed had mentioned a girl named Ruthie.

“He was going steady with Ruth, I believe,”
Sylvia said. She looked at Natalie.

Natalie hesitated and then said, “Ruth Allen.
Ruth is a junior now. She’s on my cheerleading squad. Did you go to
Ralph’s funeral? She was there. A lot of the members of our class
were there.” She shuddered. “That was the first funeral I ever went
to.”

“I was sick,” I said. “I had the measles. I
had spots all over me. I wanted to go, but I wasn’t allowed to even
get out of bed.”

“There were a lot of people at the funeral,”
Sylvia said. “Ralph was very popular. He played football and
basketball, and he liked to party.”

“I wonder if anybody talked to Ruth,” I
said.

“There was a police investigation,” Sylvia
said. “They probably talked to her. They talked to all of us who
knew him.”

“Come out on the stage,” I said. “I want to
look at the balcony.”

When we were on the stage, I pointed into the
shadows toward it. “The balcony isn’t all that high. Do you think
somebody falling off it would get killed?”

“If he landed on his head,” Natalie said.
“But he looked okay. I mean, the casket was open. He didn’t have
any visible injuries. He just looked like he was asleep.” She
shuddered.

“I’d like to talk to Ruth,” I said.

“I can introduce you,” Natalie said.

“No you can’t,” Sylvia said. “Remember that
you two haven’t met.”

I had an idea. I said, “Why don’t I show up
at cheerleader practice this afternoon, pretending that I’m writing
a story for the Carter Press? That will kill two birds with one
stone. I can introduce myself to you, Natalie, and then we will
have officially met. It’s too difficult to remember to ignore you,
anyway. Then you can introduce me to Ruth.”

“I doubt if Ruth will tell you if she had an
assignation with Ralph in the auditorium,” Sylvia said.

“Even if she just tells me what she told the
police, I’ll be happy.”

“Since you’re a reporter, why don’t you
really write a story about the cheerleaders for the Press?” Natalie
asked. “I’d like to get some publicity for the squad. The football
players get all the glory.”

“I can’t do that,” I said, quickly. I’d
better explain. “Er, I’m concentrating on my studies this year. I
don’t plan to do any actual writing. Just pretend.” It sounded
lame.

“How many people know that you’re Ralph’s
cousin?” Sylvia asked.

“You two and Dr. Graves. I’d appreciate it if
you’d keep it quiet for the time being.” And Ed Drucquer. But I
didn’t mention him.

“Any particular reason?”

“I’m trying to keep a low profile, remember?”
And I had a hunch I’d find out more about Ralph’s death if people
didn’t know I was related to him.

Then I remembered something else. Dr. Graves
had stopped me in the hall yesterday and asked me how I was doing.
Then he had asked me whether there was anything I wanted to tell
him. The way he said it made me realize that I’d better come up
with something. Fast.

I said, lightly, “It’s show and tell time.
I’ve told you about me. But I don’t know anything about you two.
Tell me about your, ah, families.”

“Not much to tell,” Natalie said. “I have two
parents and an older sister who’s in college.”

“What does your father do?”

“He owns an Oldsmobile dealership.”

“I have one older brother,” Sylvia said. “And
the usual number of parents. My father is chief editorial writer
for the Buffalo Express. My mother is a nurse.”

“So your dad writes the editorials.”

“He writes some and assigns others to members
of his staff.”

My aunt and uncle had the Buffalo Express
delivered. I would have to start reading the editorials.

“What about your family?” Sylvia asked.

“I have two younger brothers. My father works
for the mayor of Buffalo, but I’m not exactly sure what he does.
Something to do with politics.” That sounded intelligent. “My
mother is what Good Housekeeping Magazine calls a homemaker. She
has the Good Housekeeping Seal of Approval.”

“How is your father doing?” Sylvia asked.

“My father?”

“You said he was sick.”

I remembered the story I had made up to
explain why I was here. “Well, he’s…getting better.”

“Does that mean you’ll be going back to
Atherton?”

“Uh, no, I don’t think so. I can’t be
changing schools every five minutes. And I like it here.” That was
less of a lie than it would have been a few days ago.

“Sylvia says you play basketball,” Natalie
said. “That’s good. We need all the help we can get. And you write.
Do you write anything besides news stories?”

“I write limericks. A buddy and I wrote
limericks about members of our class at Atherton. We published a
book and sold it in the cafeteria for a nickel a copy, proceeds to
the class treasury.”

“Were they dirty?” Natalie asked.

“Of course not.” My tone of voice suggested
otherwise. However, it wasn’t writing limericks that had gotten me
into trouble.

The girls smiled. Sylvia said, “Write a
limerick about Nat.”

“Right now?”

“Well, how long does it take you?”

“Okay, I’ll give it a try. But remember that
views expressed in limericks don’t necessarily represent those of
the management.”

I had written a limerick on the spur of the
moment for Dr. Graves, so why not Natalie? I hemmed and hawed for a
minute and then said:

“There is a young lady named Nat,

Who’s neither too thin nor too fat.

She’s cute as a kitten

And keeps the boys smitten,

But a kitten turns into a cat.”

“Not bad,” Sylvia said. “And your fingers
never left your hands.”

Natalie said. “To keep you two from ganging
up on me, write one about Sylvia.”

For some reason, I didn’t want to. “There are
no rhymes for Sylvia. It’s like orange.”

“You can’t get out of it that easily,”
Natalie said. “Make it Syl.”

This one took me a little longer. Just when
the troops looked as if they might get restless, I came out
with:

“There is a young lady named Syl,

Who races and never stands still.

You can look anywhere,

But you’ll find she’s not there.

She’s already over the hill.”

Sylvia glanced at her watch and said, “I’ve
gotta run.”

Natalie and I laughed.

“Me too,” Natalie said, standing up.

“See ya later, alligator,” Sylvia said.

“After a while, crocodile,” Natalie
added.

“Not too soon, baboon,” I chimed in.

“After a laugh, giraffe,” we all
finished.




CHAPTER 8

There was a large garage in the back of the
school where buses were maintained. I figured the janitors might
hang out when they weren’t janitoring elsewhere. In addition, I had
found out that Mr. White, the janitor who had discovered Ralph’s
body, doubled as a bus driver. He was probably a mechanic,
also.

I headed toward the garage during my brief
lunch period while wolfing down a sandwich from a brown bag I had
brought from home. I was surprised at how large the garage was. It
had the capacity to hold several buses at once. There was even a
hydraulic lift. The air smelled of grease and oil and all the odors
mechanics loved.

Two men were sitting, side by side, on a
workbench, their legs dangling in the air, eating their own
sandwiches and drinking from cups of thermoses that had been
retrieved from metal lunchboxes. They wore gray coveralls, which
hid some of the dirt that went with their jobs.

They glanced up as I approached and stopped
talking. I addressed the older one, because his white hair made him
look like a White, saying, “Mr. White?”

He nodded and the younger one said, “That’s
his name; don’t wear it out.”

“My name is Gary Blanchard. I’m a cousin of
Ralph…Harrison.” I figured knowing that would make him more likely
to talk to me, since he shouldn’t have anything to hide. “I just
started here at Carter.”

Mr. White nodded and took a swig of whatever
was in his thermos. He was going to make me do the talking. The
younger man slid off the workbench and walked away.

“I understand that you’re the one who found
Ralph in the auditorium.”

Mr. White nodded again. I remained silent,
hoping he would say something. He looked at me with his blue eyes,
set in a face the color and consistency of white bread dough, and
said, “I went in to clean up after the assembly. Didn’t see nuthin’
out of place at first. Then I saw a boy—Ralph, as it turned
out—laying on his back across a couple of seatbacks. I said to
myself, ‘That ain’t right,’ and went over to investigate. He was in
a unnatural position, you know what I mean? Then I saw that one of
the seats was broken. But I didn’t know he was dead until I got up
close to him. Poor guy. He was right below the balcony and I knew
immediately what had happened. He must have been goofing off up
there.”

“What time was that?”

“Oh, about 2:30. Half hour after the assembly
ended.”

“Did you see anybody else in or near the
auditorium?”

“Nope.”

“What about in the balcony?”

“Couldn’t have been nobody there. I would
have heard them. Any sound in that place carries. It’s got good
acoustics.”

“But what if someone were hiding in the
balcony and not moving?”

“Police searched it after they got
there.”

“Okay, but you had to leave the auditorium to
tell Dr. Graves about Ralph. A person would have had time to leave
while you were gone. Or before you got there in the first
place.”

“What are you driving at, young fella?”

“Somebody else could have been with Ralph
when he fell.”

Mr. White appeared to think about that
statement. Then he said, “Like I told Dr. Graves and the police, I
didn’t see or hear nobody. And I got to get to work.”

Mr. White slid off the workbench. Standing,
he came up to just above my shoulder. He walked over toward a bus
that had its hood up. The interview was obviously over. I called a
thank you after him and headed toward my next class.

***

When school let out, I walked over to the
football field. The team was already there, practicing for the game
on Saturday. The game was important enough that the jocks had been
let out of school early. An offensive team, headed by quarterback
Joe Hawkins, was running plays against a defensive team composed of
second-stringers, since the first string played both offense and
defense in a game. Joe was a commanding presence on the field, and
he had a strong passing arm. I could understand why a girl would
fall for him. That didn’t make me feel good.

The cheerleaders came out and started
practicing nearby. Natalie, as head cheerleader, drilled the
varsity cheerleaders who were practicing in uniform. Their black
skirts fell well below their knees. They wore black sweaters with
big red C’s on the front. When they practiced jumps, their skirts
flew up in back, and I was able to see their black pants
underneath. I would have preferred white.

When the cheerleaders took a break, I walked
over to Natalie, who had seen me and was a few steps away from the
others. I said, “Shake hands with me, so it will look like we’re
meeting for the first time. She smiled her winning smile and pumped
my hand. She was a good actress, and even though her smile was put
on, it still affected me.

“Which one is Ruth?” I asked.

“Ruth is the redhead with freckles.”

I picked her out instantly. She was a big
girl, built like a brick shithouse. I’m not sure where that
expression came from, but it meant she was stacked in all the right
places.

Natalie called Ruth over to us and said,
“Ruth, this is Gary. He’s new here. He’s writing a story for the
Carter Press.”

“About what?” Ruth asked.

“A general story about the school and its
history, athletic program, cheerleaders,” I said, trying to make it
as broad as possible.

“Did Ed ask you to do this?”

“Ed?”

“Ed Drucquer. He’s in charge of all the
school news written for the Carter Press.”

“Do you work with Ed?”

“I’m on his staff.”

How was I going to get out of this one? “I
talked to him a little. We’ll talk some more.”

“Why do you want to talk to me, in
particular?”

It was time for the truth. “Because you knew
Ralph Harrison.”

She looked at me, stone-faced.

“I heard about Ralph’s accident when I was at
Atherton. It was big news. I’d like to know more of the
details.”

“It was all in the papers.”

This was going nowhere. “May I talk to you,
say, after practice?”

“I have to take the school bus home.” Her
voice was too high-pitched for her body.

“Why don’t I drive you home? Where do you
live?”

Ruth looked apprehensive.

Natalie, who had been lurking nearby, said,
“Gary’s a good guy. Sylvia told me all about him. And he’s really
interested in anything to do with Ralph.”

Ruth finally nodded and said, “Okay.”

Sylvia’s seal of approval carried a lot of
weight. “Great,” I said. “I’ll be over watching the football
practice.” Actually, I wouldn’t have minded watching the
cheerleaders—and especially Natalie practice, but I couldn’t be too
obvious about it.

***

Ruth didn’t say much as we walked toward the parking
lot together and I wondered whether I was going to have to pry
words out of her. Compared to the voluble Natalie and Sylvia, she
was about as talkative as a Greek statue.

But when she saw the car I was driving, she
exclaimed, “That’s Ralph’s car.”

I had forgotten about that. Major error. She shrunk
away from me, as though I were a car thief. Or worse.

“I’m Ralph’s cousin,” I blurted out. “I should have
told you before. I’m staying with his parents and they let me use
the car.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

She looked as if she might fly away. “I should have.
I thought…you might not want to talk to me. I’m sorry.”

Ruth was still on the verge of bugging out. I opened
her door and then went around to the driver’s side, trying to exude
confidence I didn’t feel. I climbed in and waited. Finally, she got
into the car, but she didn’t look happy about it. I started the
engine, shifted into first gear, and drove out to Main Street. I
stopped, not knowing which way to turn.

“Turn left,” she said after a few seconds. That was
opposite from the direction to the farm.

Ruth smoothed her cheerleader skirt down over her
knees as I tried to figure out what to say next. She finally said,
“Ralph steered with the spinner.”

I didn’t use the spinner knob that Ralph had
installed on the steering wheel.

She said, “You aren’t really writing a story for the
Carter Press, are you?”

“No,” I admitted. “But I am interested in Ralph.”

“What do you want to know?”

“I understand you and Ralph were going together.”

“We were going steady.”

“Uh, how were you getting along?” That was awkward,
but I couldn’t think of any better way of phrasing it. She was
silent as I shoved the gearshift on the steering post into second
while pulling away from one of the few traffic lights in the area.
I hoped I hadn’t spooked her.

“We were…we were going steady. We were getting along
fine.”

I thought she might have been going to say that they
were in love, but that was too intimate an admission to a
stranger—especially a male stranger. I tried one more time. “Were
you having any problems with your relationship?”

“No. No problems. We were getting along fine.”

I decided to let that rest. I said, “I saw Ralph
several times a year, mostly during the summer. Sometimes our
families would go up into Canada and stay at a lodge on a lake for
a week. I got the impression that Ralph was kind of wild.”

“He was a little wild, but I helped to calm him
down.”

Or maybe put him to sleep. She must have exhibited
more personality with Ralph than she was showing with me. Or did he
just like her for her body? I preferred witty chatterboxes, myself.
“How long had you two been going together?”

“Since the start of the year.”

“The calendar year?”

“Yes.”

“So you had been going together almost three months
when he…”

“Yes.”

She would have been a sophomore and Ralph would have
been a junior.

“Did you see him on the day he…died?”

“Yes. We sat together at an assembly that took place
just before…”

Her voice trailed off. Usually, classes sat together
at assemblies, but sometimes students were able to break away and
sit with their friends.

“Where were you sitting?”

“In the balcony.”

“Did you ever see him…do anything unusual or daring
in the balcony?”

“One time he took me there and showed me how he could
stand on his hands on the edge. It scared me half to death.”

“What did you do?”

“I told him never to do it again.”

“What happened after the assembly was over?”

Ruth was silent. I glanced over and saw a tear
rolling down her cheek. Maybe I was asking too many questions. I
wouldn’t press her any more.

She wiped the tear away with her finger and said, “I
had to go to class. He had a class near mine and ordinarily he
would have walked me to my class, but he said he needed to talk to
someone. So I went on alone.”

“Did he say who he needed to talk to?”

“No.”

I had one more question. “Did you see him again?”

She choked as she said, “No.”

I couldn’t bear to ask her any more questions about
Ralph, but I also couldn’t leave her in this condition. I waited
while she blew her nose into a tissue she extracted from her purse
and then changed the subject. “So you work with Ed.”

“Yes.” Her face lit up with a wan smile for the first
time. She said, “Ed is a riot. He’s fun to work with. And I love
his accent.”

“Do you write stories for the paper?” If she wrote
stories, she must interview people, and if she interviewed people,
she must talk.

“Yes, I write stories, and I type the stories up on
stencils, so we can make copies of the paper for distribution. Ed’s
not a very good typist.” She actually giggled.

I knew stencils well since I had typed many of them
while putting the school paper together at Atherton. They were
difficult to work with, required great accuracy on the typewriter,
and could be messy while making reproductions.

I said, “I really do write. I wrote for the school
paper at Atherton.”

“Oh.”

We chatted about the newspaper business the rest of
the way to her house.

***

Dinner at my aunt’s house was a somber affair. Aunt
Dorothy and Uncle Jeff had not gotten over Ralph’s death. Ralph was
an only child, so the house would have been completely quiet if it
weren’t for me. I think that’s why they agreed so readily to let me
come and live with them. They saw me as a replacement for Ralph.
But so far, I had been a failure in that regard because they rarely
smiled.

Uncle Jeff had a job with an aircraft company near
the Buffalo Airport. He used his mathematical background to
calculate reliability. If an airplane part had one chance in a
thousand of failing over a certain period of time, then adding
another part to back it up would mean that the chances of both
parts failing in the same time frame was one in a million. That
sort of thing.

Aunt Dorothy was a substitute teacher at Atherton,
although she was also available to teach at Carter. It was a good
thing that she was usually called to teach several days a week,
because she needed something to keep her busy.

She was a good cook. We sat down to eat in the dining
room of the old farmhouse. Through the window we could look up the
lane that went between the fields, which had been harvested by the
neighbor who farmed it and were bare at the moment. Uncle Jeff was
a gentleman farmer; he liked the ambiance of the farm, but he
didn’t want to do farm work.

Tonight’s meal featured locally grown corn on the
cob, which I loved. As I buttered and salted an ear and chowed down
on it, I realized that my noisy chewing reverberated through the
room like a million termites. I needed to talk. I had moved in last
Sunday. This was my fifth dinner here. I didn’t know whether I
could stand nine months of silent meals without becoming a stark,
raving lunatic.

I swallowed a mouthful of corn and said, “I met Ruth
Allen today.”

Uncle Jeff and Aunt Dorothy looked at me. Uncle Jeff
still wore his white shirt from work, but he had taken off his tie.
He had a kindly face and laughed easily. At least, he used to. Aunt
Dorothy was wearing a print housedress and had her graying hair in
a bun, the way she wore it for teaching.

At first they remained silent, and I thought I had
said the wrong thing. Then Aunt Dorothy said, “How’s she doing?
She’s such a sweet girl.”

Relieved, I said, “She’s doing all right, considering
everything. She’s a cheerleader and she’s working on the school
paper.”

Uncle Jeff actually smiled and said, “She’s got a
great figure. Ralph had good taste in women.” Aunt Dorothy frowned
at him, but he ignored her and said, “So, Gary, are you thinking
about working on the school paper?”

“Dr. Graves made me promise not to.”

“Trying to stifle your creativity, eh? Well, it’s
only for a few more months. Then you’ll be in college where I trust
you’ll have more freedom.”

Uncle Jeff hadn’t bought into the line of reasoning
that accused me of committing a heinous crime. Perhaps that’s why
he was willing to take me in.

“Would you like to play a game of chess after dinner?
That is, if you aren’t overburdened with homework.”

I had enjoyed playing chess with him in the past, but
this was the first time he had mentioned the game since I had
arrived.

“Sure.” I wasn’t one to let homework get in the way
of fun. I was emboldened to try another topic. “I-I took a look at
the auditorium balcony where Ralph fell. It isn’t that long a drop.
And Ralph was so athletic, I would think…” here I swallowed, “…that
if he had fallen he would have been able to not land on his
back.”

It was an awkward sentence, but I had gotten it out.
I took another bite of corn while I waited for a reaction. Aunt
Dorothy looked at her food, stone-faced. Uncle Jeff looked
thoughtful.

Uncle Jeff said, slowly, “You’re a smart boy, Gary.
Do you have a theory about what might have happened?”

Ed had sworn me to secrecy, but mostly to keep his
name out of it, I assumed. And Ruth had just told me about Ralph
standing on his hands on the balcony, and she hadn’t sworn me to
secrecy. I didn’t see why Ralph’s parents shouldn’t know what might
have happened.

“Not really, but I learned that Ralph had done a
handstand on the edge of the balcony before.”

The color drained out of Aunt Dorothy’s face, and she
gasped. “Ralph wouldn’t do a thing like that.”

Uncle Jeff sighed. “I’m afraid he would have. Go on,
Gary.”

“If he did do a handstand, he was skillful enough so
that if he had lost his balance, he would have been able to do a
flip and land on his feet. He might have broken a leg, but—”

“But not his neck. I looked at the balcony. It’s not
that big a drop, as you said. I couldn’t understand how he could
land on his back. He must have really been off balance. Have you
carried your thoughts any further?”

“Well, what if he wasn’t alone on the balcony. Why
would he show off like that if nobody else was there?”

“And…”

“And what if the person he was with pushed him—hard
enough so that he didn’t have time to rotate his body in
midair.”

Aunt Dorothy gasped again. “Do you think he was
murdered?”

“I don’t think anything,” I said, quickly. “I’m just
trying to figure out what happened.”

“The police weren’t interested in pursuing it,” Uncle
Jeff said. “The school administration claimed that nobody was on
the balcony with Ralph, and there didn’t seem to be any way to
prove it, one way or another.”

“Attendance isn’t taken at each class,” I said, “so
if somebody skipped, it wouldn’t necessarily be noticed. And it’s
probably too long ago for anybody to remember whether a specific
person attended a class that was in session at the time Ralph
died.”

“Do you suspect someone?” Aunt Dorothy asked.

“No, no. As I said, I’m just trying to make sense of
it.”

“Well, I want you to stop. Ralph is dead. All this
theorizing won’t bring him back. All it will do is open old
wounds.”

Aunt Dorothy snapped her mouth shut. Uncle Jeff and I
both looked at her, but we didn’t say anything.

***

“Check,” Uncle Jeff said as he took my rook with his
queen.

He hadn’t lost his touch. “You’ve got me,” I
conceded. “I am allowed to join the chess club at school, so I
think I’ll do that and brush up on my game. Then maybe I’ll be
ready for you.”

We were playing in the large living room with the
grand piano at one end. Aunt Dorothy was doing something
upstairs.

Uncle Jeff smiled. “Good,” he said. “You’ve got a
solid basic game. I’m looking forward to playing with you some
more.” He leaned toward me and lowered his voice. “Gary, if you
have any ideas you can pursue concerning how Ralph died, I’ll back
you. Just don’t rile Dorothy. I was stymied when I tried to find
out some things. But perhaps you’ll have more luck. From the point
of view of a statistician, I would say that the odds are against
Ralph dying the way he did without somebody else being
involved.”

“I agree,” I said, “but I don’t know if I can prove
it. I’ll see what I can find out.”

“Thank-you.”

The first thought that occurred to me was the
discrepancy in the stories told by Ed and Ruth. Ed said that Ruth
and Ralph were breaking up; Ruth said they were getting along fine.
Was it a misunderstanding or was one of them lying?

I asked, “Do you know how good the relationship
between Ralph and Ruth was when he died?”

“It was fine, as far as I know,” Uncle Jeff said.
“But as the father, I’m always the last to find out anything. I
don’t know whether Dorothy has any more information. I’ll
delicately query her and let you know if I learn anything
different.” He smiled and said, “I’m glad you’re here.”

“Me too.” I spoke before I thought, but if my aunt
and uncle smiled more this wouldn’t be a bad place to live.




CHAPTER 9

I sat down in the hard, wooden chair in front
of Dr. Graves’s desk, as directed by Carol, the administrative
secretary. Dr G was reading something while tapping his pencil. He
didn’t look up for about thirty seconds, which gave me time to
wonder if he were upset with me. Since he could kick me out of
Carter for the slightest provocation, this was a real concern.

What would I do then? I couldn’t go home in
disgrace. I had taught myself how to juggle three balls. With
practice, I could learn to juggle more exotic items. Like knives. I
would run away and join a circus.

But right now I would rather be backstage
with Sylvia and Natalie. We hadn’t met this morning, the first time
in four mornings that some combination of us hadn’t gotten
together. As far as I knew, Dr. Graves wasn’t aware that I had been
meeting with them. Even if he should happen to find out, I could
justify my behavior. After all, I was spying on Sylvia, at his
request. And a spy had to be granted a certain amount of leeway
concerning school rules. This made me feel a little better while I
rehearsed what I was going to say.

Dr. Graves finally glanced up and stopped
tapping his pencil. Looking at me over his glasses, he said, “Good
morning, Gary. How are you adapting to life here at Carter?”

“Fine, sir. It’s smaller than Atherton and a
little easier to get around.” That was innocuous enough.

“Yes. Well, what can I do for you?”

“I want to tell you what I’ve found out about
Sylvia and her father.”

Dr. Graves quickly got up from his chair,
walked around the desk, and closed the door. He had a long,
athletic stride and was back in his seat in about eight seconds. He
took off his glasses and gave me his full attention.

This intimidated me because it implied that
what I was about to say had a lot more importance than what I
wished to give it. I swallowed and started talking. “I don’t think
Mr. Doran is wholeheartedly behind the Korean War.”

“The Korean War is over.”

“I think he believes that it was a bad idea
for us to send troops to Korea.”

This wasn’t based on anything Sylvia had told
me. I had been reading the editorials in the Buffalo Express. One
of them had been about the Korean War. Although the editorials were
unsigned, Sylvia had said that Mr. Doran, as chief editorial
writer, assigned the editorials to be written. From that I inferred
that they reflected his point of view. Of course, Dr. Graves also
had access to the Buffalo Express and could be reading the
editorials. This might be old news to him. Because the information
was common knowledge, I could rationalize passing it along. It
wasn’t as if I had actually dug up any new dirt.

“That sounds like a commie point of view,”
Dr. Graves said. “North Korea is supported by China, the biggest
communist country there is. Do you have anything more specific than
that?”

“He thinks that we can’t be the policemen of
the world. We shouldn’t get militarily involved in any foreign
countries unless our freedom is at stake.” I was paraphrasing and
generalizing, but I thought I had the gist of it correct. And I
still wasn’t saying anything that wasn’t common knowledge.

“Isolationist. That kind of thinking plays
into the hands of the Communists who want to take over the world.
Good job, Blanchard. What about Sylvia?”

“Uh, I’m not sure she shares the same
opinion. Her boyfriend enlisted in the Army and apparently wants to
go to Korea.”

“Erskine. Yeah, I know him well. He was on
the swimming team. I’d sometimes go to swimming classes just to
watch that boy swim. He’s got beautiful form. Graceful as a
porpoise. What have you learned about what Sylvia is up to at
school? A while back she was trying to get some teachers
fired.”

I stared at Dr. Graves. This had nothing to
do with Mr. Doran or the communist conspiracy. And I was supposed
to be helping Sylvia gather information on Mr. Plover, although I
hadn’t had time to start. I decided to play dumb.

“She hasn’t said anything about anything like
that. Maybe…she’s stopped doing that.” When the truth came out, I
wanted to be completely dissociated with it.

“I don’t believe it. She’s always up to
something. Trying to undermine my authority. Well, keep up the good
work, Blanchard. Remember: eyes and ears open. Get along to your
homeroom now.”

He dismissed me with a wave of his hand.

***

On Saturday afternoon, Carter played Atherton
in football. At Carter. I knew I should be rooting for Carter, but
my heart was still with Atherton. However, I decided that I had
better sit on the Carter side of the field, since I attended Carter
High now. Besides, the visitors’ bleachers faced west, and the
spectators had the afternoon sun in their eyes. I was sure the
field had been designed that away on purpose.

It was unseasonably warm—shirtsleeve weather.
Perhaps too early to be called Indian summer, since it was
officially just barely autumn, but the leaves were starting to turn
to their autumn colors. The reds and golds made it the most
beautiful season of the year—except for winter when a blanket of
white covered the ground. And spring, when new green life appeared.
And summer, when yellow grain filled the fields scraped flat by an
ancient glacier. It was the kind of day that made me almost forget
about my problems and just be happy I was alive. Until I saw some
Atherton people I knew across the gridiron. That brought a pang in
my heart that I had been trying to quell.

I arrived just before the game started, by
design. The Carter stands were pretty much filled. The Carter band
played the school fight song in the middle of the field with more
enthusiasm than skill. The band members stood in the shape of a
large C. I walked along in front of the bleachers, looking for a
friendly face. The first one I saw was Sylvia’s. I turned away,
feeling like a traitor. The band stopped playing, and I heard my
name called. It was Sylvia.

I climbed up several steps to where she was
sitting in the middle of a group of girls and boys. She was wearing
a red skirt. Most of the girls wore red skirts. The Carter school
colors were red and black. She motioned for me to sit beside her. I
put on a fake smile and sat down.

“Do you see anybody you know from Atherton?”
she asked.

“A few hundred people.” That was an
exaggeration since there weren’t that many spectators from
Atherton, but I recognized many of them, even from across the
field. After all, I had been there since seventh grade. “I know all
the football players…”

“And all the cheerleaders,” Sylvia cut in
with a smile.

Yeah, I knew all the cheerleaders at
Atherton, but none of them could hold a candle to Natalie, who was
leading her girls in a cheer in front of us. Maybe life here at
Carter wouldn’t be so bad, after all. I was having a clandestine
relationship with Natalie that her big-man-on-campus, quarterback
boyfriend didn’t know about. True, it was a nonphysical
relationship, but in my fantasies it achieved a much greater level
of intensity.

At that moment the Carter football team ran
onto the field, led by quarterback Joe Hawkins, and Natalie gave an
especially enthusiastic cheer. I wondered what it would take to get
Mr. Hawkins out of her life.

A few minutes after the game started, Barney Weiss
came strolling up the steps of the bleachers, looking nonchalant,
worked his way among the fans along the row below us, and sat down
right in front of Sylvia. He was wearing a Carter sweatshirt and
his dark hair, which was always the first thing I noticed about
him, was as usual immaculately combed.

Between plays, Sylvia tapped him on the
shoulder and said, “I see you’ve come out of hibernation.”

Referring to the fact that he had been very
quiet, at least in the lunchroom, since Natalie had beaten him at
nim.

Barney turned around and said, “Can’t miss
the game. Root root root for the home team and all that. I’m even
wearing my Carter sweatshirt.”

“Admirable school spirit,” Sylvia said. Then,
indicating me, “Have you met Gary?”

“He’s in my math class.” Barney gave me the
eye. “He’s already shown up us dumb ones by answering a couple of
tough questions.”

When Barney turned back to watch a play,
Sylvia spoke in my ear, covered by the noise of the crowd. “I
thought you were keeping a low profile.”

I shrugged. “I’ll get a note from my aunt
saying that I get ear infections when I have to answer questions in
class.”

We watched as Joe Hawkins threw a touchdown
pass, making the score 6-0. The cheerleaders, led by Natalie, went
wild, as did many of the fans. Barney gave a halfhearted cheer, but
Sylvia jumped up and yelled. I clapped politely. A successful extra
point attempt made it 7-0.

During the break in the action, Sylvia got
Barney’s attention and said, “Gary is interested in what happened
to Ralph Harrison.” And to me, “Barney and Ralph were good
friends.”

Barney looked pensive, a look I hadn’t seen
on him. After a pause, he said, “Ralph was a smart boy. He would
have gone far. It’s a damn shame.”

“Do you think anybody was with him when
he…fell?” I asked.

Barney looked at me closely, as if trying to
figure out why I had asked the question. He spoke carefully. “The
official police report states that he was alone.”

“But…” I said and stopped. My reporting
experience had taught me that sometimes remaining silent was the
best way to get people to say more than they wanted to.

Barney was still choosing each word
carefully. “Given the circumstances, I think it is highly unlikely
that the accident would have happened if he had been alone. It was
the middle of the school day. He hadn’t been drinking. Although he
had a wild streak, he always calculated the odds and knew what he
was doing.”

“So, who was with him?’

Barney smiled a thin smile and said, “That’s
the 64-dollar question, isn’t it?”

“You referred to it as an accident. If
somebody was with him, do you still think it was an accident?”

“Ask me no questions, I’ll tell you no lies.”
Barney turned around as Carter kicked off to Atherton.




CHAPTER 10

The smooth voice of Perry Como wafted from
the jukebox in the corner of the cafeteria, crooning the words to
“Prisoner of Love,” as I attempted to glide around the dance floor
with Sylvia. Fred Astaire I wasn’t. The tables had been retracted
into the walls, and the chairs had been arranged along said walls,
leaving the tile floor open for a herd of couples engaged in slow
dancing.

Most of the dancers shuffled their sock feet
roughly in time to the music without executing recognizable steps,
so I didn’t feel out of place. The beat was too slow for a foxtrot,
anyway. Bodies swayed in unison, close together, often touching at
key points. A few of the girls’ heads rested on their boyfriends’
shoulders. A handful of couples eschewed the classic dance frame
and had their arms wrapped around each other, clinging together
with teenage intensity, as if afraid that their partners would
disappear forever if they loosened their grips.

Slow dancing was about as close as most of us
came to actual sex, and sometimes I wondered how many of us had
teeth marks on our bedposts. In the case of Sylvia and me, the
dance position was a little awkward because she was so much shorter
than I was, at an inch over five feet. I held her loosely so that
she wouldn’t get smothered by my sweater.

I had danced with her several times because,
of the available girls, she was the one I knew best. Most of the
students had come stag to the sock hop, as I had. It was the
evening after the football game. Several teachers, acting as
chaperones, sat at the raised end of the cafeteria. Two were even
dancing with each other, more skillfully than most of the
students.

Carter had beaten Atherton for the first time
in almost forever. Joe Hawkins had played a large part in the
victory. Maybe Carter was becoming an athletic power. I had talked
to some of my friends from Atherton at halftime. It was good to see
them again, but it brought back memories that depressed me. My
state of exile became more real to me.

I was feeling better now, but I wanted to
branch out. When Barney came over and asked Sylvia to dance, that
gave me an opportunity. Barney and my cousin, Ed, among others,
were moving freely from girl to girl. For somebody whose clothes
were worn and somewhat tattered, Ed had a lot of nerve. Since
changing partners was acceptable practice, I was going to practice
it. Of course, the girl I really wanted to dance with was Natalie,
but she had her arms wrapped around Joe. Although I couldn’t help
thinking that his aloof manner looked out of place, considering his
fortunate situation.

Who else was available? I saw Ruth Allen,
Ralph’s former girlfriend, sitting with some other girls along the
wall. A stirring in my loins told me that I wanted to dance with
her, if only because of her magnificent body. I went over, caught
her eye, and extended my hand. She stood up and put her hand in
mine without either of us saying a word. That was easy. We made our
way onto the floor and danced to Nat King Cole’s mellifluous voice
singing “Mona Lisa.” The touch of her breasts felt good against my
chest.

She wasn’t a talker like Sylvia, and to get
by the awkwardness of silence, I was trying to think of something
halfway intelligent to comment on when she said, “Not so close,
Gary.”

That shattered my euphoria. I mumbled an
apology and loosened the hold of my right hand on her back. Caught
enjoying myself too much. We danced to the rest of the song in
silence while Nat tried to figure out whether Mona was warm and
real or just a cold work of art. I began to wonder the same thing
about Ruth. Or maybe she just didn’t like me. Because I reminded
her of Ralph?

I was getting used to rejection. I had dated
an Atherton girl during the summer. I took her to nice places, like
Melody Fair, which featured Broadway musicals in a tent. On our
third or fourth date, we went to a drive-in theater. Drive-ins were
billed as hotbeds of iniquity. Not for me. Near the end of the
first movie of a double feature, I casually slid across the bench
seat of the car toward her and placed my arm behind her
shoulders.

During the break between movies, we ate
hamburgers, drank sodas, and went to the restrooms. She beat me
back to the car. When I returned, her purse, which was the size of
an overnight bag, sat squarely on the seat between us. As dense as
I was, I got the message. Looking back, what I couldn’t understand
was why I dated her again after that episode. I guess I was
desperate.

One time, after I had achieved some measure
of success with a girl, my mother pulled me into the basement where
she washed the clothes and showed me the sweater I had worn on that
occasion. It had lipstick all over the collar area, and she wasn’t
happy about it. It’s not easy being a teenager.

I thanked Ruth when the music stopped and was
about to look for something to drink when I noticed Natalie sitting
by herself. Opportunity was knocking. I raced over to her and asked
her to dance.

She looked up at me, startled, and said, “Joe
just went to the restroom. He’ll be back soon.”

“Then we’ll dance until he gets back.” By
this time I had hold of her hand. I pulled her to her feet, and we
started dancing to “Earth Angel,” sung by The Penguins.

She felt good in my arms, but she appeared
tentative and kept looking over my shoulder toward the entrance to
the cafeteria. She said, “We aren’t supposed to know each other,
are we?”

“I met you at cheerleader practice, remember?
And Joe is in my gym class. We played on the same touch football
team. He even threw me a touchdown pass.”

Natalie still looked nervous. She clearly
wasn’t enjoying herself, which greatly tempered my enjoyment. Earth
angels were supposed to act differently. I looked around the room,
but I didn’t see Joe. I did see Ed dancing with Ruth, and they were
dancing closer than I had been allowed to. How could he get away
with that? After all, I was taller and better looking.

Joe still hadn’t shown up when the song
ended, but I let Natalie go and went in search of refreshments.
After two bad dances, I needed them. And a Charleston was playing
on the jukebox. No boys and only a few girls knew how to dance to
the bouncy tune, including Sylvia and Natalie, and they obviously
enjoyed doing it. They crossed their hands on their knees and
kicked their legs in unusual directions, in time to the music. They
looked like flappers from another age. Where did they learn this
sort of thing?

I found the refreshment table—one of the
cafeteria tables that hadn’t been stored in the wall. While I
picked up a cookie and a paper cup full of pink punch, I watched
two boys arm wrestling at the end of the table. The smaller of the
two put down the arm of the larger one quite easily.

He said, slurring his words, “Who else wants
to take me on? I can beat anybody here, right-handed or
left-handed.”

“You’re drunk, Willie,” a woman said. I
guessed that she was a mother recruited to be in charge of
refreshments.

Willie denied he was drunk, and they bantered
back and forth for a minute. He was clearly younger than I was,
which placed him well below the legal drinking age of eighteen. He
wore a T-shirt with the already short sleeves rolled even higher,
revealing significant biceps and triceps for so small a body. The
fold of one T-shirt sleeve outlined the shape of a pack of
cigarettes sitting on his shoulder. His hair was combed behind his
head in a DA, which was the nice way of saying a duck’s ass. He
must use Brylcreme to hold it in place.

Willie spotted me watching the action and
said, “What about you? Do you want to arm wrestle?”

“Not me.” There was no glory to be had if I
won over a smaller opponent and much humiliation if I lost,
especially because of his inebriated state. And his muscles were
impressive.

“What’s your name? I ain’t seen you
before.”

“Gary.”

“I’m Willie.”

He reached his hand across the table toward
me. I crammed the remains of my cookie into my mouth and shifted my
drink cup to my left hand. When I took his hand he gripped mine
hard and jerked me toward him. I fell across the table. My drink
flew out of my hand and splashed all over him when I slapped the
table to catch myself. I also grunted loudly and spit out the
cookie onto Willie’s shirt.

While I tried to pick myself up and determine
whether I had suffered any damage, other than to my ego, Willie
laughed. A few people who had observed the action, including the
mother, apparently were too shocked to laugh at first, but when
they saw that I wasn’t hurt, they did laugh—at Willie. Because he
had pink punch streaming down his face and half-chewed chocolate
chip cookie on his shirt.

As I continued to collect myself, someone
started to admonish Willie. He held up his hands and said, still
slurring his words, “Hey, it was a joke.” He didn’t seem to be
bothered by the fact that he looked a mess.

I had to do something. One option was to
attack him, but aside from the fact that he had a good defensive
position on the other side of the table, it wouldn’t look good for
a senior to fight an underclassman. In addition, I would get into
trouble, which I couldn’t afford to do, and it would raise my
profile, which I didn’t want.

I smiled and said, “You look good enough to
eat.” Too late, I realized the double entendre, but the resulting
laughter cleared the air.

“I like you,” Willie said. “Sit down and talk
to me.”

Why not? He looked harmless now. I sat down
across the table from him, being careful to keep my hands and arms
where he couldn’t grab them.

He wiped his face with a napkin given to him
by the mother and said, “What grade are you?”

“Senior.”

“I’m a southmore.”

I didn’t know whether the mispronunciation
was the result of his drinking. I said, “You play any sports?”

“Baseball and cross-country.”

I wondered how much longer he would be
running cross-country if he continued to smoke. And drink to
excess. I was about to excuse myself and try my luck on the dance
floor again when he said, “You look something like the guy who
died—Ralph Harrison.”

Natalie had said that, but only after I told
her we were related. Nobody else had mentioned it. Maybe the
alcohol gave him special insight, although it’s not surprising that
one might look like one’s first cousin. However, I played dumb and
said, “He died?”

“Yeah, he fell off the balcony in the
auditorium. That’s what they say, anyway.”

“Did you know him?”

“He taught me how to walk on my hands. Good
guy. But there was something funny about how he died.”

I was about to ask him what was funny when
Sylvia came sliding up to me on her sock feet, grabbed my hand, and
said, “Here you are, hiding out. Come and dance with me. I’m tired
of having my toes stepped on by the clods I’ve been dancing with.
At least you know one foot from the other.”

I went with her. You don’t argue with an
irresistible force.




CHAPTER 11

My parents arrived at the farm about noon,
along with my two younger brothers. Aunt Dorothy and Uncle Jeff had
invited them over for Sunday dinner, thinking that we probably
missed each other. I was glad to see them, in spite of the fact
that I had never been homesick in my life. My mother gave me a
kiss; my father shook my hand. My brothers asked me how things were
going as if they really cared.

Having been an only child all week, I was
ready to toss a football around with them, but my father
immediately steered me away from the group toward the outdoor brick
fireplace, built by Uncle Jeff for holding summer barbeques, and
the baseball diamond beyond the fireplace, which featured a large
green backstop made of wood, also built by Uncle Jeff. The diamond
had grown up to waist-high timothy grass and weeds since Ralph
hadn’t been there to mow it during the summer.

My father was dressed in his Sunday best,
which included a conservative three-piece suit and a tie. It was
also his Monday best, etc., because he wore the same clothes to
work. He was several inches shorter than I was now, which I was
glad of because it appeared to give me a physical advantage, even
though I probably didn’t weigh any more than he did.

“Dorothy told us what classes you’re taking,”
my father said, without preliminary. “It sounds as if you have a
good, meaty schedule. I hope you’re keeping your nose to the
grindstone and studying hard. I don’t want to see a repeat of what
happened at Atherton.”

“Yes, Dad.” In fact, I had been studying more
than I would have if I had been home. Other than the single chess
game with Uncle Jeff, I hadn’t had any distractions in the
evenings. My aunt and uncle hadn’t succumbed to buying a television
set yet, and, although I was a voracious reader, I had done my
homework each night before opening a non-academic book. It helped
that Uncle Jeff was available to assist me with any math questions
and Aunt Dorothy was equally adept at English and history.

“I’m concerned about the academic quality at
Carter as opposed to Atherton. Dorothy assures me that the teaching
staff is sound, but I have my doubts.”

I had my doubts, too, especially after what
Sylvia had told me about Mr. Plover, although my teachers at least
seemed to have mastered the basics of their subjects. I didn’t
think it was a good idea to express any misgivings to my father,
because I didn’t want to transfer to yet another school. I told him
that I thought my teachers were all right.

“There’s something else I want to talk to you
about. Are you familiar with the communist investigations going on
in Washington?”

“Yes.” I wanted to appear knowledgeable.

He raised his eyebrows as if not quite
believing me. In spite of the high academic standards that he had
set for me, my father was always skeptical about whether I actually
learned anything.

“Several local people are being investigated
for activity inimical to the interests of the United States. One of
them has a daughter who goes to Carter.”

Could he be talking about Sylvia’s father? In
his work at the Buffalo city hall, my father had a lot of political
connections at all levels, including federal. Therefore, I
shouldn’t have been surprised that he knew about communist
investigations, but it was a shock, nevertheless.

“This man just testified before the Internal
Security Subcommittee of the Senate,” my father continued. “His
name is Michael Doran. Although he said that he hasn’t been a
Communist for a number of years, when asked what he knew about
other people, he invoked the fifth Amendment.”

“Isn’t that his privilege?” I asked.

“We’re talking about the security of the
United States. In any case, he’s going to lose his job.”

“Lose his job?”

“Yes. He works for the Buffalo Express,
writing editorials. It’s a particularly sensitive area, because he
has the opportunity to spread his subversive opinions among the
unwashed proletariat. But he’s going to be out of a job. His
daughter’s name is…Sylvia, I think. Do you know her?”

“A little.”

“I want you to stay away from her.”

“But what has she done? She’s—”

“Don’t have anything to do with her.”

My father had a way of shutting me out that
prevented me from responding. Perhaps it was because I remembered
how angry he could get. When I was younger, this anger had
sometimes resulted in a spanking, by his hand or, occasionally, a
stick from our woodpile.

Another car was coming slowly up the driveway
that had been paved mostly with the ashes from the coal furnace.
The coal furnace was gone, having been replaced by an oil furnace
only a few years ago. The driveway ran up the right side of the old
brick house. The car, even older than the Ford I was driving,
stopped opposite the kitchen door.

“Those must be the Drucquers,” my father said
in a completely different tone. He turned away from me and walked
back toward the house.

The discussion was over, to my relief, but I
didn’t have time to digest what he had just said. Aunt Dorothy had
invited the Drucquers for Sunday dinner, so that we could get to
know them. Four people piled out of the car, all of them dressed
for church. The two ladies wore hats and white gloves. My parents
were churchgoers, also, but Aunt Dorothy and Uncle Jeff weren’t; at
least they hadn’t been since Ralph died. Any religious spark within
the two had apparently died with him.

Mr. and Mrs. Drucquer were short and round,
with red faces and English accents even more pronounced than Ed’s.
Mr. Drucquer’s threadbare suit didn’t quite fit him, and he looked
as if he were uncomfortable wearing it. Mrs. Drucquer had a run in
one of her stockings.

Kate Drucquer didn’t really fit in with the
rest of the family, as Tom and Archie had already told me. She was
pretty and slim, with short, red hair and green eyes. Under her
light coat, she wore a blue dress with a white, Peter Pan collar,
as my mother called it. She had almost no accent. I vaguely
remembered seeing her at school. She would be a sophomore now, like
Tom.

I noticed that Ed and Kate called the older
generation “Cousin.” Cousin Dorothy and Cousin Jeff, and my parents
were Cousin Tom and Cousin Sarah. I thought about it and determined
that they were cousins, not uncles and aunts. I suspected that they
had been drilled by their parents.

Once introductions were made, we trooped into
the kitchen where appetizing odors permeated our nostrils, and from
there into the dining room. Aunt Dorothy had cooked a turkey, as if
it were Thanksgiving, and for dessert she had baked apple pie,
featuring apples from the old apple orchard, cherry pie, with
berries from the sour cherry tree, and rhubarb pie. I had picked
the rhubarb, along with hubbard squash and tomatoes, from her
garden that morning.

I had also set up two card tables at the end
of the dining room table, and by appropriating chairs from various
parts of the house, we managed to seat all eleven people. Tom
wangled a chair next to Kate.

Halfway through dinner, in answer to
questions from Tom and me about our ancestry, Mr. Drucquer started
to speak in his strong British accent.

“I did some investigation of our genealogy
when we lived in England. I found out that the original spelling of
Drucquer is D-R-U-K-K-E-R. The Drukkers lived in Holland. One of
our common ancestors is reputed to have been a bareback rider in
her grandfather’s circus.”

“Was she also a bare front rider?” Tom asked,
to disapproving looks from my parents and a stifled giggle from
Kate.

“She married a man named Drukker,” Mr.
Drucquer continued, as if he hadn’t been interrupted. “Then she and
her husband immigrated to England under mysterious circumstances,
in 1831, and changed their name to D-R-U-C-Q-U-E-R, which is a
made-up spelling. There are no more Drucquers living in England. We
were the last of them.”

“Maybe they were running from the law,”
Archie said. “It would be fun to have some black sheep in the
family.”

My father scowled at Archie, but Mr. Drucquer
smiled and said, “It’s not clear which side of the law they were
on. Their names were John and Adelade. His real name was Joachim,
but he changed it to John when he reached England. They had two
sons shortly after they went to England. I am descended from one of
the sons. You yanks are descended from the other son. And each of
them had a son.”

“Who were grandsons of John and Adelade,” I
said, trying to keep the relationships straight.

“Right. The grandson who stayed in England
was my grandfather and he was named John, after his grandfather.
And I am named John, after both of them. He died when I was young,
but I remember him telling me stories about his grandparents.”

“Please pass some more turkey,” Archie said.
“This is exciting.”

“Unfortunately, my grandfather didn’t tell me
everything. Perhaps he thought the details were too sordid for a
young person, or perhaps he just didn’t know. So I asked my father.
He and his father had questionable communications skills with each
other, but he said he had heard stories. First, I should tell you
that, although according to census records, the original John had
many jobs during his lifetime, while he was in Holland, he was a
tutor. My father said that he tutored some children who were
members of Dutch royalty.”

“Like princesses?” Kate asked.

“Very possibly. One story is that a member of
the royal family took a liking to Adelade and that the couple had
to flee in the middle of the night to get away from him.”

Mr. Drucquer paused to take a bite and let us
digest this information. Every eye was focused on him.

“The other story is that when they left
Holland, they took a valuable piece of jewelry belonging to the
royal family. It was supposedly worth a king’s ransom, so to
speak.”

“A diamond necklace,” Kate said.

Ed had mentioned a diamond necklace to Tom
and Archie. “I can see why they changed the spelling of their
name,” I said. “What happened to the necklace?”

“It has never surfaced, as far as I can
tell,” Mr. Drucquer said. “Which makes the story extremely dubious.
John and Adelade never had much money. Neither did my grandfather.
It is true that they would have had trouble selling the necklace in
England without a lot of questions being asked. Maybe I shouldn’t
say this because I don’t want to cause dissension, but my father
said there was a rumor that the grandson who came to America
brought it with him. He was named Thomas, the same as you two,” he
said, indicating my father and my brother.

“That would be Dorothy’s and my grandfather,”
my father said. “And I can tell you that he and his family were not
wealthy. He was able to buy the farm, but he worked hard for it. It
didn’t come easily.”

“If the necklace suddenly appeared, would you
own it together like you own the farm?” Tom asked.

He was referring to my father and Aunt
Dorothy. We had known since we were young that they owned the farm.
Aunt Dorothy and Uncle Jeff paid rent to my father for living
here.

“Of course, I married Dorothy for her money,”
Uncle Jeff said, smiling. “But I wish she’d make a will to protect
me in my old age.”

“It runs in the family,” my mother said. “Tom
won’t make a will either.”

She was referring to my father, not my
brother.

“If we die without a will, our spouses will
inherit, according to law,” my father said firmly, in an attempt to
close off the discussion.

I knew from experience how stubborn and
opinionated my father was. “But what if they die first?” I asked,
suddenly concerned about my own future.

“Then our children inherit, then other living
relatives.”

“We’re almost out of living relatives,” Aunt
Dorothy said. “I think John here and you kids are the only
ones.”

She looked at Ed and Kate. There were too
many males named John and Thomas in the family. It was difficult to
figure out which one we were talking about. I was glad my name was
unique.

“But that’s enough morbid talk for one
dinner,” she continued. “Who wants some pie?”




CHAPTER 12

After dinner, Ed proposed that we youngsters
play in the hayloft of the large red barn that had been built next
to the road fifty years ago. I pointed out that he and Kate were
hardly dressed for playing in a hayloft. Ed said that they had
thought of that and had brought along play clothes. So had Tom and
Archie. We had often played in the hayloft on past visits to the
farm, and for that reason, we always came prepared. Apparently Ed
and Kate had also played in the hayloft before.

We all changed into blue jeans with holes in
the knees, old sweatshirts, and sneakers and trooped along the
narrow concrete walkway across the lawn to the barn. It had been
recently painted and was in good repair. The green roof had
lightning rods along the peak. Inside, it was dark and smelled like
a barn, even though no animals were kept here anymore. Odors of
manure and silage remained from the ghosts of cows who had once
been milked while standing in the metal stanchions on the ground
floor.

Tom led the way up the rickety iron ladder to
the hayloft. He pushed up the trapdoor and secured it with a hook.
Kate went next, and Tom gave her a hand to help her make the
transition from the ladder to the wooden floor of the loft, rubbed
smooth and somewhat slippery by the polishing effect of hay bales
being slid across it. The rest of us were on our own.

Tom had turned on the floodlight that
illuminated the basketball court in the center of the hayloft. The
only other light came from a window at the top of one end of the
barn. Uncle Jeff had built the backboard for Ralph when he was
young. The court took up the center third of the voluminous open
space. Another third was filled with a twenty-something-foot-high
pile of loose hay, and the remaining third contained rectangular
hay bales, stacked up to several feet below the window.

This was the first time I had been in the
hayloft since Ralph had died. We had played basketball here
together and built forts in the hay bales. One time I had watched
as Ralph used a toy archery set to repeatedly shoot at one of the
pigeons that liked to roost on the rope under the peak of the roof
and drop white feces bombs onto the basketball court. It had taken
him a while, but he had slain the pigeon. Uncle Jeff had plucked
the feathers and roasted it. The pigeon was scrawny, and the meat
was tough and not very tasty.

Ralph had loved basketball as much as I did.
I wondered whether we should be playing on his court. Maybe it
should be left, undisturbed, as a shrine to him. However, Tom had
no such compunctions. He grabbed a ball and started shooting
baskets. He was a slightly smaller version of me—not quite as tall,
not quite as quick. But give him a couple of years.

“Let’s have a game,” Tom said, as Kate and Ed
took turns shooting with Tom.

Archie had already disappeared up into the
hay bales. The only fair way for the rest of us to play two on two
was for Kate and me to take on Tom and Ed. That was all right with
me, since it was just for fun. Actually, Kate was almost as tall as
Ed and looked a lot more like a basketball player than he did. And
she could shoot. It was too bad Carter didn’t have a girls’
basketball team.

Tom chose to guard Kate, which left Ed on me.
Ed played a bowling ball defense, which could be effective if I
didn’t keep out of his way, as fouls were rarely called in the
barn. But I was taller and quicker than he was and didn’t have any
problem getting shots. So I concentrated on feeding the ball to
Kate and setting picks, so that she could drive by Tom for easy
layups. Having a girl score on him would keep him from getting too
smug. On defense, Kate was all knees and elbows and gave Tom a hard
time, while I played Ed loosely because he couldn’t shoot worth a
damn.

Kate and I were the first to twenty. It was
obvious that Ed didn’t want to play anymore, so Tom took Kate up to
the top of the haystack and showed her how to slide down the steep
slope. I looked at Ed to see if he wanted to join them.

“Let’s go up in the hay bales,” Ed said.

I thought I had outgrown making forts out of
hay bales, but if that’s what he wanted to do. I led the way up the
bales to where Archie was busily dragging around the
hundred-pounders with great effort, using a hay hook he had found,
and creating a hideaway for himself.

“How do they get the bales in here?” Ed
asked.

I had watched it being done. “The other end
of the hayloft opens up,” I said, pointing to the end by the road.
The bales are brought up on a conveyor belt. Once they’re up here,
there’s an apparatus like a large fork that can pick up multiple
bales at one time. The fork is transported by a rope and pulley
system to this end of the barn where the bales are dropped. Then
they have to be stacked by hand.”

I pointed out the end of the rope that came
down from the peak of the barn and rested on top of the bales in
coils. Ralph and I had swung out over the basketball court on this
rope, but I didn’t consider it a safe thing to do, particularly for
Ed, who didn’t seem to be all that coordinated. I didn’t want to be
responsible for him getting hurt, so I didn’t mention the
possibility.

“And the loose hay?”

“Is brought up on a conveyor belt and dumped.
Although carting loose hay around is less efficient than baling it.
Once that pile is gone, I don’t think they’ll create any more. Then
the sliding days of Tom and Kate will be over.”

I added the last because I saw that Tom and
Kate were already going down the slide in tandem, Tom behind with
his arms around Kate. Did I feel a tinge of jealousy? I had never
been able to work that fast with a girl.

“When will all this hay be gone?”

“Most of it will be used this winter to feed
the cows on the next farm. The owner has the use of the barn and
farms the land also. Why this sudden interest in farming? Are you
thinking of taking it up?”

Ed smiled. “Yeah, I’d make a great farmer. If
I could only figure out which end of the cow to milk. No, I was
just wondering, because when the hay is gone, you could set up a
full-sized basketball court with a basket at each end.”

“By that time, I’ll be getting ready for
college.” And presumably be back living with my parents.

“Are those things heavy?” Ed asked
Archie.

Archie, who was sweating as much as we
basketball players, gave the hook to Ed, who tried to lift a
bale.

“Whew, they weigh a ton,” he said.

Another reason why he wasn’t cut out to be a
farmer.

“You wouldn’t be able to make a fort that was
very deep,” he continued.

“Not without a lot of work,” I said, from the
superior position of someone who had stacked hay bales five-high on
a wagon pulled behind a baling machine.

“I guess it would be impossible to dig down
to the floor right here,” he said, walking over to the wall that
the bales abutted.

I followed him. “That’s about the safest
statement you’ve made all day.” Archie couldn’t hear us if we kept
our voices low. “I wanted to ask you a couple more questions about
Ralph.”

Ed looked wary, but he didn’t say
anything.

Might as well get to the point. “Do you think
that anybody was on the balcony with Ralph when he…fell?”

Ed took a step backward, as if trying to ward
off the question. “I never said that.”

“But do you think it’s possible?”

“The police and the school officials don’t
think so.”

“I want to know what you think.”

Ed remained silent. I tried again. “You said
he and Ruth were breaking up. Do you think Ruth was with him?”

Ed shook his head.

“Let me give you a scenario,” I said. “Ralph
and Ruth were sitting together at the assembly. When it ended, they
started a discussion about their breakup. They stayed behind and
kept talking as the others left. Maybe the discussion became
heated. They got agitated. Ralph did a handstand to let off steam.
Ruth, in a fit of rage, gave him a—”

“No.” Ed shouted. “It didn’t happen like
that. Ruth didn’t have anything to do with Ralph’s death.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Because…because we had the same class after
the assembly. English with Miss Wiggenstein. Wigs. And Ruth
attended class that day.”

“You’re absolutely—”

“Positive.” Ed nodded vigorously. “Besides,
Ruth is square as a bear. There’s not a wild bone in her body. She
wouldn’t do anything that wasn’t socially acceptable. Like kill
somebody.”




CHAPTER 13

Uncle Jeff and Aunt Dorothy listened to the
news on a small, vacuum-tube radio in the morning. We ate breakfast
sitting on plywood benches at the plywood table Uncle Jeff had
built to fit into the breakfast nook. On Monday, the start of my
second week at Carter High, I wasn’t really listening when the name
Michael Doran caught my ear.

The announcer was saying that Mr. Doran had
been fired from his job as chief editorial writer at the Buffalo
Express, apparently because of his communist sympathies, although
the paper denied that was the reason. He went on to talk about Mr.
Doran’s testimony before the Senate Internal Security
Subcommittee.

I hadn’t thought about Sylvia and her father
since my father had told me what was going to happen. I had been
too wrapped up in thinking about Ralph and my theory regarding his
demise that Ed had shot down. And my father hadn’t made Mr. Doran’s
firing sound imminent. He must have been fired over the weekend.
Somehow, the news services got hold of it. Bad news travels
fast.

“The Dorans live in Carter,” Uncle Jeff said
while chipping with a small silver spoon at the shell of the
soft-boiled egg he ate every morning in a silver eggcup.

“Their daughter, Sylvia, goes to Carter
High,” I said.

“This is going to be hard on her. Communism
is the current panic. Some folks see communists under every
rug.”

“And in some cases, the communists are
there,” Aunt Dorothy said, taking toast out of the toaster. “I
don’t want someone who is anti-American writing editorials for my
newspaper.”

Uncle Jeff looked as if he were going to say
something, but he took a bite of egg instead. I excused myself and
went to get ready for school. I had better get there early and see
if Sylvia was okay.

***

I opened my locker to take out the books I
needed for my morning classes. A loose piece of paper fell out. I
picked it up off the floor and saw that it was folded into
quarters. I didn’t remember placing it in my locker, so I jammed in
into my pocket. I dumped the books in my cafeteria homeroom and
went up the stairs to Sylvia’s homeroom. Only a handful of students
were there. Sylvia wasn’t among them. Natalie and her quarterback
were standing by the windows. She was running her hands over the
front of his sweater, as if he were a girl and she were feeling him
up.

I walked toward them and asked, “Is Sylvia in
yet?”

They turned to look at me. Natalie screwed up
her beautiful face into a look of hatred and said, “If she’s smart,
she’ll never set foot in this school again.”

I stared at her, speechless.

When I couldn’t get anything out of my mouth,
Natalie said, “Did you hear what happened to her father?”

I nodded, still unable to speak.

“He got what he deserved,” she said. “Commie
bastard.”

“But Sylvia didn’t do anything,” I managed to
blurt out.

“We don’t want any communists around this
school.”

I looked at Joe. Although known even less
than Natalie for his intellectual brilliance, he was nodding in
agreement with her. I stumbled out of the room and went to stand by
the entrance to the school used by students who drove their own
cars. I waited in vain as the few students who drove came drifting
through the doorway, but no Sylvia. At two minutes before the bell,
I went back to the cafeteria.

As our homeroom teacher went through the
ritual of taking attendance and reading messages from Dr. Graves
and others, I happened to stick my hand in my pocket, and felt the
piece of paper I had placed there earlier. I pulled it out and
unfolded it. It was white bond paper and the following was typed on
it:

“A nosy young fellow named Gary

Looked into some things that were scary.

The death of his coz

Is the story that was,

But if he persists he’ll be very

S O R R Y”

I read it again, not believing what I was
seeing. The bell rang for first period. I slid it back into my
pocket and headed for class, wondering if this was some kind of a
joke. And then I forgot about it as something else captured my
attention.

The school was buzzing about Sylvia and her
father. And the buzz seemed to be overwhelmingly negative. How
could she go from being the most popular girl in the school to this
in one day? I wanted to yell at these people and tell them how
stupid they were to be led around blindly by a junior senator from
Wisconsin and his gang of thugs.

But I was too cowardly. I kept quiet and
wondered what I could do to help her. I didn’t have any classes
with her, but we did have the same lunch. By the time I went
through the lunch line, I was boiling inside. When I gave my
twenty-seven cents to Dolores, my hand accidentally brushed against
the bulge in her sweater, fulfilling my fantasy. Or was it
accidental? We made eye contact for a moment, and then she went on
to the next person in line. For some reason, this made me feel a
little better.

I walked into the cafeteria as the jukebox
played “Kiss of Fire,” sung by Georgia Gibbs, who was being burned
and turned into ashes by her lover’s kiss. A quick glance around
convinced me that Sylvia wasn’t here. Her blond hair made her easy
to spot. I saw Barney the brain sitting by himself and slid onto
the bench across the table from him, facing the lunch line, so that
if Sylvia did show up, I could spot her. We greeted each other,
briefly, and then were silent for a few minutes while we shoveled
the cafeteria slop into our mouths.

Near us, at the same table, several boys were
talking about communists in general and Sylvia in particular. It
wasn’t complimentary.

I glanced at Barney. He looked at them in
disgust and said, “Animals.”

I figured he knew more about what was going
on than I did. I said, “What’s happening here?”

“It’s the mob effect. When there’s danger,
it’s safer to be a faceless face in the crowd. Don’t raise your
head or it may be cut off.”

“So everyone’s scared?”

“Sure. Look what happened to Mr. Doran.”

“Do you think he deserved it?”

“I read the article in this morning’s
paper.”

That was more than I had done. “They put in
an article about how they fired him?”

“The article didn’t even mention that. It
just talked about his testimony. He testified that when he was in
college, he was idealistic, and he joined this communist group,
because he thought it was the answer to the world’s problems. When
he found out what Communism was really all about—enslaving people
and killing them, he quit. They asked him to implicate others who
they claim were in the same group. He took the fifth. I think
that’s what got him fired.”

“Because he wouldn’t incriminate his
friends.”

“Right. It looks to me as if those guys in
Washington are trampling on the constitution.”

“And his own newspaper is, too.”

“Newspapers rave about the importance of free
speech. I’d like to see how they explain what they did to Mr.
Doran.”

***

Sylvia lived on Main Street in the village of
Carter, an unincorporated center of population within the town of
Carter. The high school was a couple of miles west of there, also
on Main Street. I drove past Sylvia’s house each day on the way to
and from school. I had never actually looked at her house before,
and in fact, I didn’t know exactly which one it was, so I got the
number out of a telephone book before I left the school that
afternoon.

I knew the house was located on the slant
where Main Street came down a hill into the village center. I
coasted halfway down the hill and stopped the car at the edge of
the road. Sylvia’s house was across the street, one of several that
sat on the hillside under large maple trees whose broad leaves were
in the process of dressing for autumn.

By checking numbers, I spotted the house—a
two-story, brown, clapboard affair that must have been forty or
fifty years old. Typical small-town America. Still, it wasn’t as
old as the farmhouse, which had been built in the 1870s.

I sat in the car for a while, staring at the
house. What was I doing here? Shouldn’t I stay out of this? Let
Sylvia fight her own battles. Yeah, but she had been nice to me and
she was being treated unfairly by the students. I wouldn’t get many
points for being her friend. But what did I care? I had already
decided that I wasn’t here to win any popularity contests.

A couple of times I almost started the car
and drove away. But I couldn’t do it. Finally, I took the keys out
of the ignition, opened the door, and got out. I waited for a break
in the light afternoon traffic and ran across the street. I went up
several steps to the front door of the house and stopped. My doubts
returned. What was I going to say to Sylvia?

I didn’t know any words that seemed adequate.
What could I do to help her? This miscarriage of justice was much
bigger than I was. And then I remembered that my father had told me
to stay away from Sylvia. By seeing her, I would be disobeying a
direct order. And I was usually obedient to my parents, in spite of
the trouble I had caused.

But when I tried to walk away, I found again
that I couldn’t. I couldn’t ring the doorbell, and I couldn’t
leave. I stood there for what seemed like several minutes,
nervously transferring my weight from one foot to the other, until
I started to feel conspicuous. In spite of the fact that nobody had
gone by on the sidewalk, and the people in cars probably didn’t
even see me, or if they did, it was only for a split second.

Well, Blanchard, shit or get off the pot. My
finger lunged at the doorbell, and I heard it ring inside. Now I
really wanted to run, but it was too late. There was nowhere to
hide. The door had a translucent window on it, and I could make out
an image through it as somebody approached. Somebody who looked
bigger than Sylvia.

I wasn’t prepared for this. The door opened,
and a man—obviously Mr. Doran—appeared. I should have known he’d be
here. After all, he didn’t have a job to go to. He was thin—almost
gaunt—but not tall. His light hair was sparse, and he had a haunted
expression on his face—or at least it seemed like that to me.

An involuntary shudder went through me, as if
I were face-to-face with a criminal. That reaction angered me. I
got a grip on myself and said, “I need to talk to Sylvia.” I
immediately realized how childish this was—making a demand before
even introducing myself. I was about to say something more when Mr.
Doran spoke.

“Sylvia doesn’t want to talk to anybody.”

He said it in a firm but not harsh voice and
immediately started closing the door.

“Wait,” I said in desperation. “I just want
to tell you how sorry I am about what happened. What you did was
very courageous.”

Mr. Doran hesitated with the door half shut
and looked at me. “Thank-you,” he said, softly.

“My name is Gary Blanchard, and I just moved
to Carter, but Sylvia has been kind to me,” I said, speaking
quickly.

“Gary Blanchard? Sylvia mentioned you. She
said you helped her and one of her friends. Natalie, I
believe.”

At the mention of Natalie’s name, the sour
taste came into my mouth—the taste you get just before you
vomit.

“Just a minute,” Mr. Doran said.

He left the door ajar and walked away. I
heard him calling Sylvia’s name. Then I could make out a few words
of his end of a conversation that he was carrying on in a subdued
shout. It sounded as if he were arguing. Then I heard his footsteps
returning.

He opened the door wide and said, “Sylvia is
upstairs in her room. Go on up.”

I thanked him and headed for the staircase
down the hall that made a right-angle turn partway up. A sturdy
wooden banister finished in dark wood protected the side away from
the wall, which was wallpapered in a flower pattern. It dawned on
me that I was being granted a rare privilege. It wasn’t often that
parents let teenagers of the opposite sex be alone together in a
bedroom.

As I stepped on the top landing, Sylvia came
out of a room at the front of the house. She was dressed in pedal
pushers and an old white shirt, not tucked in, that was too big for
her. It was the first time I had seen her not wearing a skirt or
dress. Her eyes were red, and her short hair was not brushed.

We said tentative hi’s, and she nodded over
her shoulder toward the room behind her. I followed her inside, and
she shut the door.

“Sorry it’s such a mess,” she said. “I wasn’t
expecting a visitor.”

My first impulse was to tell her that this
was nothing compared to my room, but I was actually a fairly neat
person and had been even neater since I had been a guest. There
were a few clothes and books scattered around, but at least her bed
was made. There was a picture of her and a boy in a cardboard frame
on the dresser. A book was open, upside down, on the bed. Several
stuffed animals inhabited a corner. I smiled and shrugged.

“Sit here,” she said, scooping some
undergarments off a wooden rocking chair and stuffing them into a
dresser drawer in such a way that I didn’t get a good look at
them.

I sat down in the chair. Sylvia more or less
fell onto the bed and bounced.

She said, “I saw you cross the street.”

Her window faced the street and was low
enough so that she could see across it while sitting on the bed.
White lace curtains prevented outsiders from looking in.

“I wanted to make sure you were all
right.”

“At first, I didn’t want to see you. I hoped
you’d go. Then, when you didn’t ring the bell right away, I was
afraid that you would go. I’m glad you’re here.”

“Thanks.” There was an awkward pause. “So,
are you okay?”

“Better than Dad. He’s taking it hard. It’s a
good thing I was home today to be with him. Mother’s a nurse, and
she just started a new job today.”

“Are you going back to school tomorrow?”

Sylvia looked out the window for a few
seconds. “My mother needs a car for work, so I have to start taking
the bus again. And do you know what’s funny? I can’t picture myself
getting on the bus. I’m one of the last ones—it’s standing room
only when I get on. All those kids will be staring at me—and
talking. They are talking about me, aren’t they?”

I wasn’t going to lie to her. I said,
“They’re fools—scared fools.”

“But they’re my friends. And have been—in
some cases for twelve years.”

“That doesn’t give them the right to talk
about you behind your back.”

“That’s what people do, Gary. That’s human
nature.”

“That doesn’t make it right. I’ll tell you
what I’ll do. I’ll pick you up and drive you to school. You’re on
my way, anyway.”

“You can’t do that. Think about your
reputation if you’re seen with the daughter of a communist.”

“My reputation?” I laughed. “Let me tell you
about my reputation. Let me tell you the reason I got kicked out of
Atherton.”

“You got kicked out?” Sylvia was wide-eyed.
“I thought…”

“Yes. I’m tired of keeping it a secret. I was
editor of the Atherton school paper last year and this year. It’s a
good job, and I enjoyed it. I like to write. But I wanted to do
something more—I wanted to leave high school with a bang. So I
wrote a high school version of Confidential Magazine.”

“That’s the magazine that tells all the dirt
about actors and actresses—like who’s sleeping with whom.”

“Right. I had access to the duplicating
equipment at the school. So I typed it up on stencils, ran off
copies, and distributed them throughout the school early in the
morning, before the teachers got there.”

Sylvia gasped. “What happened?”

“All hell broke loose. All the copies were
confiscated. A boy who was caught with a copy later received thirty
days’ detention.”

“My God.”

“Although I didn’t put my name on the paper,
there was never any doubt about who did it. When the principal saw
me in the hall, he almost casually told me to drop by his office at
my convenience. When I went to his office, he wasn’t so calm, and
he still had a copy. For example, he pointed to a place where I
referred to sports fans as ‘athletic supporters,’ and he said, his
voice shaking, ‘Do you know what that means?’”

“You’re kidding me.”

“Uh uh. And he didn’t like a piece I wrote
making fun of some of the school rules, which he took as criticism
of himself. For my punishment, I was kicked out of the National
Honor Society and given thirty days’ detention.”

“Didn’t the students support you?”

“Some did. The president of the student
council—your counterpart—told me he would have helped me put the
paper together if I had asked him. That would have gone over like a
lead balloon.”

“This sounds like a first amendment issue.
Freedom of the press and all that”

“Maybe, except for one thing.”

“So you weren’t expelled right away.”

“That’s what I’m coming to. You see, I
libeled a sweet, innocent freshman girl.”

“Libeled?”

“Yeah. I said false things about her, like
that she was a call girl.”

Sylvia tried to suppress a smile. “You were
really naughty.”

“I was. And I regret it now. Anyway, her
mother threatened to sue me and the school, and for all I know,
President Eisenhower if I remained at Atherton, even though all
copies of the magazine had been destroyed by that time. I took a
quick course in what constitutes libel and found out that it has to
be malicious. I wasn’t trying to be malicious—it was all in fun—so
I might have won. But my parents and the principal weren’t willing
to find out.”

Sylvia jerked her thumb. “So you were
gone.”

“Right. But here I am. Ready to transport you
to school, perhaps not in the style in which you’d like to become
accustomed, but at least the radio and heater work.”

I suddenly remembered the piece of paper with
the limerick on it. I felt a desire to show it to Sylvia. I pulled
it out of my pocket and handed it to her without explanation. I
waited for her reaction.

She read it, quickly. “Did you write
this?”

“No, I found it in my locker this
morning.”

“Who wrote it?”

“Somebody who writes bad limericks.”

“How many people at school know that you
write limericks?”

“You and Natalie.”

“I couldn’t write a limerick if you held me
over a pit of boiling oil. Neither could Natalie.”

“Wait. Dr. Graves knows. The first day I was
here he mentioned it. My father or my aunt must have told him. I
wrote a limerick for him.”

“Do you really think Dr. Graves wrote
this?”

“Who else could have done it? Mr. White must
have told him about our conversation.”

“Mr. White, as in the janitor who found
Ralph?”

“Yes.”

“Dr. Graves used to be an English teacher.
This looks like a threat to me. Gary, he doesn’t want you nosing
around into how Ralph died.”

“But why not?”

“Because if Ralph has been murdered, that
would be bad publicity for the school. Or, in the worst case—”

“Dr. Graves murdered Ralph, himself.”

We looked at each other for a while, not
talking. Finally, I said, “What should I do?”

“Take it to the police.”

I shook my head. “I can’t. Everything we’ve
said just now is pure speculation. If I start accusing Dr. Graves,
what is for sure is that he would kick me out of Carter faster than
you can walk.”

“There might be fingerprints…”

“I can’t take a chance. Whether or not his
prints are on here, the result is the same for me. I’m out.”

“So what are you going to do?”

“Hang on to this. Place it in a folder and
not touch it, anymore, in case there are prints on it. See if I can
prove that Dr. Graves wrote it.”

“And watch your ass.”

“And watch my ass.”

Sylvia stood up from the bed and said, “I
need a hug.”




CHAPTER 14

I drove Sylvia to school early, before the
crowds arrived, and walked her to her homeroom. Nobody was there.
She said she had work to do to make up for yesterday and that it
was all right for me to leave her by herself. I think she was still
trying to protect my reputation, what was left of it. She said she
could handle Natalie and the others.

The route to my homeroom in the cafeteria
went past the administration area. As I walked by, I glanced
through the glass door to see if anybody was in there. The place
looked empty. I couldn’t see into the office of Dr. Graves from the
corridor. I tentatively tried the door. It was locked. What I
wanted to do was to type something on the typewriter in his office
and compare it to the type of the limerick. I would have to try
another time.

As I turned away from the door, I saw Carol,
the administrative secretary, coming down the corridor. She smiled
at me and said, “Hi, Gary. Are you looking for Dr. Graves?”

I smiled back. “Hi, Carol. Yes. But I can
come back later.”

“He won’t be in this morning. He’s got a
meeting offsite.” She took a key out of her purse, unlocked the
door, and opened it. “Would you like to leave him a message?”

I had an idea. “It’s a little bit
complicated. May I type it on his typewriter?”

If she thought that was an odd request, she
didn’t show it. I was glad I had been nice to her before.

“Sure, go ahead,” she said. She unlocked his
office, turned on the light, and waved me inside.

The manual typewriter was big and black and
sitting on a small table with rollers on the legs. Bond paper was
stacked neatly on a shelf below the typewriter. I was glad Dr.
Graves was so organized. I pulled the table close to his chair and
sat down. I inserted a sheet of paper and rolled it around the
platen. I typed, “A nosy young fellow named Gary.”

That should be enough. I pulled the paper out
of the machine, got up, and went out of the principal’s office.
Carol was unlocking filing cabinets, getting read for a day’s
work.

I said to her, “I changed my mind. The
message is too complicated. I’ll talk to Dr. Graves later.”

“I’ll tell him you came by.”

I wanted to say not to bother, but that
wouldn’t sound right. I waved to Carol and went to the
cafeteria.

I worried about Sylvia all morning. At
lunchtime, I carried my tray into the cafeteria and looked for her.
At first I didn’t see her and thought she hadn’t arrived yet. Then
I spotted her at the far end of the room, in the corner underneath
the raised section reserved for teachers. She was sitting
alone.

I ran the gauntlet past a noisy sea of faces.
It was easy to imagine that they were all looking at me to see if I
was going to sit with Sylvia, although, of course, this wasn’t the
case. Very few of them even knew who I was. Or cared. I climbed
over the bench on the opposite side of the table from Sylvia and
sat down. She looked very solemn, a far cry from her usual cheerful
self. But she also looked very determined.

I tried to think of something pleasant to say
and failed. “How was your morning?”

“Don’t ask.”

“That bad, eh? And Natalie?”

“Natalie ignored me, which is fine by me.
Most people did. I suddenly feel like a new student in a strange
school where I don’t know anybody.”

“That’s how I felt a week ago. Until I met
you. If it hadn’t been for you, I’d still feel that way.”

“And now the tables are turned. Thanks for
sticking by me.”

I saw Barney Weiss coming in our direction
and remembered that he had been scornful of the standard reaction
to the news about Mr. Doran, but I was still surprised when he
worked his way along the narrow aisle between benches, placed his
tray on the table beside Sylvia’s, and sat down. He was an
independent thinker, but he and Sylvia had appeared to be enemies,
at least during the nim incident with Natalie.

After the three of us said hello, Barney said
to Sylvia, “I’m glad to see you back. Don’t let the mob dictate
what you can and can’t do.”

“You certainly don’t,” Sylvia said.

“No, I don’t. And I always thought you didn’t
either. Stick it out. Things will get better.”

“They couldn’t get much worse.”

Ed Drucquer appeared on my side of the table
and sat down next to me. I assumed he did it because I was there,
but the first words out of his mouth were directed at Sylvia.

“You’re a brave girl. But I just want you to
know that you have friends. I learned about your Tom Jefferson in
England, and I always thought he had guaranteed that this sort of
thing wouldn’t happen.”

“Don’t get too close to me,” Sylvia said.
“You might catch the black plague.”

As if to emphasize that, a chant of “commie,
commie” started on the other side of the center aisle of the
cafeteria. The teachers had left; nobody would have dared to do
this sort of thing while they were here. None of us even bothered
to look in that direction, and the chant soon died down, perhaps
because the chanters didn’t get the attention they sought.

“I’m a newspaper reporter,” Ed said to
Sylvia. “I’m immune to diseases. I go everywhere and talk to
everyone. Sometimes I test the first amendment. Gary knows about
that.” He looked at me. “Or wasn’t I supposed to say that?”

“That’s all right,” I said. “Sylvia knows
what happened. Barney might as well, too. To make a long story very
short, I was expelled from Atherton for publishing a scandal sheet
that was also critical of the school administration.”

“Join the crowd,” Barney said. “I think the
four of us have all crossed the line that society has drawn in the
sand from time to time.”

“We’re freedom fighters,” Ed said. “I’ve got
a lot of respect for your father, Sylvia. He realizes that society
has to change. Everybody should be treated equally. He has had the
guts to act on his convictions.”

“He quit the Communist party years ago,”
Sylvia said.

“Of course he had to appear to bow to the
dictates of society. Although society sometimes has a long memory.
But the idea of ‘from each according to his ability, to each
according to his need’ makes sense. And it’s fair.”

“Coerced giving isn’t freedom,” Barney
said.

“Under socialism, I’d goof off,” I said,
partly as a joke. I hadn’t won any medals for hard work.

“It isn’t fair for some people to be rich and
others poor,” Ed said.

“My father figured out that communism doesn’t
work,” Sylvia said. “And not just because of the murders of
millions of people. An ideal state of socialism, which is what
communism claims to be, can’t exist. Some people will always be
more equal than others. My father understands the value of a free
society. One without unnecessary wars or restrictions.”

“Cheer up,” Barney said to Ed. “In the United
States, everybody has the opportunity to get rich, which is more
than you can say about the USSR. At least we will if the government
doesn’t arrest us all for being communists.”

“Given the circumstances, getting rich is
exactly what I intend to do,” Ed said, with a bite in his
voice.

“Let’s not fight,” Sylvia said. “I want to
thank you guys for your support. I notice that no girls have rushed
to my defense.”

I had noticed it, too. Were they all under
the sway of Natalie and the cheerleader mentality? Suddenly Natalie
was no longer the most beautiful girl in the world. In fact, she
had become rather ugly.

“We need some humor,” Sylvia said. “Gary,
write a limerick about Barney.”

“A what?” Barney asked. “A limerick? Oh no,
anything but that.”

He put up his hands to shield himself from
me.

That was enough of a provocation to get me
going. I came up with this:

“There is a young fellow named
Barney,

Who certainly is full of the blarney.

He beats us at nim,

With vigor and vim.

Perhaps he should work at a carney.”

Ed laughed and said, “I haven’t seen you
playing nim recently, Barney my boy. What’s the matter? Can’t take
getting beaten by a cheerleader?”

Barney didn’t smile. He said, “It’s Ed’s turn
in the barrel. Gary, what have you got for him?”

Inspiration didn’t shine down on me. But Ed
was the only overweight member of our little group. I struggled for
a couple of minutes and said:

“There was a young fellow named
Ed,

Who dreamt he was eating some bread,

And pickles and ham,

And ice cream and jam,

And when he woke up he was dead.”

Ed grimaced. “Since we’re being skewered,” he
said, “what about Sylvia?”

“Gary’s already done me,” Sylvia said,
quickly standing up and lifting her lunch tray. “And it’s time to
go to class.”

***

I wanted to do something more to show support
for Sylvia, so I camped outside Mr. Plover’s room near the end of
sixth period, using a hall pass I had obtained with tactics learned
from her.

When the bell rang at the end of the period,
I collared the first two boys who came out of the room and started
asking them questions about Mr. Plover’s teaching techniques. They
were surprisingly open and told me the same things Sylvia had. He
worked from an old outline of the textbook that was
fill-in-the-blanks stuff, very dry, and bare-bones teaching at its
most extreme. They appeared to be royally bored with the class and
questioned whether they were learning very much.

As I was finishing up with them, a hand
tapped me on the shoulder. Turning, I saw Willie Rice, the
sophomore who had been drunk at the sock hop. Sober, he looked
quite handsome, his long hair neatly combed and wearing a clean
shirt with the top few buttons unbuttoned.

“Howzit going?” he asked.

“Good,” I said, ungrammatically. “How are
things with you?”

“Super. Glad to see you survived the
dance.”

I decided it probably wasn’t a good idea to
bring up what he had done to me. Let bygones be bygones. We chatted
about inconsequential things for a minute, and then he said,
“There’s going to be a party at my house Friday evening. Why don’t
you come?”

Willie was fairly low on my list of people I
expected to be invited to a party by, so I must have showed some
surprise.

“Actually, it’s my brother’s party.
Dennis.”

Dennis was a senior. I hadn’t officially met
him and didn’t have any classes with him, but I knew him by sight.
At least he was in my age range. Still, I wasn’t sure I wanted to
go. I hemmed and hawed. Willie said it was a casual party and I
could just drop in any time. He gave me the address.

***

When I got home from school, I went to my
room and pulled the folder containing the mysterious limerick out
of a drawer in my small desk. I compared the first line of the
limerick to the line I had typed on Dr. Graves’s typewriter, using
a small magnifying glass.

At first, I didn’t see any differences. But
on closer inspection, it became clear that the “s” in nosy was
darker at the bottom than the top on the sheet containing the
limerick. This wasn’t true of the “s” from Dr. Graves’s typewriter.
I noticed several other differences, including smudging of a few
letters in the limerick. The differences were more pronounced than
those that might be caused just by cleaning the typewriter.
Clearly, the samples had been typed on different machines.

I felt immediate relief. Dr. Graves wasn’t
threatening me. At least, not directly. But if he didn’t write the
limerick, who did? I had no idea. Or, perhaps, Dr. Graves had typed
it on another typewriter. Not likely, but possible. I could worry
myself to death. I decided to try to forget the whole thing.

***

The rest of the week was hard, but bearable.
Sylvia was still isolated, except for several of us boys and one or
two girls who apparently didn’t care what Natalie and her ilk
thought. I drove her to school and home afterward. On Thursday, she
conducted a student council meeting without incident. The teachers
didn’t speak out publicly either for or against her. At least, they
tolerated her.

Friday evening, I ate dinner with Aunt
Dorothy and Uncle Jeff. I casually mentioned that I might drop by a
party that evening, not quite asking permission. When Aunt Dorothy
asked whose party it was, I told her, but she didn’t know the Rice
family. It was probably just as well. I had behaved myself for two
weeks, and I had an urge to get out and let off steam before my
teenage hormones exploded. They were okay with me going. Uncle Jeff
told me not to drink and drive.

The party was at a small farm a few miles
away. I didn’t have any trouble finding it, even though it was dark
when I arrived. I parked on the front lawn where a number of other
cars were scattered. When I got out of my car, I could hear rock
and roll music coming from inside, even though the windows were
closed. I knew I was at the right place.

I didn’t think anybody would hear me if I
rang the doorbell, and the door was unlocked, so I walked in. The
music instantly became much louder. I followed the sound to the
living room where cigarette smoke curled lazily toward the ceiling.
A fire in an old brick fireplace produced more smoke, most of which
went up the chimney.

Several couples were dancing on a hardwood
floor, darkened with age, doing some version of the swing or dirty
bop. The music was coming from a phonograph playing 45 RPM records.
The girls who were dancing wore skirts with several crinolines
underneath, which flashed when they spun. I saw a couple of poodle
skirts.

The boys, who outnumbered the girls, were
dressed as their version of juvenile delinquents: blue jeans,
T-shirts with rolled-up sleeves and a cigarette pack on one
shoulder. A couple of them wore black leather jackets. Most wore
their hair long. I immediately felt out of place with my short hair
and neat clothes, especially because I didn’t recognize
anybody.

Then Willie materialized from someplace near
the table that had been set up as a bar and grabbed me by the arm.
He had a cigarette hanging out of the corner of his mouth and had
obviously been drinking. He pulled me over to the table where I
recognized his brother, Dennis, larger and stockier than Willie,
but with the same hair.

When Dennis spotted me in tow of his brother,
I stuck out my hand and said, “Gary Blanchard.”

He shook my hand and said, “You’re the new
kid. Have a beer.”

He pulled a bottle out of a tub filled with
ice, opened it deftly, and handed it to me. I took a sip. It was
cold and slid down easily. One beer wouldn’t impair my driving
ability.

Although there were a few older boys and
girls there, including Dennis, who had probably flunked a grade or
two, I was willing to bet that most of the partygoers were under
eighteen. And that included me. There wasn’t a parent in sight. No
adults—just booze and broads.

It reminded me of a definition I had heard of
the difference between a good girl and a nice girl. A good girl
goes on a date, goes home, goes to bed. A nice girl goes on a date,
goes to bed, goes home. Although the saying was mostly wishful
thinking, as was most sex talk at the high school level, it was
tempting, if perhaps unfair, to imagine which kind these girls
were.

I had briefly thought about asking Sylvia if
she would like to come, thinking that she needed to get out, just
as I did. Now I was glad I hadn’t. And what was I doing here? I
obviously didn’t fit in. I wouldn’t stay long. Willie was probably
the youngest one at the party, and he was sitting by himself. I
went over and sat down beside him on a folding chair.

“Nice party,” I said.

He smiled at me, a little bleary-eyed.

“I have a question for you,” I said. Might as
well take the opportunity to try and get some information. I
continued, speaking loud enough to be heard over the pounding beat
of the music, “I…I’m interested in Ralph Harrison. You said there
was something funny about the way he died.”

Willie took a drag on his cigarette and said,
“Did I say that?”

Of course, he had been in a drunken stupor at
the time, just as he was now. I tried a different tack. “You said
he taught you to walk on your hands.”

Willie’s face brightened. “Ya wanna see me
walk on my hands?”

“No thanks.” Even if he succeeded, I was
afraid he’d leave a trail of destruction in his path. “You must
have known Ralph very well. How did you meet him?” Since they were
two years apart in school.

“He was on the varsity baseball team when I
went out for JV. We both played catcher.”

“Who’s the coach?”

“Mr. Jarvis.”

One of the gym teachers.

“Dr. Graves sometimes comes to our
practices.”

“Oh.” I recalled Dr. Graves had said he
watched swimming classes too.

“Yeah, he knows a lot about baseball. He used
to play semi-pro. He would give us tips.”

“It sounds like Dr. Graves takes an interest
in sports.”

“That and he has favorites among the guys.
Ralph was one of them. I’m another.”

“What, do you brown-nose him?”

“Naw, don’t have to.”

“So what does he do?”

Willie stubbed out his cigarette in an
ashtray sitting on an end table. He picked up a pack of Camels from
the table, offered me one, which I refused, then took one for
himself. He lit it with a lighter, also from the table. He inhaled
deeply and blew smoke out through his nostrils.

He looked at me and said, “Promise you won’t
tell anyone.”

I promised and sipped my beer while he took
another drag on his cigarette.

Willie took the cigarette out of his mouth
and said, “When I was a freshman, he took me up on the catwalk
above the stage. I was cutting class with the principal’s
permission, what did I know? Then he had me sit on his lap and put
his hands over mine on my lap.”

I tried to keep a blank expression as I said,
“Did anything else happen?”

“Naw. He gave me a hall pass, and I went to
class.”

“Has he done this recently?”

“Not with me. I wised up. But he liked Ralph.
Maybe he did it with him. And there may have been others.”

“Did he ever have a fight with Ralph that you
can recall?”

Willie shook his head.

“What do you think was funny about the way
Ralph died?”

“He was too good of an athlete to die like he
did.”

A chant started over in the corner where some
stag boys were sitting together.

“One, two,

what’ll we do?

Three, four,

out the door.

Five, six,

pick up chicks.

Seven, eight,

lay them straight.

Nine, ten,

do it again.”

They repeated the chant, louder. Half a dozen
boys got up and headed for the door. Willie got up to join
them.

“You coming?” he asked.

I shook my head. Not only did I not want to
drive somewhere with a bunch of half-drunk boys, I seriously
doubted their ability to find chicks, and if they lucked out and
found them, to know what to do with them.

Dennis grabbed Willie by the arm and tried to
dissuade him from going, without much success. I took one more swig
of beer, put down the bottle, shouted a thank-you in Dennis’ ear,
and headed for the door. I made it outside on the heels of the guys
who were still chanting.

Willie came just behind me. When he caught up
to me, he said, in a belligerent tone, “You sure you ain’t
coming?”

“Yeah.”

“Why not?”

“That’s for me to know and for you to find
out.”

Willie weaved his way toward the others,
singing off-key: “Every party has a pooper, that’s why we invited
you. Party pooper. Party pooper.”

I climbed into my car, waited until the
packed carload of chick chasers peeled out and drove away. Then I
headed for home.




CHAPTER 15

When I drove Sylvia to school on Monday
morning, it was too early to talk much. And too miserable. The cold
rain, which had started on Sunday, continued unabated. October had
come in with a snarl. She looked glum and I felt glum.

I had driven to my home in Atherton
yesterday, eaten Sunday dinner with my family, and played Clue with
my brothers afterwards, because it was too cold and wet to go
outside. My father ranted about how communists were trying to take
over the country, with special emphasis on Michael Doran. I kept my
mouth shut, with difficulty, partly because I didn’t want him
asking me about Sylvia. Thankfully, he didn’t, because I don’t know
how I would have responded.

I visited the room I shared with Tom. It
looked the same. My books were still in the bookcase. My upper bunk
was neatly made. Tom slept on the lower bunk. I felt homesick for
the first time. If I were going to school in Atherton, I wouldn’t
have to deal with communists and Dr. Graves. And I wouldn’t be
wondering how Ralph had died. I drove back to the farm,
reluctantly, in the rain.

Sylvia and I rode the short distance from her
house to the school in silence. I pulled around to the back of the
school and parked in the students’ parking lot.

When she started to get out of the car, I
said, “Wait. Couple things. One, I went to a party Friday
night.”

“I didn’t know about any party.”

“It wasn’t on your radar screen. It was given
by Dennis Rice.”

“You’re right. Dennis isn’t on my radar
screen.” Sylvia made a grimace. “I guess nobody is, anymore. So you
know Dennis?”

“Actually, I know Willie, his younger
brother. I met him at the sock hop.”

Sylvia smiled. “I remember that. I rescued
you from him.”

“Yes, you did. But he invited me to the
party. So I went. It wasn’t really my kind of party—”

“You don’t need to apologize.”

“Anyway, I found out some things about Dr.
Graves.”

“Dear old Dr. G. Do you know he was out to
get me? Clip my wings? I guess he figured I was getting too big for
my britches. But the communist conspiracy got me first.”

“I have a confession to make.” I hadn’t
started out to say this, but I figured that this was a good time to
do it with the noise of the rain muting the impact of my words.

“Don’t tell me. You’ve written a magazine
called Carter Confidential.”

“Worse. When I started here two weeks ago,
Dr. Graves made me promise to report to him what you were saying
and doing, on implied threat of expulsion.”

“He asked you to spy on me?” Sylvia shrank
against the door of the car with a look of horror in her eyes.
“That son of a…”

“Relax. I didn’t tell him anything important.
At first, I thought he wanted to know about your father, so I
quoted to him from editorials in the Buffalo Express.”

Sylvia laughed out loud. “Gary, that was
brilliant. I always suspected that Dr. G can’t read.”

“Then I realized that he wanted information
specifically on you. In fact, he asked whether you were still
trying to get teachers fired. That was after you had talked to me
about Mr. Plover, but I didn’t tell him anything.” I zipped my
lip.

“I knew you were trustworthy from the start.
But tell me the new scoop that you have on Dr. Graves.”

“I was talking to a…um, a boy at the party.
He told me that Dr. Graves took him up on the catwalk above the
stage and had him sit on his lap.”

“Holy cow. I didn’t know he was queer. Maybe
we can get him fired.”

“Not so fast. In the first place, I’ve been
sworn to secrecy. This boy’s not going to testify against him. But
he did indicate that Dr. Graves also liked Ralph. I was wondering
if they had some kind of a…relationship—this is hard to say—and
they had a fight or something and—”

“And Dr. Graves pushed Ralph off the
balcony.”

“Yeah, I guess that’s what I was trying to
say.”

“That sounds pretty much impossible to
prove.”

“Dr. Graves did tell me one thing. He said
that he sometimes watches the boys’ swimming classes. You know, the
boys swim in the nude.”

“I know that, Gary.”

“He mentioned your boyfriend, Sonny,
specifically. He said Sonny was on the swimming team, and he had
beautiful form. He liked to watch him swim.”

When Sylvia didn’t say anything, I looked
sideways at her. A tear was welling out of her eye.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—”

“No, it’s not that. Sonny…isn’t my boyfriend
anymore.”

“Oh. I’m sorry.”

“He just finished basic training. He has a
few days’ leave before he starts advanced infantry training, so he
came home. When I didn’t hear from him, I called his house. He told
me…he doesn’t want to see me anymore. Because of my father. He says
he’s not going to Korea to risk his life for any commie
bastards.”

Tears were flowing freely down Sylvia’s face.
I didn’t know what to do. I pulled a relatively clean handkerchief
out of my pocket and handed it to her. She took it and used it to
dry her tears. It took a few minutes, but she pulled herself
together and even gave me a bleak smile.

“I didn’t mean to go to pieces in front of
you. I’m all right now.”

“It looks like the rain has stopped for a
minute. This might be a good time to make a run for it.”

***

Once inside the building, Sylvia went
upstairs to her homeroom while I headed toward the cafeteria. As I
passed the administration area, I glanced in and saw Dr. Graves
standing in front of a file cabinet. He was here early.
Unfortunately, he also saw me.

“Blanchard,” he said. “Just the boy I want to
see. Come on in.”

I reluctantly walked through the doorway that
separated the students’ turf from the principal’s turf and went to
the counter. Dr. Graves closed a file folder he had been perusing,
replaced it in the file drawer, and slid the drawer shut. He
motioned for me to come around the counter and led the way into his
private office. I sat at his command while he went to his desk and
also took a seat. He took off his glasses, picked up a pencil, and
started drumming it on the desktop.

He looked at me for a few seconds without
speaking. If he were trying to intimidate me, he was succeeding,
but I returned his look. Then he silenced the pencil and said,
“You’re a smart boy.”

I assumed he wasn’t looking for an answer, so
I just sat there trying to appear at ease.

“This whole thing with Mr. Doran is
unfortunate,” he continued.

I still didn’t respond. What was he driving
at?

“It’s unfortunate that we have communists in
a nice rural American town like Carter. A town that epitomizes the
heartland of America.”

He paused again as if waiting for me to say
something. I determined to remain silent until he got where he was
going.

“But we will weather the storm. We beat the
Nazis and the Japs, and we will defeat the communists. We will win
because we live in a free country that is superior to any other
form of government. One facet of that freedom is that anybody
accused of a crime is innocent until proven guilty.”

I wondered if there would be a quiz when he
finished.

“Being the child of a lawbreaker does not
make one a lawbreaker.”

I was beginning to see the light.

“Therefore, Sylvia is deemed innocent of any
crime and has a right to continue her education here at Carter
High.”

I wanted to point out that Mr. Doran had
neither been convicted nor even accused of any crime. But the
coward in me kept me quiet.

“But there is such a thing as guilt by
association. I know that you have been driving Sylvia to and from
school. You’ve also been eating lunch with her.”

Here it comes.

“I had a long talk with your father before I
admitted you to Carter High. We touched on many subjects, including
the communist conspiracy. We were in remarkable agreement about
that. I wonder what Thomas Blanchard would think if he knew you
were consorting with the daughter of a known communist.”

I gathered that my spying days were over. The
game had changed. Now the objective was to isolate Sylvia.

***

I ate lunch with two boys from my math class. They
were not political and accepted me without question. I glanced at
the table in the far corner several times. Sylvia was there, with
Barney and Ed and a couple of girls. I was conspicuous by my
absence. At least, that’s the way it looked to me.

While I was driving Sylvia home, I explained my need
to get some math questions answered at lunchtime. She accepted my
explanation without question, not even making the argument that
Barney was the best student in my math class.

Not feeling very satisfied with that, I tried to come
up with a good reason I could use to convince her that she should
be taking the bus to school. During the few minutes of our ride
together, I couldn’t think of anything that wouldn’t make me look
like a heel. I would have to call her later. I dropped her at her
house. She invited me in, but I declined.

I was planning to go to the farm and vegetate, out of
the rain, and hope that my problems would disappear. I drove a
block with that in mind. Then I suddenly turned into a gas station,
made a U-turn, and headed back up Main Street. I timed it so that I
passed Sylvia’s house after she had gone inside, but before she
could make it upstairs to her room and look out the window.

There was only a short time that I would be able to
talk to Sonny before he would be off defending his country. I might
learn something. If I didn’t, I would drop all non-school-related
activities and do exactly what Dr. Graves wanted me to do, so that
I could graduate from high school and get out of here.

I continued on Main Street past the high school for a
mile and then turned left into a relatively recent housing
development. I had looked up Sonny’s address in the telephone book
and then verified the street with Sylvia, so that I knew I had the
correct Erskine, but without telling her what I was thinking of
doing.

The house was a two-story, wooden structure with a
fresh coat of paint. It was typical of the small houses built just
after World War II, when there was a big demand for new housing.
Soldiers returned from the war, and everybody started spending the
money they had hoarded. There had been nothing to spend it on
during the war, what with so many things being rationed. My parents
still had leftover ration coupons that had been doled out to them
sparingly. Coupons that enabled them to buy gasoline and essential
food items, in addition to other necessities.

I parked on the street and sat in the car while I
reviewed what I wanted to say. This was not going to be easy. I
forced myself to open the door, get out, and run up the asphalt
driveway, trying to stay as dry as possible as the rain continued
to pelt down. I rang the doorbell and got wetter and wetter until a
middle-aged woman wearing a housedress and glasses opened the main
door and then the outer door, which held a screen during the
summer, but now had a storm window in it.

“Come in out of the rain,” she said, holding that
door open.

I did, gratefully. Then, giving her my best smile, I
said, “Hello, you must be Mrs. Erskine. My name is Gary Blanchard,
and I’m working on a story for the town newspaper. I’d like to talk
to Sonny.”

She looked at me suspiciously and said, “A reporter
for the Carter Press was here yesterday. And a photographer. They
took his picture and everything.”

I should have anticipated this. “Yes, well I’m
actually working for the Carter school paper. I’m sorry; I
misspoke. We’re trying to keep up with some of our graduates,
particularly the grads who are doing important things, like Sonny
is.”

Her look softened a little, and she said, “Come on
in. Sonny’s upstairs. I’ll get him. Hang up your wet jacket.”

I was in an entryway, which doubled as a coat closet.
I took off my jacket, hung it on a hook, and went through the next
doorway. This area doubled as the entrance to the living room and
the landing at the bottom of the stairs.

Mrs. Erskine called up the stairs. “Sonny, there’s
someone to see you from the high school paper.”

“Who is it?” a muffled voice called back.

I repeated my name for her, and she yelled it up the
stairs.

“Never heard of him.”

“Well, get yourself down here anyway. Show some
manners.”

I heard the sound of footsteps over our heads, and
then a young man appeared at the top of the stairs. He came down
them in a hurry, his army-issue boots sounding like machine gun
fire on the wooden steps. I got a quick look at him and saw that
his hair was shaved down almost to fuzz. He was tall and solidly
built, and he had a strong face with patriotic eyes in a head
shaped like a snub-nosed bullet.

He grabbed my hand in a vice-like grip and said,
“Your name’s Blanchard? Do you go to Carter?”

“I’m new,” I said, trying to keep from wincing. “Just
transferred from Atherton.”

“Well, sit down and tell me what’s happening at the
school. I hear we beat Atherton in football.”

I followed him into the living room and sat on a
couch covered with a patterned design while he sat on an easy chair
facing me. Mrs. Erskine went out to the kitchen to get us drinks.
We talked about the football team, and he asked me about various
people. I knew some of them. He didn’t mention Sylvia, and I didn’t
either. He had played football and swum for Carter. Mrs. Erskine
returned with our drinks.

I opened my spiral notebook and pretended to take
notes. I asked Sonny about life in the military. He seemed to have
survived basic training in good shape. He said the worst thing
about it was being confined to base for the first few weeks. The
food wasn’t bad and he tried to get near the front of the chow
line, eat fast, and go back for seconds. He had gained weight, but
he looked hard.


He said he wanted to get into the airborne unit and
jump from airplanes. That wouldn’t have been my choice, but he
looked serious and I had no doubt that he was. Although he talked
readily, I wasn’t sure how to approach the subject I was interested
in.

I asked him a couple of questions about being on the
swim team and then said, “Dr. Graves told me that you were a really
good swimmer. He said he like to watch you swim.”

“Yeah. Dr. G was a great athletic supporter. Get it?”
He chuckled.

I got it all right. Especially since that was one of
the phrases that got me into trouble at Atherton. I noticed that
Sonny called him Dr. G, like Sylvia did. “So you were buddies with
him?”

“I wouldn’t say we were buddies. After all, he was an
officer, and I was an enlisted man. And the grunts don’t fraternize
with the officers.”

I decided I’d better get to the point. “I heard a
story about Dr. Graves. I heard that he likes to take boys up on
the catwalk above the stage and have them sit on his lap.”

His muscles tensed, and I thought he was going to
spring out of his chair at me. He said, “Who the fuck do you think
you are? Talking like that about Dr. G. You better get out of
here.”

I thought that was a good idea. I stood up and edged
past Sonny as one might edge past a crouching leopard. As I got to
the entryway, Mrs. Erskine came into the living room. “Thanks for
the coke,” I said to her.

“Did you get the information you needed?” she
asked.

“I believe I did,” I said. “Thanks for your time,
Sonny.” I remembered to grab my jacket before I made a hasty exit
into the rain.




CHAPTER 16

On Tuesday morning I picked Sylvia up at the
usual time. Sonny had deserted her; I wasn’t going to. I tried not
to think about what might happen as a result.

Tuesday marked the one-week anniversary that
the freedom fighters, as we called ourselves somewhat ironically,
had eaten lunch together. Ironic because we had different
definitions of freedom. Except that I had defected the day before.
But nobody said anything. Neither Ed nor Barney said that Dr.
Graves had talked to him. And I didn’t either.

As I bit into my salami sandwich that Aunt
Dorothy had made for me—I had decided to bring my own lunch for a
while, because I had been growing less and less excited about the
cafeteria lunches—I prepared to tell the others what I had on my
mind, namely that we could do something together in addition to
just eating lunch.

Apart from what Dr. Graves thought, our
status at the school was mixed. Sylvia was still being snubbed by
the majority of the students. She was going through the motions of
being student council president, but she couldn’t generate the
support and enthusiasm that she had before. It was a good thing the
student council didn’t actually do anything important, as she told
us.

The three of us boys may have suffered some
because of our association with her, but it was hard to tell.
Barney had always been an individualist. Ed was still editor of the
school paper, and his effectiveness didn’t seem to have diminished.
And I was still the new kid, with limited acquaintances, so I
didn’t have anything to compare to, except Atherton, where I had
known many students and been moderately popular.

I took the last bite of my sandwich, chewed,
and swallowed it before I started speaking. “As long as the rest of
the world is shunning us in the lunchroom, maybe we can use that to
our advantage. Nobody can hear what we’re saying.”

I looked around and verified the truth of
that statement. The students at nearby tables were talking much too
loudly to be able to hear us, and the jukebox played an up-tempo
rendition of “Jambalaya,” by Jo Stafford, which added to the
general noise level. Then I said, “Uh, how do you two feel about
Dr. Graves?” I addressed the question to Ed and Barney.

“Compared to what?” Ed asked. “Every school
has a principal. I guess he’s as good as any.”

“He doesn’t have the wisdom of Solomon or the
diplomatic skills of Winston Churchill,” Barney said, “but since
this is only a high school and not an international political
forum, he doesn’t really need them.”

“Has he talked to either of you about
fraternizing with Sylvia?”

They both shook their heads.

I looked around again to make sure that
nobody was paying any attention to us and leaned forward to be
closer to them. “But what if he were somehow involved in Ralph’s
death?”

I had their attention. I repeated the catwalk
story that I had already told Sylvia. I said my contact had
indicated that Dr. Graves liked Ralph, and I mentioned that Dr.
Graves had admitted to sometimes attending swimming classes. I
speculated about him and Ralph having a fight.

“He’s involved in anything to do with
sports,” Ed said. “He helps out with all the athletic teams. That
doesn’t prove he’s queer.”

“Just because some beer-soaked kid told you a
story about Dr. Graves, that doesn’t mean it’s true,” Barney said.
“Maybe Graves gave him detention, and he’s trying to get back at
him. Is he willing to go public with his story?”

“No.”

“Then it seems to me we’re still at square
one. And even if we could find kids to testify that he took them up
on the catwalk, that doesn’t prove he killed Ralph. Although we
might be able to get him fired for conduct unbecoming a principal.
And I understand that Sylvia has her own reasons for wanting him
fired.”

Barney looked at Sylvia, who made a face that
was probably meant for Dr. Graves. I didn’t mention that I also had
my reasons for wanting him fired.

“Do you want justice for Ralph?” I asked.

“Of course,” Ed said. “Besides, it would make
a great news story. I could help write the story for the
Express.”

Ed was ambitious. Maybe I could harness that
ambition. And after all, he was Ralph’s cousin, just as I was, even
if not as close. “What we need to do is find out where Dr. Graves
was during the half hour after the assembly on the day Ralph fell
off the balcony.”

“Or was pushed,” Sylvia said.

“That was six months ago,” Barney pointed
out. “How are we going to do that? Graves is a wanderer, anyway.
He’s always roaming the halls.”

“Which would have made it easy for him to go
there without arousing suspicion if he had set up a meeting with
Ralph,” Sylvia said.

“Why wouldn’t he talk to Ralph in his
office?” Barney asked.

“Maybe it wasn’t just a meeting, but an
assignation,” I said, trying to stimulate ideas, although I
honestly couldn’t picture Ralph acting that way.

“Ralph always had a girlfriend,” Barney said.
“He wasn’t queer. I’ve read detective stories. We don’t have a
motive.”

I wasn’t willing to give up. “But might they
have fought for other reasons? Is anybody interested in
investigating that angle—asking around to see what you can find
out?”

“I’ll talk to Ruth,” Ed said. “She would know
if Ralph were having a problem with Dr. Graves.”

“Some of the kids still talk to me,” Sylvia
said. “I’ll see what I can find out.”

Barney said, “It does sound like fun. School
isn’t much of a challenge. Maybe this will make it more
interesting.”

“I’ll talk to Ralph’s parents,” I said.

As we walked out of the lunchroom, Ed fell
into step beside me and said, “I can get my mom’s car this
afternoon. What if I come over to the farm, and we could play in
the hayloft?”

“What, basketball?” I asked, thinking about
Ed’s lack of skill in that sport. I had been shooting baskets in
the barn almost every afternoon, preparing to go out for the team,
but I wasn’t sure Ed’s presence would help me.

“Yeah, and sliding down the haystack. I
didn’t get to try that. Kate told me how much fun it is. In fact,
she’d like to come, too. She’d like you to help her make a fort.
She thinks that would be a blast.”

And Kate was a lot better looking than Ed.
“All right,” I said. “But dress warm. It’s getting cold up
there.”

***

We played two on one, with me being the one. I got a
good workout trying to dribble the ball against two defenders. On
defense, I was lax. I wasn’t going to guard Kate closely, and Ed
couldn’t hit the broad side of the barn, so she scored most of
their points.

After I won a couple of games, Ed said, “I
want to slide down the hay.”

A child’s game, but what the heck. I led them
up to the top of the haystack on one side of the hayloft and down
we slid with appropriate squeals of joy. We repeated this several
times until Kate suggested that she and I slide down in tandem.

I wasn’t too sure about this. I said, “You
can slide down with Ed.”

“He’s my brother.” She made it sound as if he
had a disease. “I want to slide down with you.”

I guessed it wouldn’t hurt anything. I sat
down at the top of the slide, and she sat between my legs. I
gingerly put my arms around her. Otherwise, we wouldn’t stay
together. Even though we both were wearing several layers of
clothes, I was conscious of the fact that I had my arms around a
pretty girl. And she wrapped her arms around my legs.

We pushed off and went sailing down the hay
chute. We landed at the bottom with a bump and a tangle of bodies.
It occurred to me that this wasn’t child’s play anymore. We slid
down several more times together. I began to have lustful thoughts
and, with them, a twinge of guilt. What was Ed doing to protect his
little sister? Nothing. He seemed to be having too much fun sliding
on his own. He was ignoring us.

Then I thought about my brother, Tom, who
wasn’t here to defend his relationship with Kate. What
relationship? They had only seen each other once. But she was just
a kid. Too young for me. I finally said to her, “Ed said you wanted
to build a fort in the hay bales.”

“That sounds neato,” she said, brushing
stalks of hay out of her hair.

I asked Ed if he wanted to build a hay fort,
but he shook his head. So I took Kate up to the top of the stacked
bales at the other end of the barn. She was quite strong, and
together we wrestled the heavy bales into position, creating a room
with a roof over it.

I kept an eye on Ed. I was trying to be the
good host. He had stopped sliding and was wandering around the
floor of the hayloft near the walls, as if he were looking for
something. I called to him a couple of times, but he said he was
happy.

We finished our room, leaving a narrow
opening for a door. Kate crawled inside and said, “This is keen.
Come on in.”

She seemed to be enjoying herself. As a jaded
senior, I didn’t feel quite so enthusiastic about playing in the
hay, but I crawled in after her. It was dark inside. We sat with
our backs against the wall of bales, squeezed together. I was aware
of her closeness and felt uneasy. It was one thing to be touching a
girl when you were dancing or sliding down the hay together. The
activity gave you an excuse for putting your hands on her.

But this was different. I tried to think of
something to say. How did you talk to a sophomore? “So, what
classes are you taking?”

“Oh, the usual. English, history, algebra,
biology, gym…”

“Did you have Mr. Plover for science last
year?”

“Yes. It was so booorrring. I sat in the back
of the room and talked to my friend, Nancy.”

I quizzed her a little about his teaching
methods and received confirmation of what I had heard before. I
wondered if Sylvia planned to go in front of the school board with
this information. Maybe before her father’s firing—she had the guts
to do it—but would she have any credibility with the members now? I
also wondered what she had been doing since I took her home this
afternoon.

“We’d have more room if you’d move your
arm.”

Kate’s statement brought me back to the
present. The only thing I could do with my arm was to put it around
her shoulders. Is that what she wanted me to do? Apparently so,
because when I lifted it, she snuggled up against me. I was
conscious of the fact that her hair was touching my cheek.

Then she turned her head, and her face was
touching my cheek. I turned my head slightly to find out what was
going on, and our lips came together. She made no effort to remove
hers. We kissed for a few seconds. I felt more and more
panicky.

I pulled my face away from hers and said, “We
can’t do this.”

“Why not? You can teach me.”

With my vast experience. Or my half vast
experience. “We can’t because…Ed’s here.”

“Who cares about Eddie?” She sounded
petulant.

“Well, we just can’t,” I said logically. I
untangled myself from her and rotated my body forward onto my
knees. I crawled out the entrance to the fort, breathed the cool,
fresh air, and felt relief. Kate called my name a couple of times,
but I wasn’t going back into the spider’s web. She might be good
for a nighttime fantasy, but the reality was too much to
handle.

I spit on my fingers and rubbed my mouth
vigorously. The lipstick the girls used came off on everything. I
climbed down to the floor of the hayloft to see what Ed was doing.
He was still prowling around, as if he were Sherlock Holmes. Was he
really looking for something?

“Did you lose your virginity?” I asked, and
then realized that if I talked like that he might guess what Kate
and I had been doing. “You look like a building inspector.”

Ed grinned and said, “This barn is
well-built. I think it will last a few more years.”

“Right. Now tell me what you’re really up
to.”

“I’m looking for Grandmother Adelade’s
diamond necklace.”

“If you find it, I get half the
proceeds.”

“If I find it, even if we split it among our
three families, there will be enough money to send all the kids to
college and build us vacation homes besides.”

“Okay, I’ll play your silly little game. What
makes you think Adelade’s diamond necklace is hidden in the
hayloft?”

Ed suddenly became serious. “You won’t tell
anybody else about this.”

“Look, I’m tired of secrets. My secrets and
other people’s secrets. First, I didn’t want people to know I was
Ralph’s cousin. But you and Dr. Graves already knew that, so it was
impossible to keep it a secret. And I didn’t want people to know I
was kicked out of Atherton. You and Dr. Graves knew that, too. Then
you told me not to tell about Ralph standing on his hands on the
balcony of the auditorium. It turned out that Ruth and half the
world already knew that. Now the guy who told me about Dr. Graves
taking him up on the catwalk swears me to secrecy, and it’s driving
me crazy. I suspect other people know about it and aren’t talking.
Anyway, I’m not going to agree to keep any more secrets. If you
don’t want to tell me about Adelade’s necklace, fine. Don’t. But
I’m not going to promise anything.”

Ed smiled at my outburst. “All right. All
right. Don’t get your knickers in a twist. I don’t have any problem
with family members knowing about it. As I said, the necklace
belongs to all of us. I just don’t want outsiders to know—outsiders
who might tear up the barn looking for it.”

“I don’t see any outsiders here.”

“You’re right. And I know you’ll be discreet
in talking about it outside the family.”

“I have no plans to talk about Adelade’s
necklace to anybody outside the family.”

“I don’t either.”

We looked around and saw Kate, who had
managed to climb down the hay bales without us knowing it. She had
hay in her hair, hay sticking out of her holey old sweater, hay
everywhere. She had better clean herself up before she went home or
her mother would wonder what she’d been up to. And I could be in
big trouble. Or so my thoughts went as I was feeling the guilts
again.

Ed looked at Kate with distaste and said,
“You’re always blabbing about bloody well everything to your
friends. I hear you on the phone.” He spoke in a high-pitched voice
with an English accent. “Eddie’s sweet on Carrie.” And in a normal
voice, “I’m not sweet on anybody. I don’t have a girlfriend.”

“At least, I don’t sound like I just got off
the boat from Dover,” Kate said.

“All right, boys and girls,” I said. “You can
carry on your personal discussion later. Right now, we’re talking
about Adelade’s necklace, and Ed is going to let us in on a family
secret.”

“Don’t take it so lightly,” Ed said. “I have
reason to believe that the necklace may very well be hidden in the
barn—specifically in the hayloft.”

“The first question that comes to mind is who
hid it here?”

“Ralph.”

“Do his parents know about this?”

“No, and I couldn’t tell them. Especially
right after he died.”

“What’s the scoop?” Kate asked, breathlessly.
“Geese, Eddie, sometimes it takes you an hour to tell what time it
is.”

“Since you’re both in on it, I might as well
tell you the whole story. But I have to do that at our house
because…I have a document that Ralph wrote. Let’s meet there after
school tomorrow afternoon, and I’ll tell you what I know.”

Kate looked disappointed. “We have to wait a
whole nother day?”

“Yes. And clean yourself off, Katie, or Mom
is going to give you what for.” He looked at me. “And at least
don’t tell Cousin Dorothy until after we get together
tomorrow.”

I didn’t promise anything.

By the time we went inside the house so they
could say good-bye to Aunt Dorothy, Kate was looking presentable
again. I walked them out to the car. Ed got in the driver’s side. I
opened the door for Kate to get in the passenger’s side. As I was
saying good-bye to her, she turned her face up to mine and kissed
me on the lips. Then she jumped into the car.

I reflexively wiped the back of my hand across my
mouth while I glanced quickly around to see if Aunt Dorothy was
looking out one of the living room windows. She wasn’t. And Ed
hadn’t seen it, either. I was glad Kate wasn’t mad at me. Because
that meant she wouldn’t give away our secret. One of many I
had. Apparently it wasn’t possible to be a teenager and not have
secrets.

***

At dinner that evening, I asked Aunt Dorothy
and Uncle Jeff how Ralph and Dr. Graves had gotten along.

“Ralph got along with everybody,” Aunt
Dorothy said.

That wasn’t the answer I was looking for.
Nobody gets along with everybody.

“Why? How are you getting along with Dr.
Graves?” Uncle Jeff asked.

He was very astute. How should I answer that?
“Well, he did let me attend Carter.”

“Dorothy had something to do with that. She
talked to him.”

“Thank-you,” I said. I hadn’t thanked her
before.

My father had also talked to Dr. Graves. Had
it been that difficult to get me admitted? If so, should I be
jeopardizing my position by being friends with Sylvia?

“You owe Dr. Graves a lot,” Aunt Dorothy
said. “Without his help, I don’t know where you’d be. I hope you’re
getting along with him.”

I didn’t tell them what Ed had said about the
necklace. I decided I wanted to hear more solid facts before I
started any rumors.

***

I had trouble sleeping that night. First it was Kate,
about whom I felt a combination of guilt and hormone-induced lust.
Once I got her off my mind, I started worrying about my association
with Sylvia. It didn’t seem logical that Dr. Graves would expel me
from Carter just because I was driving her to school and eating
lunch with her. But he might be looking for an excuse to do it. So
I had better stay on the straight and narrow.

What if he told my father what I was doing?
That would not be a happy situation. But what could Dad do about
it? I wasn’t even living with him at the moment, and next year I
would be away at college. I had gone against my father’s wishes
before—notably with the episode that got me kicked out of Atherton.
I couldn’t kowtow to him forever. And I hoped I wasn’t enough of a
bastard to desert Sylvia now—as her boyfriend had done.

I was still awake when the horn of the peanut
train sounded its invitation to those people who were wanderers by
nature to get out of their warm beds and hit the open road.
Although this train went only about twenty miles, the sound hinted
of other trains that traveled across the country. And across other
countries. And then there were cars and airplanes. I was tempted to
answer the call—and I would someday—but right now I had to stick it
out here.




CHAPTER 17

I drove Sylvia to school and ate lunch with
her and the other two members of our group, but I still had mixed
feelings about it. By lunchtime, I had decided on at least a
partial course of action. We had glibly called ourselves the
freedom fighters, but I didn’t feel much like fighting for any
principle right now.

It was Sylvia who brought up Dr. Graves. “I
haven’t been able to get anybody to say anything bad about Dr.
G.”

“You didn’t mention the catwalk incident, did
you?” I asked.

“I didn’t use those words—”

“Good. I think we should drop the whole
thing. We don’t want to start any nasty rumors, especially if they
might be traced back to us.”

“Are you having a change of heart, Gary?”
Barney asked. “Getting cold feet maybe?”

“I just don’t want to get kicked out of this
school,” I said, deciding to be frank. “One a year is enough.”

“Yeah, Gary’s probably right,” Ed said. “I
talked to Ruth, and she didn’t know about any problems between
Ralph and Dr. Graves. We have no reason to believe that he had
anything to do with Ralph’s demise.”

“Okay, maybe he didn’t,” Barney said, “but
even if all he’s doing is taking innocent boys up on the catwalk,
don’t you think it’s our duty to do something about it?”

“We can’t prove it,” I said. “My contact’s
not going to testify, and we haven’t found anybody else who will
admit to doing it. I say drop it.”

“I’d like to pursue it,” Barney said. “I’ve
got some friends among the freshman boys.”

Barney and I started to argue. We were
getting louder and in danger of drawing attention to ourselves when
Sylvia stopped us.

She said, “Barney, you can only talk to the
kids in a way that doesn’t sound negative. ‘How do you like Dr.
Graves?’ not ‘Have you had any problems with Dr. Graves?’ And don’t
mention the catwalk.”

Barney promised he would be discreet. I
wasn’t sure how discreet he could be, but I settled for that
solution since my name would not be linked to anything he did.

***

I went to the Drucquers’ house after school.
They lived in a hovel a few miles from the farm. That’s the only
way I can describe it. The small, one-story house had seen much
better days. It was in disrepair and needed painting. The roof had
missing shingles, and I saw a cracked window. However, the small
yard was neatly kept. The lawn was mowed, and although no flowers
were in bloom, the flower beds were free of weeds.

The Drucquers had emigrated from England two
years ago, a few years after the war ended. From the accounts I had
read, most of the English were very poor after the war. Friends of
ours had sent boxes of canned food to relatives in Liverpool. From
the looks of the house and the clothes they wore, the Drucquers
were still poor.

The doorbell was hanging by a couple of
wires, so I knocked on the front door. The screen door was missing
altogether. Kate opened the main door and smiled at me. She was
wearing her school clothes, a skirt and a blouse. Although the
skirt didn’t hang quite right and was frayed at the bottom, and the
blouse was a faded pink, I had to admit that she looked good.

She said, “I’m glad you’re here, Gary. Eddie
wouldn’t tell me anything until you got here.”

She led me into a small living room filled
with old, tattered furniture and called, “Eddie. Gary’s here.” She
turned to me and said, “He won’t let me go into his room. Secret
stuff. Right. I already know about those girlie magazines he
buys.”

I saw an old, elegantly framed photograph on
the wall and wondered if the man and woman depicted were Drucquers.
They looked at me, stiff and unsmiling, in their formal clothes.
The woman’s dress came down to the floor.

“Our great grandparents,” Ed said from behind
me. “He’s the first cousin of your Thomas who came here to Carter
and bought the farm.”

“They don’t look like very fun-loving
people,” I said.

“The state of photography in those days was
such that they had to hold their pose for several seconds. They
couldn’t afford to smile.”

When I turned around, Ed said, “We’re only
renting this place. We’re going to buy a house soon.”

It was sort of an apology.

“Not soon enough,” Kate said. “I can’t bring
any of my friends here. And we don’t even have a telly, er,
television set.”

“That’s all right,” I said, feeling
embarrassed for them. “Neither do Aunt Dorothy and Uncle Jeff.”

“But at least they’ve got a big house,” Kate
said. “And the barn. I hope we get to play in the barn again
soon.”

She smiled at me, and I was sure her words
had a double meaning. I hoped that Ed didn’t notice.

“Sit down,” Ed said, placing a binder on a
scratched coffee table in front of a badly recovered couch. He sat
down on the couch.

Kate sat on one side of Ed, and I sat on the
other.

“Where’s your mom?” I asked.

“She’s at work,” Kate said. “She works at the
general store in Carter Center. She’ll be home in an hour.”

“What does your dad do?” It was an innocent
question, but neither of them answered immediately.

After a pause, Ed said, “He works in the
gypsum plant.”

The plant was alongside the peanut railroad,
not far from this house. Ed didn’t elaborate on the type of work he
did, and I decided it wasn’t a good idea to ask any more
questions.

Ed opened the three-ring binder to a sheet of
ruled, notebook paper, like the kind we used in school. It was
written on in pencil, and I got a quick look at a drawing that
might be a map. Then Ed quickly turned the page so that we could
only see the back of the sheet, which was blank.

Ed said, “After Ralph died, Cousin Dorothy
asked me to go through his possessions and see if there was
anything I wanted. I took some books, an archery set, and a few
other things. I took this binder, because I thought it might
contain some notes from his classes that I could use. Later, when I
went through it, I discovered this.”

“What does it say,” Kate asked, breathlessly.
“I couldn’t read it.”

“I’ll tell you what it says. It refers to the
necklace by the letter N. It says it’s in a blue box hidden in the
northwest corner of the hayloft. And there’s a map. That corner is
currently inaccessible because of the hay bales.”

“So he hid it when the bales weren’t there,”
Kate said.

“The bales were put in last fall,” I said. “A
year ago.”

“So he did it before that.”

Ed said, “I assume he found a hole in the
corner of the hayloft to hide the box in, so that the farmer
wouldn’t find it. I found some cracks along other parts of the wall
that might be big enough to hide something.”

So that’s why he had been nosing around.

“We won’t know until the hay bales are gone,”
Kate said.

“How do you know that N refers to the
necklace?” I asked, reaching for the paper. I wanted to see the
writing.

Ed closed the notebook and said, “Sorry, but
I think I should be the only one to handle it. After all, this is
evidence.”

“Evidence of what?”

“Evidence that Ralph stole the necklace from
his parents.”

Kate gasped, and I said, “Do you really
believe that? First of all, what makes you think that Aunt Dorothy
ever had the necklace?”

“What else can we believe? The rumor is that
her ancestor, Thomas, brought it to America. Now we see that it
must be true.”

“We won’t know that until we can look for the
necklace. Which might not be until next spring.”

“Can’t we ask Cousin Dorothy about it?” Kate
asked.

“Not advisable,” Ed said. “If she kept it a
secret this long, she wouldn’t admit to having it now. If she had
hidden it somewhere else, herself, she may not even know it’s
missing. And we don’t want to have to tell her that Ralph was a
thief unless we can prove it. She will not take kindly to it. It is
in our best interest not to say anything to anybody until we find
it.”

“What do you think Ralph was going to do with
it?”

“What else? Sell it and keep the money. He
was probably just waiting until he was older and could get away
with it.”

“I don’t believe Ralph was a thief,” I
said.

“The proof of the pudding will be when we
find the necklace.”

“So why are you telling Kate and me about
it?” I asked, cynically. “Why not find it and keep the money for
yourself?”

“I am shocked that you would say that,” Ed
said in his best English accent. “Of course, we will split the
money among the three families. I am letting you two in on it,
because it is too big a burden for me to carry by myself. But for
reasons already stated, I believe we should not tell the
grownups.”

“So we can’t actually look for the necklace
until spring,” Kate said. She sounded disappointed.

“Another secret to keep,” I grumbled. “I’m
not promising anything.”

“But I know you don’t want to hurt Cousin
Dorothy, unnecessarily,” Ed said, soothingly.

I was between a rock and a hard place. I
grudgingly accepted the need for secrecy. Temporarily.

“Well, if we can’t do anything more now,
let’s go watch the train go by,” Kate said, regaining her good
spirits. “We can walk through the woods right to the tracks.”

The peanut track did run close by. That meant
that the house they were living in was almost due west of the farm.
The train went in one direction during the afternoon and then back
in the other direction late at night.

“I can’t go,” Ed said. “I have to write a
story for the paper.”

“Will you go with me, Gary?”

It was a brisk autumn day outside, a good one
for a walk in the woods. What could happen?

“All right.”

We put on our jackets, and Kate put a scarf
over her head. We went out into the sunlight. It was good to see
the sun again after the recent rain. The woods were adjacent to the
lot where the house was located, so we entered them almost
immediately. The ground was soft from the rain and littered with
fallen branches. Some had been blown down by the wind that had
accompanied the rain.

When Kate stumbled over a branch, I grabbed
her hand. She righted herself but didn’t let go, and so we walked
to the railroad tracks hand in hand. When we got to the tracks, the
train was just coming into view down the line.

Kate was still holding my hand. She turned
toward me and said, “Gary, why don’t you like me?”

I should have seen this coming, but I was
unprepared. I said, “I do like you,” although it didn’t sound
convincing.

“You couldn’t wait to get out of the fort and
away from me.”

“That’s because…because you’re my
cousin.”

“Eddie says we’re fourth cousins. Big
deal.”

She had me there. “Well, you’re young
yet.”

“I’m very mature for my age.”

I couldn’t dispute that, either. I was
struggling for something more to say when she said, “I’m not asking
that we go steady or anything like that. I just want you to like me
a little.”

“All right, I like you a little,” I said.
“About this much.” I held up my thumb and forefinger a fraction of
an inch apart.

She shoved me, feigning irritation, and said,
“Then give me a little cousinly kiss.”

I bent down, intending to give her a peck on
the cheek, but her idea of a cousinly kiss was more than a peck and
involved lips. I broke away after a few seconds, saying, “That’s
about all the cousinly kisses I can take for one day.”

“Then write me a limerick. You wrote one
about Ed.”

The train sounded its horn as it approached,
as if warning us to be discreet. We waved to the engineer as it
rolled slowly by. When the noise subsided and we could talk again,
I said:

“There is a young lady name Kate,

Who all the boys wish they could date.

She’s funny and charming,

Completely disarming;

I’m sure she will find a good mate.”

“Okay, I get the picture,” Kate said. “Come
on, let’s go back to the house.”

She turned and walked away from me.

***

Dinners with my aunt and uncle were
improving. They were talking more and smiling more. Although I
certainly wasn’t a replacement for Ralph, I think they were glad to
have me staying with them.

That night we ate roast chicken, mashed
potatoes, and squash, with a salad of lettuce and tomato, a common
meal in farm country. I asked them what kind of job Mr. Drucquer
had at the gypsum plant.

“There’s a mine, but he doesn’t work in it.
He works on the surface in the factory and warehouse,” Uncle Jeff
said. “That’s where the gypsum is made into wallboard used in
construction.”

“What does he do?”

“He told me he’s had a number of jobs. He’s a
member of the union and the workers can bid on jobs as they become
available. Anything from the assembly line where the wallboard is
made, to stacking the wallboard on skids, to driving lift trucks
that are used to carry the full skids into the warehouse, to
loading trucks and freight cars.”

“Those jobs don’t sound like they require a
lot of training.”

“They’re basic laboring jobs. And you’re
right. Most people can learn to drive a lift truck in a day.”

“So how much does it pay?”

“About two dollars an hour. Time and a half
for overtime. Lots of overtime is available during the summer when
business is good, but they often cut back to three days a week in
the winter when not much building is going on in this part of the
country. Why do you ask?”

“I saw the house where they live, today.”

“Yes, that’s unfortunate. Hopefully, that’s
temporary.” Uncle Jeff smiled a wry smile. “Although it’s been
temporary for two years.”

“John didn’t finish the English equivalent of
high school,” Aunt Dorothy said. “He had to go to work because his
father got sick. But he’s studying accounting and should be able to
get a better job one of these days.”

I hoped that was true, for the sake of the
kids. I decided to try another subject. But I had to approach it
carefully.

“Aunt Dorothy, what do you think of the
stories about the diamond necklace?”

“Old wives’ tales. I don’t believe there was
a necklace. If there had been, it would have surfaced long ago. And
probably been sold, since my ancestors often didn’t have two coins
to jingle in their pockets.”

That didn’t leave much room for discussion. I
decided it was time for a second helping of chicken.




CHAPTER 18

The lunch bunch ate together the next day. We
didn’t say much at first, but after Barney had eaten a few bites,
he said, “I talked to someone who admitted going up on the catwalk
with Dr. Graves.”

“A boy?” I asked.

Barney nodded.

“Who is it?” Sylvia asked.

Barney shook his head and waited until he had
chewed a bite thoroughly and swallowed it before he spoke
again.

“Can’t say. It’s the same situation as
Gary’s. But he’s a freshman. Graves likes the young ones.”

“Did he say what happened?”

“Same story. They went up on the catwalk.
Graves asked him to sit on his lap. Then they went down, and he
returned to class.”

“That doesn’t do us much good if he won’t
testify about it,” Sylvia said, bitterly.

“He said he would testify under one
condition. I told him this had happened to someone else. He said
he’ll testify if that person testifies at the same time.”

Three pairs of eyes looked at me. I who
wanted to drop this whole line of inquiry, because I had the most
to lose. But Sylvia had already lost a lot—friends, status. And
what about the boys Dr. Graves was playing games with? What were
they losing?

“All right, I’ll see what I can do,” I
said.

***

“Would you like to come in and have a soda?”
Sylvia asked, as I stopped the car across the street from her
house.

I had declined her invitations up to now,
because I always had something to do. But not today. Except shoot
baskets in the barn. And that could wait.

“Sure.”

We ran across the street, and she produced a
key, which she used to open the door. We stepped inside to what
sounded like a faint echo, but maybe it was the sound of silence.
There were no noises indicating habitation by a living person.

“Where’s your dad?” I asked.

“He’s writing some articles. Anonymously, of
course. And Mom’s working. It’s lonely here in the afternoon.”

That’s why she had invited me inside. Sylvia
led the way to the kitchen, which was straight down the hall past
the stairs. She gave me my choice of soft drinks and took one
herself. Then she showed me around the downstairs, which I hadn’t
seen yet. The living room was comfortable. The furniture wasn’t
new, but it was in good repair, in contrast to the Drucquer house.
There was a separate dining room with a table, chairs, and a
sideboard that Sylvia informed me were antique.

When we completed the tour, Sylvia said,
“Would you like to play a game or something?”

I liked to play games, but I had a better
idea. I said, “Have you ever been to Ralph’s place?”

She shook her head.

“Let’s go there. I’ll show you the barn and
everything. It’s got a great hayloft with a basketball court.”

“I’ve heard about the court. Some of the
members of the team have practiced there.”

“Change into old clothes. The hayloft is full
of hay—which when you think about it is appropriate.”

“Give me five minutes.”

She ran upstairs. She was actually gone ten
minutes, but I let it pass because she was a girl and girls take
longer to dress than boys. I was getting more considerate of others
as I grew older. She returned wearing blue jeans and a sweatshirt
that said “University of Rochester” on it.

It took us five minutes to drive to the farm.
I pulled into the driveway, turned around, and parked on the
street, since I would be driving Sylvia home later. Aunt Dorothy
was teaching at Atherton High today and wasn’t home yet. I wanted
to introduce Sylvia to her.

I led the way to the barn. We walked through
the ground floor to the old metal ladder that led to the hayloft. I
went up first, pushed the heavy trapdoor to its vertical position,
and secured it to the hook on the wall. I turned on the floodlight
and helped Sylvia exit from the ladder as she clambered up.

“Hey, this place is all right,” Sylvia said,
looking around. “Can we shoot some baskets?”

I was surprised at her request, but I grabbed
a basketball and passed it to her. I was even more surprised to see
that she had a good two-hand set shot. We played a couple of games
of HORSE.

When she beat me in the second game, I said,
“Don’t you know you’re always supposed to let boys win?”

“Sorry,” she said, giving me an impish grin.
“I guess I’m just too competitive.”

I pointed out the other forms of recreation
available in the hayloft. To my increasing surprise, she wanted to
slide down the haystack. We did this several times. I was the one
who suggested that we go down in tandem. Since I had done it with
Kate, somehow it didn’t seem fair that I not do it with Sylvia.

She enjoyed this, yelling on the way down. I
found myself enjoying it, also. I felt a spark between us, but
without the guilt. That was good news. I took her up on the hay
bales on the other side of the hayloft and pointed out the fort
that Kate and I had made, although I didn’t mention Kate.

She crawled inside, so I crawled in after
her. We snuggled together in the dark and it seemed the right thing
to do. Then Sylvia started to talk.

“I don’t know how I would have gotten through
the last ten days without you. Most of my so-called friends seem to
have been fair-weather versions.”

I thought of Natalie but didn’t say
anything.

She talked more about her feelings. Feelings
of betrayal and feelings that she must have done something wrong. I
could see tears glistening in her eyes in the dark of the fort,
even though she was trying to hold them back. She looked so sweet
that I kissed her. It felt good, and she was a whole-hearted
participant, so we continued to kiss.

When we paused for a moment, she said, “I
hope you’re not just taking pity on me.”

“I hope you’re not just taking pity on
me.”

We both laughed.

I needed to say something more. “All
seriousness aside, you’ve shown a lot of…courage standing up to
everybody.”

“Thank-you,” she said, softly. Then her tone
changed as she said, “You don’t have a girlfriend stashed away back
in Atherton, by any chance, do you?”

I could truthfully reply that I didn’t. We
kissed some more. I found myself mentally comparing Sylvia to Kate.
They were both good looking, but Sylvia was more mature, a more
fully formed person. And she had guts. Kate was a cuddler and a
clinger. I had made the right choice.

After a while, we came out of the fort. I
walked over to the northwest corner of the barn to see if there
were any gaps in the hay bales.

I said, “Are you aware that Ed is also my
cousin?”

“No. You’re always keeping secrets from
me.”

That made us laugh. Everything was amusing
now.

“Well, I think he’s my fourth cousin, so he’s
not that close, but there’s a legend that involves both of our
families. I can’t tell you the details, but I may need assistance
from somebody who isn’t a relative.”

“Does this have some connection to
Ralph?”

“Yes, it does. Anyway, it’s the old story of
buried treasure. The treasure is supposed to be in this hayloft,
buried underneath these bales. I want to see if there’s a way to
get to the bottom.”

I moved several bales away from the corner.
There was a small gap between the next level of bales and the wall.
I figured it was over fifteen feet to the floor of the hayloft from
there. I went to where the end of the rope that came across the
length of the barn, under the peak of the roof, was coiled on top
of the bales and dragged a section over to the corner.

“Gary, are you about to do something
dangerous?” Sylvia asked.

“I just want to see if I can lower myself to
the floor. I can use the rope to help me.”

I snaked the rope down into the crack between
the bales and the wall.

“This is not a good idea,” Sylvia said. “I
didn’t sign on with you to watch you kill yourself.”

“I heard a car drive up a while ago. That
means Aunt Dorothy’s home. If I get into trouble, you can go and
get her.”

“Great. That makes me the messenger. And you
know what they do to messengers who bring bad news.”

“Okay, I’ll only go down a little way. I just
want to see what it’s like.”

I took hold of the rope and carefully lowered
myself a few feet into the crack. I could see already that it was
going to be a tight fit. The roof of the barn slanted, so I wasn’t
going straight down, but each layer of bales was offset to utilize
the extra space.

“How are you going to die?” Sylvia said. “Let
me count the ways. One, you might suffocate. Two, the bales might
shift and crush you. Three, you might get stuck and not be able to
get out. How many others do you want?”

I lowered myself a few more feet until my
head was about even with the top of the bales. I started to sweat.
I didn’t think of myself as being claustrophobic, but the fear of
being trapped almost overwhelmed me. I edged sideways a few inches,
with difficulty, to where there appeared to be more room, clinging
tightly to the rope. There wasn’t any more room.

“I’m coming out in just a minute,” I said. “I
just want to check one thing.”

I didn’t want to admit that Sylvia was right.
I had placed a small flashlight from the car in my pocket before
coming up here. I had been thinking about doing something like
this. I needed a better foothold, so that most of my weight
wouldn’t be held by my arms. I found a small crack in the boards
supporting the roof shingles and wedged a shoe into it.

I let go of the rope with one hand and fished
the flashlight out of my pocket. I turned it on and shone it
downward. I tried to see all the way to the floor of the loft, but
the slant of the roof and the offsetting bales prevented me from
doing that. I ducked my head to see better.

“Gary, what are you doing?” Sylvia’s voice
showed panic as I disappeared from view.

“All right; I’m coming up.”

I was defeated for the moment. As I raised
the hand holding it, the flashlight knocked against the roof and
fell out of my grasp. We could hear it bounce off the wall several
times on its way to the floor. Sylvia screamed an almost silent
scream.

“That could have been you,” she said.

That was an exaggeration, of course, but I
was sufficiently chastised. I was ready to come up. I grabbed the
rope with both hands and pulled, while pushing with my foot. I
didn’t budge. The sweat was streaming down my face.

Sylvia lay on a bale, reached down, and tried
to wrap her arms around my upper body. She couldn’t get a good
grip, it was an awkward angle, and besides, her hundred pounds
weren’t enough to offset my greater weight. When she pulled on me,
she started sliding down the crack. I made her stop.

My arms were getting tired of supporting my
weight. If I let go of the rope, I would slide down out of sight.
Then Sylvia’s fears might come true.

“Go get Aunt Dorothy,” I said.

“I’m not going to leave you. If I could move
this bale,” she said, indicating the one next to the one I was
wedged against, “then we could move that one away from you.”

“There should be a hay hook on a rung of the
ladder that leads up to the window,” I said.

The rungs were actually pieces of wood nailed
to the studs on the side of the barn. I hoped that’s where I had
placed the metal hook after Kate and I finished building the
fort.

Sylvia scrambled over to the ladder and found
the hay hook. The problem was that I didn’t think she had the
strength to lift a bale vertically that weighed as much as she did.
Especially since it was surrounded by other bales. She dug the
point of the hook into the bale and pulled upward.

At first, the bale didn’t move. Sylvia placed
one foot on each bale adjacent to the offending bale and, using all
her weight, gave a superhuman pull. The bale came slowly to a
vertical position. With another show of strength, she shoved it out
of the way.

Now I pushed against the bale that held me in
place. I didn’t have good leverage. Sylvia grabbed the wires
holding the bale together and pulled at the same time I pushed. It
rolled out of the way, and I was able to get my elbows on top of
the bale below it and with a supreme effort scramble out of the
crack.

We both lay panting. We looked at each other.
Her face was red, and, of course, she was covered with hay.

“Wonder Woman,” I said. “You must eat rivets
for breakfast.”

“Yeah, and it’s a good thing I do. Promise me
you won’t try anything stupid when I’m not here.”

“That was a good flashlight.”

“I hope I don’t look as bad as you do.”

“You look worse than I do.”

She attacked me but ended up brushing me off.
I brushed her off. We brushed each other off. And then we
kissed.

“I’d like you to meet Aunt Dorothy,” I said
when we had finished the job.

“Do you think that’s a good idea?”

“I want her to meet you. And see what a nice
girl you are.” And, hopefully, pass that information along to my
father before he heard about Sylvia from Dr. Graves.

***

I introduced Sylvia to Aunt Dorothy as the
person who had shown me around when I arrived at Carter High and
made me feel at home. I also mentioned that I had been driving her
to school. Better to hear it from me than somebody else.

Aunt Dorothy was very cordial. She asked
Sylvia questions about school and didn’t say anything about
communists. I was hopeful that she would give a good report to my
father.

I looked out the kitchen window and saw the
Drucquers’ old car sitting in the driveway. I pointed to it and
asked Aunt Dorothy, “What’s that doing here?”

“Oh, Edward is here. He asked if he could
walk down the lane. I told him I didn’t know where you were, but to
go ahead.”

“Did he say why he wanted to walk down the
lane?”

“He said something about looking for the
bubbles in the creek. I’m not sure why this sudden interest in
bubbles.”

“When do you have to be home?” I asked
Sylvia.

“Not for a while. Let’s take a walk down the
lane.”

Once outside, Sylvia asked me, “Why is Ed
looking for bubbles?”

“You tell me, and we’ll both know.”

We walked hand in hand. It felt natural.
There was a cool breeze, but, still hot from our recent exertions,
we weren’t bothered by it. It was usually windy in this part of the
country. The windy city, Chicago, had nothing on Buffalo.

Fences made of crisscrossing wires ran along
both sides of the lane, held in place by wooden posts. In the field
on one side of us, green shoots from a crop of winter wheat showed
above the ground. On the other side was the stubble from cornstalks
that had been cut up for silage. An oak tree down the lane still
had colorful leaves, although many of them were on the ground.

I stopped Sylvia and pointed to a bare patch
of earth in one of the fields. A movement had caught my eye. I
directed her gaze to the furry, brown woodchuck that was sitting
beside his hole, fat and sassy in preparation for winter.

“If I had Ralph’s .22 I’d take care of him,”
I said. “He eats the crops.”

“Oh, let him alone. This is his farm,
too.”

The woodchuck sensed our presence and
scurried into his hole. We walked on toward where the lane crossed
the creek on a concrete bridge. I knew the path the creek took
through the fields and was the first to spot Ed, about thirty yards
from the lane. We turned into a bare field through an opening in
the fence and walked toward him. He was intent on watching
something in the water and hadn’t seen us yet.

As we approached, he took a cigarette lighter
and held it to what looked like a small branch of a tree wrapped in
a page of a newspaper. The newspaper flared up and Ed held it over
the water. There was a whoosh of flame that seemed to come from the
water. Ed jumped backwards onto the bank of the creek, and the
flame went out. He landed on his back. As he recovered himself, he
saw us and looked sheepish.

“Hi, Gary. Hi, Sylvia. What are you two doing
here?”

“That’s just what we were going to ask you,”
I said. “Are you trying to prove that water burns?”

“Not quite. Look at this.”

He pointed into the creek. As we came close
to the bank, I could see bubbles coming up out of the meandering
stream.

“Is there a fish down there?” Sylvia
asked.

“Naw, it’s too shallow for a big fish,” I
said. “And a small one wouldn’t make bubbles that size.”

“It’s natural gas,” Ed said. “You saw how it
burned.”

“How did you know about it?” I asked.

“From the letters your great grandfather
wrote to my great grandfather. My dad has a box full of them. They
make interesting reading. He told about the bubbles coming from the
stream on the farm. I read something recently about how natural gas
is being used for heating homes. A description of how one person
found it under a creek convinced me that these bubbles must be
natural gas. And now I know they are.”

“You almost burned yourself up to prove it,”
Sylvia said. “You and Ben Franklin flying a kite in a thunderstorm.
You’re either mad or you’re a genius.”

“I lean toward the latter appraisal,” Ed
said, grinning.

“So, is this gas worth anything?” I
asked.

Ed shrugged his shoulders. “Who knows? But I
suspect that your aunt and your dad don’t want to tear up the farm
to find out. And they still own it together, don’t they?”

I nodded. Not wanting to get into that
discussion, I said, “Are you ready to go back?”

“Sure. I’ve proved my point.”

As we walked down the lane toward the house,
Sylvia and I continued to hold hands.

Ed said, “You guys look good together. Like
Mutt and Jeff.”

“I love you, too,” Sylvia said, “but I’ve got
a dog at home.”

***

At dinner, Aunt Dorothy was the one who brought up
Sylvia. She said, “Does Sylvia talk about her father?”

That sounded like a loaded question. I said,
“Not much. I believe he’s doing some freelance writing.”

“You have to be very careful. When you
associate with the devil, you’re going to get burned.”

I kept quiet. Although I had never been
loathe to argue with my father, my aunt was a different story.
Especially since she was giving me a place to stay.

Uncle Jeff said, “I take it you like
Sylvia.”

“She showed me around the school and made me
feel at home.”

He smiled. “That’s probably more of an answer
than I would have gotten from Ralph. I understand she’s president
of the student council.”

“Yes.”

“How are the students treating her?”

“Many of them won’t talk to her.”

“But you do. I think that’s admirable.”

“Your father isn’t going to like it,” Aunt
Dorothy said.

“Does he have to know?”

“He’s your father.”

That seemed to end that discussion, and I
didn’t dare say anything more. To talk about something more
comfortable, I told them about the natural gas Ed had
discovered.

“Yes, we know about that,” Uncle Jeff said.
“It’s sort of a tourist attraction. We take visitors down the lane
and show them the bubbles.”

“I understand that natural gas is being used
to heat homes,” I said. “Is there any money in it?”

“You mean, is it the next oil? Possibly so.
It’s too soon to tell.”

“I don’t want people coming and drilling
holes all over the farm,” Aunt Dorothy said.

“Even if it would make you a millionaire?”
Uncle Jeff asked, teasingly.

“Well…we could travel more.”

I liked the idea of having money, especially
since my father owned half the farm. I would have to talk to him
about it.




CHAPTER 19

I figured the best time to talk to Willie was
at cross-country practice. The team usually had a meet on Friday
afternoons, but there had been a meet against several other teams
yesterday, so they just had a light workout scheduled.

Sylvia had agreed to ride the bus home. She
no longer cared what the other students thought. Or so she said. I
took my sneakers to the practice, thinking that I might run
alongside Willie and talk to him then. I was a basketball player,
and he was a smoker, so I shouldn’t have any trouble keeping up
with him. The coach was a volunteer from the community, and I
doubted that he would mind if I participated in the practice.

I joined a dozen or so boys behind the
school. I wore long pants, because I thought it was too cold to run
in shorts, but there they were with their legs hanging out,
although most of them were wearing sweatshirts. I went up to Willie
and said hi.

He looked surprised and said, “It’s too late
to join the team.”

“I know, but I’d like to get in shape for
basketball.”

“I’m too short to play basketball.”

“Can I run along with you?”

“Be my guest.”

The coach was also wearing running clothes.
He often ran with the boys. I introduced myself to him and asked if
I could run with them. He said sure and joked that if I was good
enough, I could join the team next year. I told him I was a
senior.

We started out at an easy lope, taking a path
around the Carter playing fields. First we went around the football
field where the team was practicing for a big game on Saturday. I
also saw the cheerleaders doing their thing, led by Natalie. I’d
lost my desire for cheerleaders recently.

We headed toward the baseball diamond and the
tennis courts. My plan was to go out for the tennis team in the
spring. I ran alongside Willie, but the group was too closely
packed for me to talk to him about Dr. Graves. However, the boys
gradually strung out enough so that we were separated from the
others, although we were in the middle of the pack. I was surprised
that Willie was running easily and didn’t seem to be breathing
hard, although I was starting to pant.

It was hard to talk normally while panting,
but I attempted to, explaining that another boy had been found who
had gone up on the catwalk with Dr. Graves.

Willie shrugged and said, “Not surprising. He
gets around.”

I explained that the other boy would testify
about what had happened if Willie would.

“What’s the point?” Willie asked.

“Of testifying? To bring it to the attention
of the authorities. Possibly to get him fired.”

“What would that accomplish?”

“Well…it would put him out of business. Keep
other boys from getting hurt.”

“One, what makes you think he wouldn’t go and
get a job at another school? Two, do you think the boys are hurt
all that much?”

“What about you?”

“It didn’t exactly stunt my growth.” He
laughed. “Or maybe it did.”

I was no psychologist. And I was having a
hard time keeping up with Willie. I said, “Well, what do you think?
Will you do it?”

He looked at me and said, “Yeah, I’ll do
it.”

“Thanks.”

Having accomplished my purpose, I dropped
back. I kept running, but I was soon last among the runners and
losing ground. Cross-country was harder than I thought. We circled
the high school property and then headed toward Main Street. The
others obviously weren’t going to stop anytime soon. As we passed
the student parking lot, I saw my car beckoning to me.

I stopped and tried to catch my breath. By
the time my heart had slowed down to something approaching normal,
the runners were long out of sight. I was glad my sport was
basketball.

***

I grunted as I lifted a bale using two hooks, one at
each end. This was hard work, too. My plan was to remove enough
bales to create steps down to the corner of the hayloft. I had
promised Sylvia I wouldn’t try anything foolish. This wasn’t
foolish; it just involved massive physical effort. Well, maybe it
was foolish.

I had to carry the bales uphill, and the hill kept
getting higher as I needed more places to restack them. I moved a
few and then, as the job got harder, I had to stop and rest for a
few seconds each time I moved a bale up one tier. At this rate, it
would take me hours to complete the job.

My rest periods became longer and longer. I
rationalized that I didn’t have to finish today. Even if it took
several weeks, that shouldn’t be a problem. What if Ed came up here
and saw what I was doing? I would calmly tell him that I was just
helping him out. Helping us all out. I didn’t have to tell him that
I was skeptical about his story of the necklace being in the
hayloft. And the note supposedly written by Ralph? I hadn’t gotten
a close enough look at it to form an opinion. And Ed didn’t seem to
want me to look at it closely. I didn’t believe that Ralph was a
thief.

***

The horn of the peanut train woke me up. That was
unusual; I had been sleeping through the noise. But something about
it didn’t feel right. I turned on my bedside lamp and looked at my
Baby Ben windup alarm clock. It was almost 3 a.m. The train usually
went through about midnight. What had delayed it?

***

I went down to breakfast about eight. On
Saturday mornings I was allowed to sleep in a little. Aunt Dorothy
and Uncle Jeff were already up, of course. Aunt Dorothy was in the
kitchen when I went in to eat breakfast. She had the radio on.

When she saw me she said, “There was an
accident last night. Two boys from Carter were in a car that hit
the peanut train.”

“Who?”

She hesitated, not wanting to be the bearer
of bad news. She said, “The boys whose house you went to last
Saturday for the party.”

“Willie and Dennis? Were they…?”

She nodded. “They were killed. The police
said the car was going about eighty miles per hour when it hit the
train. And they had been drinking.”

***

I picked up Sylvia to take her to the
football game. When we had discussed the game, yesterday, she had
said she didn’t want to go. She had lost her school spirit.
Although I didn’t have a lot of school spirit, myself, I saw it as
an opportunity to show the student body that she had support in an
“up yours” sort of way. She agreed to go if I went with her.

She came to the front door after I rang the
bell, wearing her red skirt. Her first words were, “Did you hear
about Dennis and Willie?”

“Yes,” I said. I was having trouble
speaking.

“Come in. I want you to meet my mother.”

Sylvia’s mother was a no-nonsense woman with
short, graying hair. She was a little taller than Sylvia, but not
much.

“Sylvia’s been talking about you,” Mrs. Doran
said after Sylvia introduced us. “I wanted to put a face with the
name. She says you’re a good driver and you don’t drink.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said. From the way she looked
at me, I was sure she could see into my mind.

“I work in a hospital. I see the results of
auto accidents like the one last night all the time. Kids who had
been healthy and happy an hour before, arrive in pieces. If you
wonder why your parents worry about your safety, that should tell
you.”

“Okay, Mom,” Sylvia said. “That’s enough of a
lecture for today. We’re pretty broken up about this.”

“I know, honey.” She kissed Sylvia. “You two
have good heads on your shoulders. I know you won’t forget the
lesson. Nice to meet you, Gary.”

“Nice to meet you, Mrs. Doran.”

Mr. Doran came into the hallway and shook my
hand.

“Thank-you for standing by Sylvia,” he said.
“You have a warm place in our hearts just for doing that. Unlike
some people I could name.”

“How are you doing, sir?” I asked.

“Oh, they can’t keep me down. I’m still in
business. I have to be a little clandestine right now, but things
will get better. I have great faith in the people of the United
States to do the right thing in the long run.”

“I hope you’re right.”

“It’s what keeps me going.”

After we got in the car, Sylvia gave me a
quick kiss and said, “Thanks for putting up with my parents.”

“I like your parents.”

“They can be a little preachy at times. I
hope I get a chance to meet your parents.”

“I hope so, too.” Under favorable
circumstances.

***

The mood at the game was somber. The chief
topic of conversation was Dennis and Willie, with the game, itself,
taking a backseat. It overshadowed Sylvia’s ostracism, at least for
the moment. Everybody was talking to everybody else. Natalie even
came up to us and said how terrible it was.

I gathered from the gossip that the brothers
had been at a party—not at their house, but at the house of a
friend. The beer flowed freely, and they were on their way home
when the accident occurred.

I was recognizing more and more faces of the
Carter High students. I looked around the stands as we climbed to
our seats and thought that, whether I wanted to or not, after three
weeks here, I was becoming adjusted to Carter. Perhaps this
accident was bringing me closer to the others. Then I saw Kate with
a bunch of girls. She was wearing a red skirt, with a pink sweater
under her jacket that went with her hair. She knew how to dress
well on a limited clothing budget.

She looked in my direction, and our eyes met,
briefly. Then she turned away. I knew she had seen Sylvia by my
side. Perhaps Ed had told her about our lunch bunch, but seeing us
together would be more forceful to her than picturing us as part of
a larger group.

The public address announcer asked for a
minute of silence before the singing of the National Anthem. The
crowd quieted down immediately. The football players of both teams
bowed their heads and held their helmets in their arms. Even the
cheerleaders stood uncharacteristically quiet and immobile.

Barney came and sat on the other side of
Sylvia. She mentioned something to him about the accident.

“They called my dad to go to the scene of the
accident,” he said, soberly. Barney’s father was one of the few
doctors in the town of Carter. “He was the one who pronounced them
dead. They looked horrible. Blood and guts all over the place.”

“All right, Barney,” Sylvia said, covering
her mouth with her hand. “That’s enough of that. We already got the
lecture from my mother.”

“Sorry. But there’s a lesson to be learned
here.”

“I think we’ve learned the lesson.”

To redirect the talk a little, I leaned
across in front of Sylvia and said, so that nobody else could hear,
“Willie was my witness against Dr. Graves.”

Neither of them spoke for a few seconds. Then
Sylvia said, “That shoots that strategy down.”

We turned and faced the field as Carter
kicked off to the opposing team.




CHAPTER 20

On Sunday, I drove home to Atherton to have
dinner with my family, amid falling leaves. Dark clouds blotted out
the sun and a cool wind blew, but at least it was dry. I drove the
car onto the driveway of our modest suburban house and parked
it.

Before I could get out, Tom and Archie raced
out of the house and asked, breathlessly, “Did you know the boys
who were killed?”

“I knew them a little.” I wasn’t going to
tell them I had been to a party at their house, because that was
bound to get to my parents, if Aunt Dorothy hadn’t already told my
father. “The younger one was a good athlete.”

“At first, we wondered if it happened at the
crossing beside the farm.”

“It didn’t, but the train was delayed for
several hours and didn’t go by the farm until much later than
usual.”

We chatted about the accident for a couple of
minutes. Then Tom said, “Have you seen Kate?”

“Tommy’s got a girlfriend,” Archie
chanted.

The question stopped me cold. Of all the
questions I was expecting, that was one I wasn’t prepared for. They
had met two weeks ago, and Tom hadn’t mentioned Kate last Sunday
when I was here, so I assumed he had forgotten her.

“I sent her a letter, but she didn’t answer
it,” Tom said, ignoring Archie’s continuing chant.

“She was at the football game yesterday,” I
said lamely. “And she and Ed came over one day after school, and we
played a little basketball.”

“Did she say anything about me?”

“She said how much fun she had that Sunday,”
I said, carefully, not wanting to get Tom’s hopes up too high, but
at the same time not wanting to crush them.

“I guess she’s been busy.”

I hoped he would leave it at that. In any
case, the next time I saw her, I would make it clear to her that I
had a girlfriend. We went in the house where I got the usual kiss
from my mother and handshake from my father. My father asked me to
go upstairs with him. That didn’t sound good.

I followed him upstairs and into his study
where he closed the door. Without even bothering to sit down, he
said, “I hear that you’ve been going around with Michael Doran’s
daughter.”

“Who told you that?” I asked, belligerently.
If I was in trouble, at least I wanted to know the source of
it.

“What does it matter? I’ve heard it from two
people.”

Dr. Graves and Aunt Dorothy. I was getting
hit from all sides.

“And going to parties where liquor is
served.”

I hadn’t told Aunt Dorothy about the beer.
She must have extrapolated from the cause of the accident.

According to the constitution, I had a right
to remain silent. But that hadn’t done Mr. Doran much good, and it
apparently wasn’t going to help me, either.

“If you can’t behave yourself, I’m going to
pull you out of Carter and put you in Pratt School where they have
some discipline,” my father continued. “And you’ll be living at
home where we can keep an eye on you.”

Pratt was a private school in Atherton. If my
father was willing to spend that kind of money, he must be really
upset with me. I couldn’t stand the thought of changing schools
again. It was time to grovel. I spent the next five minutes telling
my father how good I was going to be. I didn’t actually say I was
going to stay away from Sylvia, but a strict interpretation would
have been that I had agreed to everything he wanted me to do. The
fact that I had my fingers crossed mentally would help me about as
much as pleading the Fifth Amendment.

***

I stopped at Sylvia’s house on the way back
to the farm. I didn’t want to talk to her about this on the phone.
Mrs. Doran came to the door in answer to my ring. She smiled at me,
but I had a hard time smiling back because I felt like a rat. I
said I needed to talk to Sylvia for a minute. She went to the
bottom of the stairs and called her. Apparently her rules on
allowing mixed sexes in Sylvia’s room were stricter than Mr.
Doran’s.

Sylvia came downstairs in a couple of
minutes. Her face lit up when she saw me, but again I couldn’t
produce anything resembling a smile. Mrs. Doran had gone into the
kitchen, so she gave me a quick kiss and said, “Are you on your way
back from Atherton?”

“Yes.” I stopped. This wasn’t going to be
easy. “I had a talk with my father. He laid down the law to me.” I
glanced toward the kitchen. “Listen, can we…?”

Sylvia caught my drift and said, “Let’s go
for a walk.” She yelled something to her mother to that effect and
took a coat out of a nearby closet.

Outside it was blustery, but not too cold.
Yet. As soon as we got to the sidewalk, we started holding hands.
We put our spare hands in pockets to keep them warm and walked
slowly up the hill.

I didn’t want to tell her that my father was
a rabid anti-communist, but there didn’t seem to be any way to
avoid it. First I told her about his threat to put me in a private
school and said it was because of the drinking party. She had a
look of horror on her face until I said that I had talked him out
of it, at least for now. Then I said, “He knows that I…know you.
And he knows about your dad.”

“I imagine all of Buffalo knows about Daddy,”
Sylvia said. “But I think what you’re trying to tell me is that he
doesn’t approve of Daddy. Or of me.”

She was too smart by half. But at least it
got the subject on the table. “I have no intention of staying away
from you,” I blurted.

She looked at me and squeezed my hand. “You
have to watch out for yourself, Gary. You don’t want to get into
any more trouble. And if that means staying away from me…”

Was she willing to let me go that easily?
“Look. We can still see each other. We just have to be careful. I
can’t drive you to school. We can’t sit together at lunch. And you
won’t be able to go to the farm.”

“Ah, the light dawns. So who is it, Dr.
Graves and your aunt who are the stoolies?”

“You should be a detective,” I said, managing
a thin smile.

“Okay, we can’t fight city hall. And I
understand from my father that your father works for the city of
Buffalo. But he’ll find out how difficult it is to separate two
people who don’t want to be separated. Or, hopefully, he won’t find
out. We’ll just have to ‘kiss in a shadow,’ as the song from The
King and I goes.”

Now I knew why I liked her so much.




CHAPTER 21

On Monday, I went to chess club for the first
time. It was held during last period, which was set aside for
student activities. Clubs met this period, and Sylvia’s student
council met, and anybody who wasn’t a joiner could take study hall.
I had decided that the best way for me to improve my chess game
enough so that I could beat Uncle Jeff was to play more chess.

I didn’t sit with Sylvia, Barney, and Ed at
lunch. I didn’t give the boys a reason why not, leaving that to
Sylvia. I knew she would be discreet, especially in regard to Ed,
who we didn’t want passing on any sensitive information to his
parents that might get to Aunt Dorothy. I sat with two boys from my
math class who I knew wouldn’t talk about how horrible the
communists were and how they shouldn’t be allowed in the
school.

I felt that chess club was safe in that
respect. I knew that Barney was a member, so it was a way for me to
stay in touch with him. The classroom used for the club had wooden
tables in it instead of individual desks. I glanced around as I
walked in late and noticed that most of the members were boys, but
there were a few girls also.

Games were already in progress, with the
players concentrating on their moves. If only they would
concentrate like that in the classroom, their grades would be much
improved. That thought wasn’t original with me; I had heard it from
several adults, in reference to me. I spotted Barney in the corner
setting up chess pieces on a board. He looked up, saw me, and
motioned for me to come over and sit in the chair opposite him.

“I’ve been wanting to play a game with you,”
he said as I sat down. “Pick a color.”

He held out both his hands, each containing a
pawn. I managed to pick black, giving him the right to start. He
moved his king’s pawn two squares forward, and I countered with the
same move. He moved rapidly, and because we were in a limited time
situation, I did the same. He seized the advantage, and before I
knew it, I found myself in an endgame in which we each had a king
and a queen. Unfortunately, he also had several pawns, and I
wouldn’t be able to stop at least one from queening.

My king was in a position in which it
couldn’t move, so I checked Barney’s king with my queen by placing
it right next to the monarch. If he took my queen with his king,
the game would be a stalemate, which was a draw. When he moved his
king, I moved my queen to keep them together. Perpetual check, also
a draw. Kissing your sister. I didn’t know about that, not having a
sister. But better than a loss.

“I thought I had you,” Barney said, conceding
the draw. “I’ll get you next time.” He started to put the pieces
into a box, since the period was nearing an end. He lowered his
voice and leaned forward. “I understand you can’t be seen with
Sylvia.”

I nodded and looked around, not wanting
others to hear the conversation. Those closest to us were still
immersed in their games. “A certain member of the administration
has it in for me,” I said in little more than a whisper. “And
Sylvia. But it isn’t only him. It’s the kids. I don’t care so much
about me, but Sylvia’s life would be a lot easier if they at least
spoke to her. Natalie has a lot of influence. If she acted friendly
toward Sylvia, I think most of the others would fall into
line.”

“Natalie has skeletons in her closet. Listen.
Are you free this afternoon? Come on over to my house. We’ll play
some more chess. And I’ll tell you a few things that might interest
you. You know where I live, don’t you?”

***

Everybody knew where Barney lived because his
father was the town doctor, and his office was in his house. The
house was right on Main Street beyond the hollow, as I drove east
from the high school. I drove down the first hill, passing Sylvia’s
house, into the hollow. I stopped at the pharmacy to pick up a
prescription for Aunt Dorothy. I had to wait a few minutes for it,
and by the time I drove up the hill on other side and parked on the
street in front of the white, two-story, wood house, the bus had
already dropped Barney off.

I went up the wooden steps to the porch that
went around two sides of the house and rang the doorbell three
times. That was the signal that I was here on personal business and
not to see the doctor. I opened the door and went inside. The
waiting room was to the left of the entrance. Half a dozen people
sat on chairs, waiting for their turn in the examining room. Barney
came downstairs and motioned me to follow him up the stairs to the
second floor.

“Your dad does a good business,” I said as he
led the way into his bedroom.

“Now if they would only pay him. Have you
seen the poem in his office? It goes like this:

The Lord and doctor we implore

On the brink of danger, not before.

When the danger is over both alike are
requited:

The Lord is forgotten, the doctor
slighted.”

“I assume Uncle Jeff and Aunt Dorothy pay
their bill.”

“That wasn’t meant to be personal.”

Bookcases lined two walls, filled with a
variety of books. Barney must read a lot. On a third wall was taped
a newspaper article about anti-vivisectionists, which I took to
mean people who opposed cutting up animals for scientific research.
Barney had taped a hand-lettered sign above the article that read,
“Anti-anti-vivisectionist.”

“Let’s get something to drink,” Barney
said.

He led the way through what must be the
living room into a small kitchen. An equally small woman who was
busily working at the counter turned at our entrance and, speaking
with what sounded to me like a German accent, said, “How was school
today?”

“The usual,” Barney said. “Unicorns in
science and Ben Franklin in history. Or maybe it was the other way
around. This is the new boy I told you about—Gary Blanchard. Gary,
this is my mother.”

“Nice to meet you,” I said.

“He doesn’t talk that way in school, does
he?” Mrs. Weiss asked me. “If he did, I’d think they would throw
him out on his ear.”

“He answers all the questions right in math
class,” I said.

“He has you brainwashed,” she said with a
smile. “Well, as long as he gets decent report cards…”

“I see you’ve spotted the clock,” Barney
said.

I was looking at the clock on the wall over
the refrigerator, which was fifteen minutes fast. I checked my
cheap watch to make sure.

“It’s always been that way,” Barney
continued. “Once we tried setting it to the correct time, but it
made us late.”

So that’s how the smart people lived. Barney
opened the refrigerator and extracted sodas for each of us.

As we left the kitchen, Mrs. Weiss said to
me, “Gary, you look as if you have a good head on your shoulders.
Maybe you can help to keep Barney on the straight and narrow, so
that he won’t act so wild.”

“Don’t be too sure,” Barney said. “Gary’s not
exactly Mr. Clean.”

Fortunately, he didn’t elaborate on that.
Back in his room, Barney said, “I promised to tell you about
Natalie and me. But first, tell me what you know about her.”

How should I answer that? Officially, we just
barely knew each other. “Well, she’s the most beautiful girl in the
school and she’s head cheerleader and she’s dating the captain of
the football team—”

“Okay, cut the crap, Gary. I saw you two
dancing together at the sock hop. You were the only boy with guts
enough to do that. And even though you’re as tall as Joe, you’re
too thin to be a match for him physically. You have some connection
with her.”

I shouldn’t have underestimated Barney. “I
taught Natalie how to play nim.”

Barney stared at me for a moment and then
started to grin. “Of course. It all makes sense. Mysterious new guy
appears on the scene and starts overshadowing me in math class.
Sylvia obviously likes him more than her job of showing him around
the school would require. Sylvia and Natalie are tight. Natalie,
who didn’t have a clue about nim, suddenly becomes an expert. If I
had any brains, I would have figured it out. Well, I don’t feel so
bad, knowing that I really lost to you.”

“Thanks. All right, you know my secret. What
about you and Natalie?”

“What did she tell you?”

“All I know is that the first time you two
played nim, she lost and had to run around the school naked.”

“Naked? Is that what she said? My, that girl
does like to exaggerate. Well it’s true, she is somewhat of an
exhibitionist, but she was hardly naked. Maybe I should have
stipulated that. No, she was wearing a bra and panties. And she did
it at night.”

Barney opened a drawer of a hand-painted
dresser and rummaged through some papers. He pulled one out and
handed it to me. It was a dark and fuzzy black-and-white print of a
girl running while wearing what looked like a white bra and
panties. By squinting, I could almost recognize the figure as
Natalie.

“You need to work on your photography,” I
said, handing it back to him. “I’ve seen better pictures taken in a
girls’ locker room.”

“It’s not a great shot,” Barney admitted.
“That’s why I said she had to run during the day the second time. I
was determined to get a better picture of her. Oh well. The best
laid plans of mice and men.”

“But what started this whole thing? Sylvia
told me you were hot for Natalie’s bod, and she wouldn’t have
anything to do with you.”

“Story of the life of almost every boy in
school. But it’s at least partially true. Last spring she was
having trouble with—guess what—math. She led me on so I would help
her. Agreed to go with me to the prom. She stood me up when someone
else asked her who has the qualification of being taller than I
am.”

“Not Joe.”

“No. She just started going with Joe a few
weeks ago at the beginning of the school year. Anyway, I was pissed
off enough that I harassed her. She agreed to play nim with me to
get me off her back. If I had lost, I would have had to stay away
from her and do something so humiliating I’m not going to tell you
about it. She has an imagination, er, unusual in high school girls.
The nim game wasn’t the smartest thing she could have done, but
then she’s not known for her brainpower.”

“You mentioned skeletons in Natalie’s
closet.”

“Yes.” Barney looked thoughtful. “Before Joe
and before me, Natalie made a play for…Ralph.”

“Ralph? My cousin Ralph?”

“The very same.”

“When did this happen?”

“The first semester of last year.”

“And then what happened?”

“Ralph started going with Ruth.”

“It’s hard to believe he would leave Natalie
for Ruth.”

“Truth is stranger than fiction.”

“And it must be difficult for Natalie and
Ruth to be cheerleaders together.”

“Cheerleaders are elected by the students, so
Natalie didn’t have much choice in the matter.”

“You don’t think that Natalie would have been
mad enough to push Ralph off the balcony.”

“Who knows what evil lurks in the hearts of
men?” Barney looked at me with an evil grin befitting The Shadow.
“I’m just telling you the facts. I’ll let you do with them what you
will. Let’s play chess.”




CHAPTER 22

The double funeral for Willie and Dennis Rice
was held on Tuesday afternoon. School closed early so that the
students could attend. The yellow school buses took them into
Carter where the service was being conducted at the old
Presbyterian Church on Main Street. The buses had taken students to
Ralph’s funeral, too. I drove my car since we didn’t have to return
to school.

I parked some distance away from the small
stone church with the spire reaching toward heaven, since nearby
street parking spots and the miniscule church parking lot were
filled. As I walked toward the church, I spotted Dr. Graves
entering it from a block away and wondered what he was thinking
about.

It appeared that the church wasn’t large
enough to hold all the students, in addition to the family and
friends of the Rices. Every seat inside was filled by the time I
arrived at the door, and there was standing room only. The students
were being told to stay outside. Anticipating this, a loudspeaker
had been set up outside the door, so that those who couldn’t make
it inside could hear the service.

The church had been built right on the street
long long ago. I was one of perhaps fifty people, mostly students,
who were standing on the front steps and the sidewalk that ran
along Main Street. Sylvia wasn’t among them. She had come on one of
the buses and apparently had made it inside.

One reason I had been dreading going to this
funeral is because I thought it would remind me of Ralph, even
though I hadn’t attended Ralph’s funeral. But being outside the
church in the sun didn’t have the same emotional impact as being
inside with the coffin and the members of the Rice family. Maybe it
was just as well.

I spotted Natalie walking toward the church
along Main Street. She looked good in a dark dress that matched her
dark hair. The dark colors were relieved by a wide, white belt that
accented her tiny waist. She also wore a simple hat with a veil of
the kind women wore in church.

To my surprise, she walked up and stood
beside me. We didn’t say anything to each other; the service had
already started. When I looked around and saw that most of the
other students outside were Willie’s age, I knew why she had chosen
me for a partner. Joe was at football practice, which was being
held as usual.

The mood outside was somber at first, but as
the service droned on with prayers, singing, and people speaking in
monotones, we became restless and disconnected from what was
happening inside. We couldn’t see the coffins or the weeping
parents. It wasn’t real. Kids started talking to each other.
Stories were being told about the wild antics of the Rice brothers,
and there was scattered laughter. We weren’t showing proper respect
for the dearly departed. I hoped the noise wasn’t traveling through
the open doorway.

Natalie took my arm and pulled me away from
the others. “Damn kids,” she said.

Someone started giving what promised to be a
long, boring eulogy extolling the many virtues of Dennis and
Willie, and I couldn’t concentrate on the words. I looked at
Natalie and saw that she was having the same problem.

“Don’t you have cheerleader practice today?”
I asked.

“I cancelled it. Nobody feels like cheering
on a day like this.”

“But they’re holding football practice.”

“Yeah. That’s too important to cancel.”

There was a certain irony in her tone.
Perhaps Natalie was deeper than I gave her credit for. I had been
trying to figure out how to talk to her. And now I had my chance. I
took the plunge. “You never told me that you went out with
Ralph.”

She looked at me and shrugged. “You never
asked me.”

I didn’t have a comeback for that. But I did
need to ask another question. “Your breakup with Ralph. Was
it…amicable?”

Natalie looked at me again and smiled. “You
mean, did he leave me for another girl, and did I, the abandoned
lover, in a thirst for black revenge, throw him off the
balcony?”

“Something like that.”

“We can’t talk here. I sense that this…” she
nodded toward the church “…is going to last until our children ship
us off to the old folks’ home. And I’ve been to enough funerals to
last me a lifetime. Let’s meet someplace.”

“Where?” I pictured Sylvia finding us
together.

“Where? Right, we have to be careful about
running into your commie girlfriend. I’ve got it. We’ll meet in the
hayloft of your uncle’s barn.”

“Do you know how to get there?”

“What do you think?”

Of course. She had gone there with Ralph.
“You’re not dressed for it.”

“Yeah, you’re right. Can you picture me
sliding down the haystack in my nylons?”

I could, but I had better not.

“I only live fifteen minutes from there. I’ll
go home and change and meet you at the barn in an hour.”

“Park down by the railroad track.” I didn’t
want Aunt Dorothy or anybody else knowing that I was in the hayloft
with Natalie.

***

In fact, as I shot baskets while I waited for
Natalie in the hayloft, I grew more and more apprehensive about our
meeting. Why had I agreed to meet her here? Was there a valid
reason to quiz her some more in regard to Ralph? Had Barney put the
thought that Natalie might have killed Ralph into my head because
of some remaining lust for revenge that he was harboring?

What if Sylvia found out we were together?
She might excuse an innocent flirtation with Kate, but Natalie was
a completely different story, especially since they were barely
speaking to each other. And what about Joe? What if one of his
friends spotted Natalie’s car near our barn? I was glad I had told
her to park by the railroad tracks.

On top of everything else, she was late. An
hour ticked by and then another half. Maybe she wasn’t coming at
all. I tried to convince myself that this was for the best, but
even that failed. She still had some power over me.

When Natalie finally climbed the iron ladder
and poked her head through the hole in the floor, I was in a state
of high anxiety. I determined to get rid of her as soon as
possible. She nimbly made the transition to the floor of the
hayloft before I could get over to assist her.

She was dressed in faded blue jeans and an
old sweatshirt with a tear under one sleeve, through which I could
see a bit of her bra when she raised her arm. In spite of her
tattered appearance, she was still the most beautiful girl in the
school.

She looked around and said, “I’ve got some
good memories of this place.”

She didn’t elaborate, but that was a lead-in.
“So, tell me about you and Ralph.”

She pouted. “Is that the only reason you
invited me here, to pump me for information?”

I hadn’t invited her; she had invited
herself. She grabbed the basketball and shot awkwardly at the rim.
In spite of having the flexibility and coordination of a
cheerleader, she didn’t have the shooting skill of either Kate or
Sylvia.

I asked the same question several different
ways, but she didn’t respond with anything on subject. She kept
messing with the basketball, passing it to me, shooting it,
dribbling. This was going nowhere fast.

I asked her about one of the other things on
my mind. “What if Joe finds out you’re here?”

“He’s at football practice. But I want to
talk to you about Joe. Can we go up on the bales? Ralph and I built
a fort there once.”

Without waiting for a response, she climbed
to the top of the bales with agility. I followed, wondering how one
controlled a wayward woman. I had decided several years ago never
to get married, and Natalie’s behavior reinforced my decision.

“Somebody’s been hard at work,” she said as I
clambered up behind her.

She surveyed all the bales I had moved in
trying to get down to the corner of the hayloft to look for the
necklace. I hadn’t worked on this project since last Friday, four
days ago. I didn’t answer, not wanting to go into my reasons for
exhausting myself.

“Did you make the fort?” she asked.

It was the fort that Kate and I had made—and
Sylvia and I had inhabited. Natalie dove inside and
disappeared.

“Come on in; the water’s fine.”

I knew I shouldn’t do it, but sometimes the
lures of the flesh are irresistible. I followed her into the dark,
cramped space. The only way we could cohabit it was to sit
shoulder-to-shoulder or facing in opposite directions. I chose the
latter position as the safer, but she told me to turn around.

I did, and knew it was advisable for me not
to move any more. In any case, Natalie belonged to Joe, and I
belonged to Sylvia, so she wouldn’t want me to try anything.

“Tell me about Joe,” I said. If she wouldn’t
talk about Ralph, maybe she would at least talk about Joe. And
talking was the safest thing we could do.

“Joe was a mistake,” she said.

That wasn’t what I expected to hear. I was so
surprised I couldn’t reply.

After a pause, she continued, “I expected him
to be manly. After all, he’s a big hunk of a guy.”

I couldn’t dispute that.

“Have you ever heard of a boy who doesn’t
like to kiss?”

Was that a rhetorical question? And what did
it have to do with Joe?

“Ralph was a good kisser. He tried some other
things, too, but I wouldn’t let him do anything below the
neck.”

Now I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear all
this.

“But Joe is strange. He expects me to be
completely true to him, but I don’t know what else he wants. He
certainly doesn’t seem to want to do anything with me, except to
have me close by. Like one of his athletic trophies. Do you know
what I mean?”

I grunted, not knowing what to say.

“He gets mad at me for no reason. If he even
thinks I look at another boy.”

Then what was she doing here?

“Anyway, come graduation, he’s going to be
gonesville.”

“If you don’t like him, why wait until
graduation?”

“Because…because I can’t leave him now. I
don’t know what he’d do.”

If she was in physical danger from Joe,
couldn’t she tell her parents? Probably not. And it would be uncool
of me to suggest this.

“I’ve grown up since I went with Ralph. I’m
ready for more. You’re Ralph’s cousin. I suspect you’re a lot like
him. Maybe you and I could meet…”

“I’m going with…” I was going to say Sylvia,
but that was supposed to be a secret now.

“Sylvia? Gary, that girl has no figure. She’s
flat as an ironing board. And I’ll bet she never let you do
this.”

She grabbed my hand and placed it on her
breast. Suddenly I couldn’t breathe. This was a first for me. I
felt a long dreamed-of softness with an unexpected hard tip under
my touch. I couldn’t do anything for several seconds. As I was
trying to get up enough backbone to remove my hand, I heard a noise
below.

I jerked my hand away from Natalie’s
sweatshirt and said, “Somebody’s coming up here.”

“Who do you think it is?” She sounded
scared.

“Stay here. I’ll find out.”

I rotated forward on my knees and wiggled out
through the space between the bales that served as an entrance to
the fort. I stood up and looked down toward the hole in the floor
of the hayloft where the trapdoor had just been raised. There,
transitioning from the ladder to the hardwood floor was Ed
Drucquer. He was facing the other way and didn’t see me. Yet.

I half climbed and half slid down the bales
as quickly as possible, scratching my hands on the prickly stalks
of hay in the process. I landed on the floor just as Ed turned
around and saw me.

“Gary,” he said, obviously surprised. “I
didn’t know you were up here. I didn’t see your car.”

I had parked the car in an outbuilding
between the barn and the railroad tracks, anticipating rain during
the night.

“What’s shakin’?” I said, feeling flustered.
I had to get rid of Ed as quickly as possible.

Ed didn’t look like his usual unflappable
self either. He said, “I…just came up here to look around and see
if I could get a better idea of where the necklace might be.” He
glanced up to the top of the bales where I had just come from and
said, “What were you doing up there?”

That was none of his business, but I felt too
guilty to tell him that. He started climbing up the bales.

“Wait,” I said and then stopped, unable to
think of what to say next.

He continued to climb. I could grab him by
the leg and pull him down, but that would start a fight and make
him very suspicious. I followed him up, staying right on his heels
to make sure he didn’t go into the fort. At the top, I stood in
front of the entrance to the fort, as Ed looked at all the bales I
had moved.

“What the hell have you been doing?” he
exclaimed. “You’re trying to get the necklace for yourself. You
bastard.”

I wanted to shush him. Natalie shouldn’t be
hearing about the necklace. At that moment, Natalie burst out of
the fort between my legs, knocking me over in the process. I landed
in a heap, partially on top of her. Ed stared at Natalie, looking
as if he had seen a vampire. Natalie lay panting, hay in her
hair.

“I got claustrophobia in there,” she said,
sitting up as we untangled. “And then you blocked off the light,
and it was pitch black. I couldn’t stand it anymore.”

“Well, what have we here?” Ed said,
recovering his poise. “Head cheerleader Natalie Porter and my
cousin caught in flagrante delicto. How delicious. Perhaps a
gossip item for the Carter Bulldog.”

“If you print or say one word about this,
I’ll kill you,” Natalie said, standing up and approaching Ed in a
menacing manner.

“My, my, the beautiful Natalie has a temper.
I quake at her approach.”

“It’s okay, Nat,” I said taking her arm. “Let
me handle it. You’d better go.”

“With this idiot on the loose? And why does
he say he’s your cousin? How many cousins do you have? He doesn’t
even look like you.”

“I’ll explain later. Go ahead. Everything’s
going to be all right.”

Natalie looked at me and then at Ed. She said
to him, “Remember what I said. I’ll make mincemeat out of you.”

She climbed down the bales. She reached the
floor and went over to the opening. She climbed down the ladder and
disappeared without looking at us again. A few seconds later, I
heard the outside door to the barn slam. Now I had to calm Ed
down.

“I wasn’t trying to cut anybody out of
anything,” I said. “I was just trying to speed up the process of
finding the necklace.” Or prove that there wasn’t a necklace. “But
if you say anything about Nat and me, I will cut you out.”

“Don’t get a burr in your britches,” Ed said.
“You know I can keep a secret. And we’ll work together on the
necklace. But you’re going about it all wrong.”

“What do you mean, all wrong?”

Ed considered. “Well, maybe not all wrong.
But you can’t move all those bales by yourself.”

“Do you want to help me?”

“No, it would still take us too long. I think
the best thing to do is to wait until spring, when the hay is gone.
The necklace has been missing for over a hundred years. A few more
months won’t matter.”

“But what if the farm workers find it?”

“They won’t. It’s too well hidden for
that.”

“How do you know? Let me see the document
that Ralph wrote.”

Ed shook his head. “No, I can’t do that.
You’ll just have to trust me on this.”

I was getting exasperated. “Ed, why exactly
did you come here today?”

“To make sure you aren’t doing exactly what
you’re doing. This necklace belongs to all of us. Not just to you
yanks. Just because we’re not rich like you are doesn’t mean that
we don’t deserve better.”

“If we were rich, instead of penny loafers,
I’d wear quarter loafers. I was loading hay wagons during the
summer for a buck an hour. And if you’re so intent on getting the
necklace, why did you even tell me about it?”

Ed put out his hands, palms up. “Because I
need your help. Because you have access to the barn at any time,
and I don’t. In spite of what I said, I’m afraid that somebody will
find the necklace and run off with it. You’re up here almost every
day. You can keep an eye on what’s happening.”

“You’re sure you won’t say anything about Nat
and me?”

“Of course not.” He grinned. “How is she in
the hay? Pretty nice, eh?”

I pushed him over a bale.




CHAPTER 23

It was Wednesday, and I hadn’t seen Sylvia to
really talk to since Sunday. I hadn’t kissed her or even held her
hand. Natalie had heightened my sensibilities, and I needed to do
those things.

This was an unsatisfactory way to conduct a
relationship, especially since Sylvia was tantalizingly close to me
at lunchtime. Close, but I couldn’t do more than trade a word or
two with her as we turned in our trays and headed our separate ways
to afternoon classes. At least a couple of girls were eating with
her now, so she wasn’t alone, even when Barney and Ed strayed.

Natalie ate lunch with Joe. She didn’t look
in my direction. It was just as well. She was trouble with a
capital T. Ed joined me at lunch and seemed to be intent on staying
on my good side. I assumed this was because of the necklace, but
whatever the reason, if he wanted to be my friend, he wouldn’t be
spreading gossip about Natalie and me.

We chatted about the newspaper business,
since that was a common interest. Ed asked me to write articles for
the Carter Bulldog. I told him I was prohibited from doing that by
Dr. Graves. He said I could use a pseudonym. I declined, figuring
that this was just another way to get into trouble.

“I’m doing a big article on Joe Hawkins,” Ed
said, looking at me to get my reaction. “He’s being wooed by
several universities, including Cornell.”

“Has he got the smarts to get into Cornell?”
I asked.

“Football players get special
dispensation.”

I was about to make a remark about the poor
girls at Cornell if Joe became their idol, but I bit my lip to keep
myself from speaking.

“I’m watching the practices all this week and
interviewing him, of course. I’d also like to get some comments
from Natalie.”

He should have thought about that before he
taunted her. But at least it was another reason for him not to say
anything about Natalie and me. Sylvia got up from her table the
same time I got up from mine. As we handed our trays in through the
window to the kitchen, Sylvia whispered, “Can you come over after
school?”

“I don’t know,” I whispered back. “I’ll let
you know when school lets out.”

***

I had an idea based on the fact that Ed was
going to be at football practice, which is why I told Sylvia I
didn’t know whether I could go to her house after school. My idea
needed Kate’s cooperation, which might be difficult to get. The
first thing I had to do was to track her down, since we didn’t eat
at the same lunch period or, of course, have any classes
together.

The best time to talk to her would be right
after school, when the majority of the students were boarding buses
for the ride home. I found out from Ed which bus he and Kate rode
and went outside to the parking lot where they loaded as soon as we
were dismissed for the day.

The school owned many of the big yellow
buses, because it was a rural district and the homes were spread
out. They stood in a line with their doors open, looking to my
jaundiced eye like yellow sharks, waiting with their mouths open to
gobble up the unsuspecting students. Numbers were painted on them
in black, so I had no trouble finding the correct one. I waited
while the kids poured out of the school, talking, laughing, glad to
be out of jail for the rest of the day.

I spotted Kate walking with two other girls,
looking pretty in a plaid skirt and a light jacket. I hailed her as
they approached the bus and said, “May I talk to you for a
moment?”

She looked surprised. We hadn’t spoken for a
week, not since I had been at her house. And then we hadn’t parted
on the best of terms. I added, “I can drive you home.”

She hesitated. The other two girls were
giving her knowing looks. That apparently did the trick, because
she turned to me with a brilliant smile and said, “Okay.”

She waved to them as we walked away toward
where my car was parked. It occurred to me that she had achieved
some sort of status by being cut out of the pack by a senior, but
it also worried me because it might get her expectations too high.
So as soon as we got into the car and started moving, I started
talking.

“I need your help,” I said. “Is your mother
home this afternoon?”

“No, she’s working.”

“Good. Because what I want to do is to take a
look at the sheet of paper Ed says he got from Ralph that
supposedly tells where the necklace is hidden.”

“Why do you want to do that?”

“I guess just because he won’t show it to us.
Don’t you think there’s something fishy about that?”

Kate shrugged her shoulders and said, “Eddie
can be very secretive. He’s always keeping secrets from me.”

“Doesn’t that bother you?”

“I do the same with him.”

“But wouldn’t you like to know whether there
really is a necklace? If there is, it could be worth a lot of
money.”

“Eddie is obsessed with money. He’s always
saying that you and the other cousins have a lot of money, but our
family doesn’t.”

“You know that’s not true, don’t you? We’re
not rich.”

“But at least you get new clothes once in a
while. I have to keep mending mine. This morning, I had to fix the
hem on this skirt before I could wear it.”

She lifted up the bottom of her skirt and
showed it to me. Although the gesture barely exposed her knees, it
distracted me enough so that I suddenly found the car drifting
toward the side of the road. I had to jerk the wheel to straighten
it.

To cover my discomfiture, I said, “Will you
help me find the piece of paper?”

Her tone changed. She said, “Why should I
help you?”

“Because you have a stake in this. Your
family would get a share from selling the necklace.”

“Eddie says that if it’s found in the
hayloft, you might try to cut us out, because your dad and Cousin
Dorothy own the farm.”

“I promise that your family will get a
third.” Big words, since I probably had no control over what
happened if the necklace were found. Even if we were the ones to
find it.

We had reached the small house where the
Drucquers lived. It looked sad and uninviting. I could understand
why Ed and Kate wanted something better. I stopped the car in front
and said, “Well?”

“I’ll make you a deal. I’ll help you if
you’ll take me to the autumn dance.”

I looked at her to see if she was serious. I
could tell by the firm set of her mouth and the determined look in
her green eyes that she was. The annual semiformal dance was a week
from Saturday. I had already asked Sylvia to go with me. The
problem was that I couldn’t be seen with Sylvia. We had discussed
that on Sunday, when we had walked and talked together. We had
concluded that we wouldn’t go at all, because it wasn’t a dance to
which people went stag.

I was stuck for an answer to Kate. I couldn’t
tell her I was going with somebody else, because that was no longer
true. I couldn’t tell her that even though I wasn’t going with
Sylvia, we were still together. Kate was a member of the family,
and I couldn’t trust her to keep quiet about it. The seconds
dragged into minutes. Kate sat with her hands folded in her lap.
She wasn’t going to budge. I had to say something.

Just as I was about to give up my quest to
see Ed’s necklace paper, an idea popped into my head. I cleared my
throat and said, “Would you like to go to the autumn dance with
me?”

Kate looked at me, clearly startled. She
searched my face to see if I was putting her on. She must have
liked what she saw, because she finally said, “Yes, I would like
that.” Then she smiled. Her smile was her best feature.

My plan, still in the process of formation,
was to get Barney to take Sylvia to the dance. Barney liked Sylvia,
but I didn’t see him as a threat to me. Sylvia knew that Kate was
my cousin, so she shouldn’t have a problem with me taking her. That
way, we could both go to the dance. We could even dance together.
Dr. Graves couldn’t ding me for doing that, could he? Besides, I
doubted that Dr. Graves would be at the dance. I would be
safe—unless he had people spying on me the way he had wanted me to
spy on Sylvia.

We walked up the cracked concrete path to the
house. Kate produced a key and let us in. She dumped her books on
the coffee table in the living room and took off her jacket. She
wore a pink sweater underneath that went well with her hair. I had
seen her in that sweater before.

“Would you like something to drink?” Kate
asked, playing hostess.

“I think we’d better get to work,” I said.
Now that we were in the house, I was nervous. What if Mrs. Drucquer
came home?

If Kate had qualms about going through Ed’s
belongings, she didn’t let them show. She led the way into a small
bedroom. In addition to an unmade single bed, it contained a desk
piled high with papers. A big and black old Royal typewriter sat in
the middle of the desk. Ed must use it to write articles for the
school paper.

Every newspaper reporter had a typewriter.
Mine was an Olympia portable. Recently, I had been using it only
for schoolwork. But I had an idea. I grabbed a sheet of scrap paper
from a waste basket and inserted it in the typewriter. Then I typed
the first line of the mysterious limerick I had received.

“What are you doing?” Kate asked.

“Just checking to see how good a typewriter
this is.” I quickly pulled out the paper, folded it, and stuffed it
in my pocket.

Kate opened a drawer of the desk and said,
“Eddie keeps his girlie magazines hidden here. She reached under
some papers and pulled out a nudist magazine. She began leafing
through it and said, “This is funny. I see naked girls all the time
in the locker room.”

I didn’t see naked girls in the locker room,
and Ed didn’t either. To us, this was educational material. Sure it
was. I casually glanced over her shoulder.

She said, “This girl would look good in a
bathing suit.”

I thought the girl looked good without a
bathing suit. I’d better not look any more. I turned my attention
to the desk. The paper had been in a black, three-ring binder. A
quick search told me that it wasn’t on the desk. I sat in Ed’s
chair and went through several desk drawers, but I couldn’t find
it.

“Maybe the binder is in that drawer,” I said,
referring to the one from which Kate had extracted the
magazine.

“I didn’t see it,” Kate said.

I quickly riffled the papers in the drawer
and didn’t see it either.

“Maybe it’s under the magazines,” I said.

I lifted them, avoiding the temptation to
open them, and looked underneath. Sure enough, there was the
binder. I pulled it out and replaced the magazines. With nervous
fingers, I opened the binder. There were a number of papers in it,
which had once belonged to Ralph. School papers. Math homework,
mostly. Signed and dated by him. With marks, many of which were
A’s. He had been a good student.

The necklace sheet of paper had been in the
middle of the binder. I started leafing through the papers, with
Kate looking over my shoulder. I turned the pages slowly, being
careful not to enlarge the holes where the paper went through the
rings of the binder.

“This is it,” I said, turning over a page to
reveal a sheet that looked familiar. It had to be. I felt a thrill,
as if I were discovering a treasure map. In fact, there was a map
and it was of the hayloft. It was drawn in pencil and referred to
something with a capital N. That had to be the necklace. The first
thing I noticed was that the handwriting looked the same as that on
the other papers. Small and neat.

“Do you think this could have been written by
Ed?” I asked.

“No way. Eddie’s handwriting is big and
scrawly.”

Samples of Ed’s handwriting abounded on the
papers on the desk. I also glanced at the other papers in the
notebook, written by Ralph. I had to agree with Kate. This couldn’t
have been written by Ed, but it could easily have been written by
Ralph. The map was the genuine article.

The paper had crease marks and showed other
signs of wear. Somebody had sloppily folded it into four sections
at one point. It appeared to have been created sometime ago and
perhaps carried around for a while. It hadn’t always been in the
binder.

I read what it said. “N hidden in blue box in
the hayloft, southwest corner, hole in the floor under the bales.”
The map clearly labeled the “N” that marked the necklace as being
in the southwest corner also.

“But Eddie told us the necklace was hidden in
the northwest corner of the hayloft,” Kate said.

I had spotted that discrepancy at the same
time.

“Eddie lied to me—to us. I’m not surprised.
He’s always lying.”

“Is that your mother?” I asked, hearing the
sound of a car in the driveway.

“She’s home early. Quick. Put the notebook
back where you found it.”

I complied, closing the notebook and placing
it under the nudist magazines. Then I slid the drawer shut. We
scurried out of the room. As we did, I saw the magazine Kate had
been looking at sitting on the bed. I picked it up.

“There isn’t time to put it away,” Kate said.
“Hide it and take it with you.”

She shut the door to Ed’s room. The only
place I could think of to hide the magazine was under my shirt and
undershirt, stuck into my belt. It felt cold against my stomach. I
quickly tucked my shirt back in and realized that I had to be
careful how I moved or the pages of the pulp magazine would
crackle.

“Will your mother be okay with me being here
with you?” I asked, belatedly, as we heard her at the front
door.

“Sure. You’re my cousin. You’ve been helping
me with my homework.” She pulled me into the living room and sat me
down beside her on the sofa. She flipped open one of her
schoolbooks.

“Besides, you’re taking me to the autumn
dance.” She gave me a quick kiss just as the door opened.

***

Aunt Dorothy got home before I did. She
parked her car in a garage-like room at the end of the barn beside
the road. I saw her car through a barn window as I walked past,
after parking my car in the shed on the side of the barn nearest
the railroad track. Uncle Jeff parked his car in the old carriage
house, located at the end of the driveway where it curved behind
our house and became the start of the lane. One advantage of living
on an old farm was that there were lots of buildings in which to
park cars.

I walked around the house and went in via the
kitchen door, which Aunt Dorothy had left unlocked. She had changed
from her good clothes into a housedress and was already preparing
dinner. I said hello to her and took a cookie from the cookie jar.
Now that I was convinced Ralph had created the paper that told
about hiding the necklace, I had more questions.

“Did you ever talk to Ralph about the diamond
necklace?” I began, tentatively.

“I might have mentioned it once or twice,”
she said, “but I think I told you that I never put any stock in
those stories. I don’t believe there ever was a necklace in the
family, or if there was, it’s long gone.”

“So there is no reason to believe that the
necklace actually existed.”

“No reason. In fact, I had forgotten all
about it until the Drucquers showed up a year ago and started
talking about it. If there are any rumors being spread, you can
credit them with doing the spreading.”

She said this so positively that it was hard
not to believe her. And I had never known Aunt Dorothy to lie. So
how did Ralph find the necklace, if indeed he did? And if not, why
did he draw the map and write about the location of the
necklace?”

“By the way, I’ve asked Kate to the autumn
dance a week from Saturday.”

“Kate Drucquer? Well, she is a sweet girl,
although perhaps a little young for you. But didn’t Tom take a
liking to her? Of course, he’s only seen her the one time.”

Tom. I had forgotten all about him. Well, it
was too late to do anything now. I needed to make a phone call to
Barney, to talk him into asking Sylvia to the dance. I took the top
off the cookie jar and extracted another cookie.

“What’s that rustling noise I hear whenever
you move?” Aunt Dorothy asked. “It sounds like somebody turning the
pages of a newspaper.”

It was the magazine. I made some lame comment
about my underwear being too stiff and headed for the stairs, which
I took two at a time. Once up in my room, I removed the magazine
and slid it through the crack between the bottom of my dresser and
the floor. I hoped Aunt Dorothy wouldn’t find it there. I needed to
examine it more closely to get some answers to questions I had.

But the next thing I did was to compare the
typed sample from Ed’s typewriter to the copy of the limerick,
using the magnifying glass. I was becoming an expert at this.
Within a couple of minutes, I found four distinct differences in
the typing. So the limerick definitely hadn’t been typed on Ed’s
typewriter.




CHAPTER 24

As I got out of my car the next morning in
the high school parking lot, Sylvia came striding up, looking
upset. I had arrived later than usual, and her bus had beaten me. I
quickly glanced around to make sure that Dr. Graves or somebody who
might be one of his spies wasn’t watching us.

Without preamble, she said, “I need to know
what’s going on with us.”

“What’s going on?” I asked, suddenly feeling
guilty without knowing exactly what I was feeling guilty about.

“First you stand me up at my house without
telling me you can’t come. Then Barney calls me and asks me to the
autumn dance and says it’s all right because you’re taking Kate
Drucquer. Kate Drucquer. Who the hell is Kate Drucquer? The only
thing I know about Kate Drucquer is that she’s Ed’s sister. I’m not
sure I would even recognize her if I tripped over her in the
hall.”

“She’s my cousin.”

“The whole damn world is your cousin. Don’t
tell me she’s your cousin. I know about kissing cousins.”

I had some explaining to do. First I
apologized for not telling Sylvia I wasn’t going to her house. It
had completely slipped my mind. Then I explained to her that it was
my idea of how we could be together without arousing Aunt Dorothy
or Dr. Graves. I didn’t tell her that Kate had extorted the promise
that I would take her to the dance in exchange for helping me find
the necklace map. That would make it sound as if I had justified my
actions after the fact by rationalizing that it would get Sylvia
and me together. Although of course this was close to the
truth.

After some talking, Sylvia seemed to soften a
little. I asked her if she had said yes to Barney.

“Of course I did. I’ve never missed the
autumn dance, and I don’t intend to start now in my senior year.
And Barney’s a good dancer. Besides, I have to keep an eye on you
and Kate Drucquer. I remember who she is now. She doesn’t look a
thing like Ed. She’s much too good looking to be your cousin.”

“Thanks for the compliment.”

“My pleasure. Now give me a kiss before we
are again torn asunder by the winds of fate.”

***

Ed tackled me at lunch time. He had no sooner
set his tray of food down opposite mine when he said, “You’d better
be nice to Katie.”

Surprised because he had never shown an
interest in her welfare before in my presence, I said, “I’ve always
been nice to her.”

“You know what I mean. I know what you and
Natalie were doing in the hay fort and it wasn’t math
homework.”

I looked around to see if anybody was close
enough to hear Ed speak Natalie’s name. It was a good thing that
the noise level in the cafeteria was high and that the haunting
strains of “Where is Your Heart?” from the movie Moulin
Rouge, issued forth from the jukebox and made it even higher.
Could that song be an indictment of me? I shushed Ed and told him I
would take good care of Kate.

I had something I wanted to talk to Ed about.
“We agreed to wait until the hay bales are gone before we look for
the necklace, but I wonder if that’s a good idea. Anything can
happen to it. The bales may get taken out when I’m not around and
one of the farmhands may find it. Maybe you and I should continue
what I started and dig down to the northwest corner.” I accented
the word “northwest.”

Ed looked off into space. He fidgeted. He put
a bite of the goulash on his plate into his mouth and took his time
chewing and swallowing it. Finally he spoke. “It’s supposed to be
well hidden. That would be a lot of work. I think we can wait until
spring.”

So he wasn’t willing to admit his lie. He
didn’t trust me. Actually, it was more than that. All he wanted me
for was to alert him when the hay bales were removed. Then he would
sneak up to the hayloft when nobody was there and find the
necklace. And keep it for himself. And lie to me about finding
it.

I prompted him several times, giving him a
chance to admit the truth, but he didn’t break character. I had
found out what I wanted to know.

***

“I thought you brought me up here to neck
with me, but now you want to put me to work.”

I was gratified to realize that Sylvia wasn’t
entirely joking. Sure, there was some work involved, but if things
went according to my plan, we would have time for necking later.
Aunt Dorothy had a League of Women Voters meeting after she
finished teaching school. It involved some sort of dinner, and she
wouldn’t be home until nine. It was an ideal day to bring Sylvia
back to the hayloft.

My ulterior motive was that I wanted to see
if the necklace was actually in the southwest corner of the loft,
as Ralph’s map indicated, or whether the whole thing was a hoax.
And I wanted Sylvia with me because I had been shaken up by my
previous experience trying to get to the necklace, even with Sylvia
present. She was levelheaded and a good person to have looking out
for me.

Without giving her the details of how I knew,
I told her that I had reason to believe the necklace was not where
I had been looking, in the northwest corner of the barn, but in the
southwest corner instead. I even told her that it was a necklace we
were looking for. Then I told her my plan.

“I want to remove the topmost bales from this
corner, until we get below the crossbeam. I think there may be a
gap between the bales and the wall below that.” I pointed out the
solid wooden beam, part of a series that extended around the
perimeter of the barn at the point where the roof and the wall came
together. By shining my new flashlight down from the corner of the
loft, I could see that the bales abutted the beam.

I took two hay hooks and started moving bales
around. I could do it faster by myself than with Sylvia’s help.

“What do you want me to do?” she asked. “I
feel about as useful as an appendix.”

“Make sure I don’t kill myself. You did a
good job of that before.”

The bales weren’t stacked as high on this
side as they had been initially on the other side. I hadn’t gotten
down to the crossbeam on the other side, even after I had spent
some time moving bales.

I went to work. In twenty minutes, I had
cleared enough bales so that I was below the beam. I stopped and
panted for a bit and then shone my flashlight down the crack in the
corner.

“There’s more space here than on the other
side,” I told Sylvia. “And I’m starting lower. Come and look.”

She peered down the hole for a few seconds
and then said, “I don’t think it’s safe to go down there, Gary.
You’ll get stuck again.” She looked some more. “What’s that? It
looks like another beam.”

It was another beam. This beam and others
went around the wall, midway between the floor and the roof.
Although I hadn’t completely forgotten about it, I had hoped it
wouldn’t constitute a problem. However, there didn’t appear to be
any space between the bales and this beam. And it was far enough
down that it would take forever for me to dig out all the
intervening bales.

“I’m going to lower myself to that beam and
investigate,” I said, bringing over the end of the rope that hung
from the rafters. “There’s room enough so that I won’t get stuck. I
can always pull myself up with the rope.”

Sylvia wasn’t as convinced of that as I was.
But she wasn’t going to let me do it without her there, either. And
she was clearly afraid that I would do something dangerous later if
she didn’t allow me to try it now.

I placed the flashlight in my pocket and,
holding onto the rope, lowered myself until I was standing on the
lower beam. There was a little more room between the bales and the
wall than there had been on the other side of the loft where I had
gotten stuck. I took out the flashlight and knelt on the beam on
one knee, placing the foot of my other leg awkwardly in front of
that knee. I wouldn’t be able to maintain this position long. I
shone the light along the beam, looking for cracks.

Right at the corner of the barn there
appeared to be a gap in the bales. That’s where I wanted to be,
anyway. I edged myself along the beam the few feet to the corner
and felt the area around the beam with one hand. I also used the
flashlight. I thought there was enough room for me to slide between
the beam and the bales and get down to the floor of the loft.
Although I couldn’t use the rope for this maneuver, I kept it
nearby so that I could help pull myself back up, if necessary.

I worked my way around the beam and reached
down with one leg. I was gratified to feel the floor under my feet.
Then I lowered my other leg to the floor. I had made it, but I
couldn’t stand in this position, because the beam wasn’t high
enough above the floor to give me headroom. It was too tight to be
comfortable, but I should be able to survive for a few minutes.
Carefully, I lowered my whole body to the floor, so that I could
reach the corner with my hand.

“I can’t see you,” Sylvia called from above.
“Where are you?” Her voice sounded muffled.

“I’m on the floor in the corner.”

“Are you all right? I can’t hear you very
well.”

“I’m fine. I’m going to look for the
necklace.”

If she’d just shut up, I could do my job. If
I could breathe. The air smelled stale. Was there enough oxygen? I
shone the flashlight into the corner where the floor and the two
walls came together. Sure enough, there was a hole in the floor. My
heartbeat accelerated even beyond what it was already because of my
exertions.

I carefully reached my hand into the hole. I
felt the wisp of a spider web and hoped that a spider wasn’t the
next thing I’d feel. A few inches below the hole, my hand touched
wood. I moved it in each direction. More wood. The space was
enclosed on the bottom and sides, as if it had been deliberately
built as a hiding place. That may or may not be true, but one thing
was definitely true. There was nothing in it except an old spider
web.

I felt around the space several more times to
make sure. Then I pulled my hand out of the hole and shone the
flashlight along the edges where the floor and walls met, to see if
there were any more holes. There weren’t. No place to hide
anything. If the necklace had ever been here, it was gone now.

My knees hurt. My leg muscles were cramped
from being bent like pretzels. It was time to go back up. As I
raised my hand to locate the wooden beam, the flashlight hit the
beam and went out. I shook it and cursed at it, but the darkness
was absolute.

“What’s going on?” the muffled voice of
Sylvia called from above.

“My flashlight went out.”

“I’ve heard that song before. Are you coming
up?”

“Yes.”

I was in the dark, in an enclosed space. My
mobility was extremely limited. What if I became trapped? What if I
couldn’t get out of here? I was too young to die. My heartbeat felt
like a drum roll. I panicked and tried to stand. My head hit the
beam. I fell back to the floor with a grunt, feeling the
reverberation, and wondering whether I had been knocked out.

I must have lain there for at least thirty
seconds. All I saw was black. Was this what it felt like to be
unconscious? Then I heard Sylvia call from above.

“What are you doing? I can’t hear you or see
you.”

If I could hear her, I must be conscious. But
I didn’t have the energy to answer her. I mentally shook myself. I
could work my way out of this. I just had to move slowly and
carefully. And Sylvia would go for help if I really got stuck.

Sylvia. I couldn’t show her that I was
panicked. I called out to her that I was coming up. I took several
deep breaths. Could I crawl along the floor to where the bales
ended and get out there? I had to crawl backward, because I didn’t
have room to turn around. I managed to move a few inches, but the
bales were too close to the wall and I could go no farther. I had
to climb back to the top.

I reached up and found the beam with my hand
and carefully raised my body, edging my head past it. I worked my
way up onto the beam by feel and great effort, as my heart pounded
in my aching head. If this was what mountain climbing was like, it
wasn’t for me. Actually, it might be more like cave exploring,
because of the dark and close quarters.

I slowly stood up on the beam, my legs shaky.
Sylvia could see me now, and I could see her. If I hadn’t hit my
head, I would have the strength to climb out from here. But right
now it seemed like an impossible task. The rope was out of my
reach. I asked her to hand it to me. I took hold of it and during
an eternity worked my way up the remaining bales, with Sylvia
giving me encouragement. She grabbed me and pulled. I finally
rolled out onto the flat tops of the lowest bales beside the wall,
dazed and panting.

“Are you okay?” Sylvia asked, concern in her
voice.

“Yeah. But I hit my head on the beam. It
hurts.” My heart was still racing.

“Where?”

I pointed to the back of my head, near my
crown. She parted my hair and looked at it.

“Gary, you’ve got a big bump on your head. No
wonder it hurts.”

I tried to make a joke. “Does that mean no
necking?”

“You better believe it means no necking.
You’re in no shape to do anything. I don’t even see how you can
drive me home.”

“I’ll be fine. I can drive. Give me a few
minutes.”

“All right. But then you’ve got to come back
and rest. And make sure you don’t have a concussion.”

***

Somehow I drove Sylvia safely home, although
I was nauseated and glad to get back to the farm where I could lie
down.

Uncle Jeff came home first and gave me
aspirin and ice cubes wrapped in a towel to bring down the
swelling. I told him I had hit my head in the hayloft, without
saying exactly how. I implied that it had happened while I was
practicing basketball. Apparently I didn’t have a concussion,
although I did have one lollapalooza of a headache.

By the time Aunt Dorothy arrived home, I was
feeling better, and we decided that I didn’t need to go to the
doctor. I tried to do some homework, but I couldn’t concentrate and
went to bed early.

***

In school on Friday, my head was still
tender, and I wasn’t speaking in a loud voice. I was looking for an
opportunity to tell Ed that I hadn’t found the necklace. He never
showed up at lunchtime, so I went looking for him during the
activities period. I went into the room containing the duplicating
equipment, because that also served as the headquarters for the
school paper.

Ed wasn’t there, but Ruth Allen was. She was
wearing a straight skirt down to her calves and long socks that
disappeared somewhere up into the skirt.

I said hello to her and then said, “How far
up do those socks go?”

“Too far for you to look,” she said with the
hint of a smile.

Those were almost the first human words she
had spoken to me. I asked her if she knew where Ed was. She said he
was sick today. That explained his nonappearance at lunch.

Ruth seemed friendlier than she had before,
so I decided to chat with her for a while and admire her figure.
After we had talked for a couple of minutes, I said, “You know that
I’ve been interested in finding exactly how Ralph died and whether
anybody was with him. I admit that I talked to Ed about you, and he
verified that you were in the class you had after the assembly, so
that you couldn’t have been in the auditorium.”

Ruth looked at me strangely. She said, “I was
in that class, but Ed wasn’t.”

“Are you absolutely sure about that?”

“Yes, I’m sure. Somebody brought a message
about Ralph to the classroom, and the teacher announced what had
happened to him. I completely fell apart. I remember looking for
Ed, because I knew that he was Ralph’s cousin, and because I
thought we could comfort each other. But he wasn’t there.”

“Have you ever told anybody that?”

“No. I never thought it was relevant. I
thought Ralph’s death was an accident. I had seen Ralph do a
handstand on the auditorium balcony. It scared the life out of me,
and I made him promise never to do it again. But obviously he
didn’t keep that promise.”

We looked at each other for a minute. Then
Ruth said, “Do you think…do you think…that Ed might have had
something to do with Ralph’s death?”

“I’m not sure. But I have reason to be
suspicious. Don’t say anything to anybody. I’m going to see Ed
tomorrow—that is if he’s well by then. I’ve got some questions to
ask him.”

The room contained at least a dozen
typewriters. Typing classes were taught here.

“Do you and Ed use these typewriters?” I
asked Ruth.

“Sure. All the time. The teacher trusts us.
We can use any equipment here.”

My thought was that if Ed had typed the
mysterious limerick that had appeared in my locker, he might have
done it on one of these typewriters. It had become clear to me that
he had learned a lot about me before we met. He certainly could
have known about my limerick writing from Aunt Dorothy, even before
I wrote a limerick for him. I wasn’t going to go to the trouble of
getting a sample from each of these typewriters now. But it was an
option for later.




CHAPTER 25

Saturday morning, I drove to the Drucquers’
house to pick up Ed. The sun was shining, but the air was cool.
When I had called him last night, he said he had an upset stomach,
which is why he stayed home from school. But he was feeling better.
I didn’t question him about whether his stomach ache was real or a
ploy to skip school. I pulled into the driveway of the ramshackle
house, and before I could open the door to get out, Kate came
running out of the house, dressed in blue jeans and a heavy
sweater.

I rolled down the window and said, “Is Ed
still sick?”

“Eddie’s fine,” she said. “I just wanted to
say hello.”

“Hello.”

“Hello.”

We laughed. She poked her head through the
car window and kissed me. I felt like I was two-timing Sylvia. But
it wasn’t as if I had initiated the kiss. The door opened, and Ed
came out. Kate quickly pulled her head out of the car, and we
strove to look innocent.

Kate and I said good-bye as Ed climbed into
the car. If he saw what happened, he didn’t let on. I backed the
car out of the driveway, shifted into first gear, and drove away.
We were going to a picnic of the Western New York High School
Mathematical Society. The group met periodically, and members from
various schools gave presentations on mathematical fallacies and
stuff like that.

I had just been invited to join, and in fact,
the picnic was the first function I was attending. Ed had been a
member since the beginning of the school year. It was interesting
that mathematical ability ran in both of our families, even though
we had been separated for several generations. Barney also
belonged, but he was driving separately with Dr. Graves and another
member from the Carter High junior class.

After I asked Ed how he was feeling and he
answered that he was feeling all right, I said, “I have something
to tell you about the necklace.”

Ed looked wary and said, “What’s that?”

“It’s not in the hayloft.”

“What did you do, dig out the bales all the
way down to the floor? We agreed to wait until spring.”

“No, but I did manage to climb down to the
floor and look for it.”

“You shouldn’t have done that.”

Ed’s voice was heated but not passionate. I
knew why. I mentally braced myself and said, “I know you lied about
the location of the necklace. I know that Ralph said it was in the
southwest corner of the hayloft.”

“Have you been going through my things?” Ed
was almost yelling now, his English accent very pronounced. “So
that’s what you were doing the day you were there with Kate. You
bloody bastard. Asking Kate to the dance was a cover. Or maybe a
bribe. She helped you find it.”

“Leave Kate out of it. I did it myself. Yes,
I went through your stuff, and I found Ralph’s map. But that’s no
worse than you lying about it.”

Ed wasn’t through yelling. He kept going on
and on about what a terrible person I was. I was afraid he was
going to attack me, and I would wreck the car. Maybe I should pull
over.

“Not only did you go through my private
possessions, you took one of my magazines,” he ranted.

“Do you have them catalogued or something?
Yes, I took your bloody magazine. Your mother came home early, and
it was either take it or have her find it. Look, we both are at
fault. You lied to me, and I went through your stuff. But the point
is, there is no necklace. I searched the hole thoroughly, and it
just ain’t there. So either there never was a necklace, or somebody
removed it.”

Ed was silent for a few seconds while he
contemplated that statement. Then he said, “How do I know that you
didn’t find it and keep it for yourself?”

“Do you think I would be telling you about
doing this if I had found it and didn’t want to share it? I would
have hidden it someplace else. Then come spring when the bales were
cleared, we would look for the necklace together, and it wouldn’t
be there, and I would put on an innocent pose.”

“Since you say you didn’t remove all the
bales, maybe you’re making up the story of looking for it to get me
off the track. Maybe you didn’t look for it at all. But with me out
of the way, now it’s all yours.”

I was about to say that Sylvia had seen me
look for the necklace, but I didn’t want to drag her into it,
especially since the fact that we had been together might get to
Aunt Dorothy. Nothing I said was going to persuade Ed.

“If you like, you can come up to the hayloft.
I’ll show you how I got down to the floor. You can go down there
yourself. Then maybe you’ll believe that I actually did it.”

Ed had an apprehensive look on his face.
Maybe he was claustrophobic, like Natalie. In any case, that shut
him up for a few minutes. When he spoke again, he was a lot
calmer.

“Sorry I spouted off about the necklace, old
man,” he said. “I guess I hoped it was true. Now I realize that it
was a figment of Ralph’s imagination.”

“That’s a good point,” I said. “Why did Ralph
create the map in the first place? If he actually hid the necklace,
he wouldn’t need the map to find it again because it was a simple
location to remember. I don’t think Ralph was into drawing treasure
maps just for the fun of it. And if there were no necklace, that
makes it even more unlikely. Unless he was fantasizing that there
was one.”

“Maybe Ralph was a little bit bonkers. I
think it runs in our family.”

“You know what I think? I think Ralph was
needling you. He had been listening to your stories about equality
and how unfair life was, and he created the map to get to you. The
promise of riches. Maybe you two were fighting about the map on the
balcony of the auditorium. It was creased and worn, which means
somebody had been carrying it around. Another thing I know is that
you weren’t attending class when Ralph was killed. That means you
could have been with him.”

I stopped. I had said more than I intended
to, trying to get a reaction out of Ed. He was silent. I glanced at
him, apprehensively He was looking out the window. I knew he had
heard me. I turned on the car radio, and we listened to top 40
songs on WKBW while I pondered Ralph’s thought process. And Ed’s.
Why did teenagers act like idiots sometimes? I should be an expert
on that subject, but I didn’t know the answer.

***

The picnic was held at the home of one of the
girls who was a member of the mathematical society. She was from
another school district some miles from ours, and her home was more
of an estate than a home. It featured a three-story white house
with gables and turrets and acres of green lawn that somebody had
to mow. I was glad it wasn’t me. I had mowed the extensive lawn at
the farm with a power mower that I had to walk behind and push. It
took a lot of time and effort. The farm’s lawn was a fraction of
the size of this one.

Barney and Dr. Graves were already there, and
Tabitha, a girl from Carter who I hadn’t met before. When I had a
chance, I asked Barney how the car ride with Dr. Graves had
gone.

“Do you mean, did he get fresh with me? No,
I’m afraid not. I guess I’m a little too old for him. And Tabitha
is the wrong sex. So I have nothing new to report.”

About thirty of us ate a lunch outside on
picnic tables arranged on the lawn, in spite of the coolness of the
weather. We were tough Western New Yorkers, able to survive
freezing winters. This was nothing to us. However, I was glad that
I was wearing a warm jacket. But as the sun got stronger, the day
grew warmer, and eventually, I was able to take off my jacket.

Veronica, the daughter of the owners of the
estate, sat at the same table we did at lunch. When I asked her who
mowed the lawn, she laughed and said, “Oh, we have a gardener who
comes and does that.”

I felt foolish to have asked the question,
but I looked to see whether Ed was listening. He thought my family
and Aunt Dorothy were rich, but Veronica’s parents must really be
rich.

Veronica was telling us about her property.
In addition to a pond that froze in winter and was used for
skating, and an aboveground swimming pool that was emptied in
winter so it wouldn’t freeze, she mentioned that her family had
built a bomb shelter.

Bomb shelters were talked about in the
newspaper all the time, because of the cold war with the USSR. What
would we do if a nuclear attack was launched against us? Where
would we hide? These scare tactics had us picturing helmeted
soldiers sitting in underground silos, with their fingers on the
launch buttons of ICBM’s, waiting for the signal from on high. Bomb
shelters were the answer. Some employers offered loans to their
employees who wanted to build them.

Ed, who had been uncharacteristically silent
since we arrived, perked up at the mention of the bomb shelter and
said, “Is it underground?”

“Yes.” Veronica pointed to a grass-covered
slope that went up from where we were sitting to the house, and
said, “It’s buried under the lawn. I’ll show it to you after
lunch.”




CHAPTER 26

Actually, the first event after lunch was a
talk by a student from another school. We were invited into the
house by Veronica’s parents. The living room was large enough to
hold the whole ground floor of our house in Atherton. It was
covered with various area rugs with exotic designs. A large fish
tank dominated one corner and was filled with all kinds of colorful
fish. The teens flopped on the overstuffed couches and chairs, and
the excess sat cross-legged on the floor while a boy told us about
the wonders of topology.

One of the more interesting demonstrations he
gave was to take off a vest he was wearing while keeping his jacket
on. Then he said, “The same principle can be used by a girl who
wants to take off her bra without taking off her sweater.”

That sounded like something I might have
said—once. I looked around to see whether Dr. Graves or another
adult would shut him up, but he talked so casually that he was
getting away with it. He looked as if he expected one of the girls
to volunteer to demonstrate, but of course none did. The idea was
to slip a strap off one arm and then to shove the whole bra through
the other sleeve. I wondered whether there was a practical
application.

I asked Veronica about that after the talk
was over. She laughed and said that the information might be useful
next year when she was in college. I felt a strong urge to get out
of high school and into college.

Ten of us wanted to go on the tour, including
Ed and me. Veronica went to the house and procured the key to the
padlock that secured the sturdy wooden door at the entrance to the
shelter. The door was set into the side of a small hill, and as
Veronica opened it, she started her lecture. From the confident
sound of her voice, she had given the lecture before and was
probably qualified to act as a docent for bomb shelter tours.

“You’ll notice that the shelter is built of
concrete a foot thick,” she said, indicating the doorframe.
“Perhaps not thick enough to withstand a direct hit, but certainly
thick enough to keep out the harmful fallout. In any case, if we
get a direct hit out here, somebody’s aim is seriously off.”

This statement produced nervous giggles. We
were beginning to wonder whether we all needed bomb shelters.

Veronica turned on a large flashlight that
she had brought from the house and said, “If you’re going to be in
a shelter for several days, what do you need to survive?”

Was this a pop quiz? She stepped through the
doorway while we contemplated that question. We followed her. The
room we entered was high enough for me to stand and perhaps six
feet wide. It was too dark for me to see exactly how long it was,
but it appeared to extend for at least twenty feet. Cans of food
and other items were stacked along one of the walls.

“You’ll notice that when the door is shut,
the space around it is sealed airtight to prevent anything
radioactive from getting inside.”

Veronica closed the door and turned off her
flashlight. It was suddenly pitch black. Several people gasped. I
felt disoriented.

“If everything is sealed, how do you
breathe?” somebody asked. “Won’t the air run out?”

“Good question,” Veronica said, opening the
door again, to the relief of all of us. “So the first thing you
need to survive is breathable air. There is a hole in the roof of
the shelter to provide ventilation.”

She shone the flashlight along the ceiling. I
saw a hole in the concrete that presumably led to the outside world
above. Ed walked over and looked directly up through the hole. I
was curious as to what he saw, but not curious enough to go over to
it.

“But if you bring in air from outside, won’t
the fallout come in with it?” I asked.

“The gamma rays produce the most dangerous
kind of radiation. They are emitted from dirt and dust sucked up
into the nuclear cloud. Once they reach the earth, they shouldn’t
penetrate the concrete and the dirt surrounding the shelter. The
hole is covered to prevent radioactive rain and other debris from
falling into the shelter. Fresh air comes in from under the
cap.”

She certainly spoke as if she knew what she
was talking about. I wondered how much of what she was saying made
scientific sense and how much was the result of wishful
thinking.

“Now, what else do we need to survive?”
Veronica asked.

“Food.”

“Water.”

“Protection against the cold.”

“Human waste disposal. Where do you pee?”

The last statement produced some giggles.

“We have all of that, including enough food
and water for six people to survive for two weeks. And a chemical
toilet.”

Veronica shone her flashlight along the floor
of the shelter. There were large bottles of water and stacked cans
of food. I saw blankets and what looked like folded up army cots
that my family had used when we went camping.

“In addition, there is a first aid kit and a
tool kit.”

“How do you light the place when the door is
closed?” a girl asked. “I assume there’s no electricity in
here.”

“In case of atomic attack, electricity will
not be functioning,” Veronica said. “We are relying on
battery-powered lights. Because of the limited ventilation, we
can’t use lanterns that burn fuel. They give off noxious
fumes.”

“So you need a lot of batteries,” someone
said.

Veronica shone her light on a box that was
labeled “BATTERIES” in black crayon on the side. It was an
impressive setup. She had answers for everything. Well, there were
a few unanswered questions, such as how six people could get along
together for two weeks in this cramped space without killing one
another, especially since the lights would have to be turned off
most of the time to save batteries. And how you would know when it
was safe to venture outside. And what would you do if you were the
only survivors in this part of the world?

“How do you communicate with the outside
world?” Ed asked, before I had a chance to.

“We’ve ordered a special radio that should
work when we hold it near the ventilation opening. And we can send
up an antenna. We expect to receive it within a couple of
weeks.”

A few minutes were all that most of us could
stand being inside the shelter. We soon filed out, and Veronica
closed the door. She locked the padlock and said, “Did anybody see
what happened to the key? I thought I left it in the lock.”

Nobody answered, and she said, “That’s okay.
It will turn up. And we have another one in the house.”

***

It was fun to hobnob with students who were
smarter than average. I found myself having animated conversations
with a number of boys and girls. Time passed swiftly, and before I
knew it, most of the people had left, including Dr. Graves and
Barney. Only a few of us remained, in a small group, which included
our hostess, Veronica.

Veronica’s mother called to her from the
house. Veronica said, “I have to go. We’re driving to Canada
tonight, and we’re about to leave. I guess the party’s over.”

We said our thank-yous and good-byes and
headed for our cars. Ed and I got into my car, and we drove
away.

We had gone about ten miles when Ed said,
“Shit. I left my jacket there.”

“Your jacket?” I glanced at him. He was
wearing a sweater, just as he had been most of the day. I did
vaguely remember that he had started out with a jacket.

“I took it off when it warmed up this
afternoon. It’s sitting on one of the tables. Can we go back and
get it?”

I wasn’t particularly anxious to add twenty
miles to the trip, especially since it was approaching late
afternoon, but I didn’t see any alternative. If the jacket hadn’t
already been picked up, it would sit there at least until
Veronica’s family came back tomorrow evening. Or it might be
stolen, and Ed couldn’t afford that.

I reluctantly turned the car around and
headed back to the estate. When we arrived fifteen minutes later,
everybody had left, including Veronica and her family. There were
no cars in sight. I stopped the car in the long, circular driveway,
intending to wait while Ed went and retrieved his jacket.

“Come with me,” he said. “In case I have to
look for it.”

Ed was beginning to get on my nerves, but I
turned off the engine and got out of the car. I followed him down
the sloping lawn toward the picnic tables and the bomb shelter. The
jacket was right where he had predicted it would be, sitting on the
bench seat of one of the tables. I was relieved. I’d still get back
to the farm in time for dinner.

Ed put on the jacket and wandered over to the
door of the bomb shelter. He had his back to me, but he appeared to
be fiddling with the door.

“Come on,” I said, walking over to him.
“We’ve got to get going.”

“Look,” he said. “It’s unlocked.”

He pushed against the door of the shelter,
and it swung inward. I distinctly remembered that Veronica had
locked it when we came out. What the hell was going on? Ed
disappeared into the shelter. I was getting really irritated. I had
to retrieve him and get on the road. I went to the doorway of the
shelter and peered inside, but I didn’t see him in the dark.

“Ed,” I called. No response. I walked into
the shelter, trying to adjust my eyes to the dim light that was
coming through the doorway. I didn’t see him immediately, so I
walked a few feet farther inside and called his name again.

There was a noise behind me. I turned around
to see Ed coming out from behind the open door. Several quick steps
took him outside, and he pulled the door closed after him. The
complete darkness of the shelter returned and with it my feeling of
disorientation.

I stumbled in the direction where the door
had been a moment ago and found it with my hands. I felt for a
doorknob. There was none.

“Ed,” I called. “Open the damn door.”

No answer. My frantic hand found the hasp
that was used to lock the door from the inside. I pulled on it, but
the door wouldn’t budge. Ed had locked it from the outside.

This time I screamed. “This isn’t funny. Open
the door.”

“No, I guess it’s not funny to you,” Ed’s
muffled voice shouted from the other side of the door. “But I’m
having a jolly good laugh out of it.”

“Okay, you’ve had your joke. Now open the
damn door, so that we can get home in time for dinner.”

“You haven’t figured it out yet, have you?
You’re staying here.”

He had completely lost his mind. “Look, if
you open the door right now, I won’t say anything to anybody. We’ll
treat it as a joke.”

“It’s not a joke, Gary. Let me give you a
synopsis of what’s going to happen. You’re staying here, and I’m
going to drive your car home. You thoughtfully left your keys in
the ignition. I’m going to call Cousin Dorothy and tell her you’re
sleeping at my house tonight, so she won’t worry about you.”

“Your parents will know I’m not there.”

“I’m going to tell them you drove to the farm
and then lent me your car. I’ll figure out a reason. Then in the
morning, I’m going to drive your car to the farm.”

“My family is coming to the farm for Sunday
dinner.”

“Precisely. I need them at the farm to
execute my plan. And by the way, when I’m through with them, I’m
coming back for you. With Ralph’s rifle. There’s an old dumpsite
near our house. Your body will never be found.”

“You won’t get away with this.”

“Aw, I thought you were a writer. Can’t you
come up with something better than that old cliché? Well, maybe
I’ll write the story someday. You see, when I get my share of the
royalties from the gas wells on the farm, I will be a man of
leisure, and I’ll have time to write.”

“I don’t know what your plan is, but it’s
crazy. If you open the door now, I won’t talk about it.”

“You’re too dangerous, Gary. I’ve got it all
worked out. Enjoy your night in the bomb shelter. At least you’ll
be safe from nuclear attack.”

I heard muffled, manic laughter and then
nothing. I shouted for Ed until I lost my voice and pounded on the
door until my knuckles were raw, but I was answered by silence.
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I leaned my weight against the door, my arms
stretched above my head, my cheek pressing the wood. I guess I
hoped that I would osmose through it. The door was my contact with
the world. My heart was beating so fast, I was sure I was going to
have a heart attack. I didn’t move for a minute, hoping to slow it
down.

That didn’t dissipate my panic. This was like
the hayloft, only a hundred times worse. My breath came in pants,
and I felt lightheaded. I placed my hands together in front of my
nose and consciously breathed more slowly. That helped a little.
But I didn’t dare turn around, because of the monsters I was sure
were behind me. Of course, I wouldn’t see them unless they had
phosphorescent eyes. But I knew they were there.

I finally calmed down enough to examine my
alternatives. One was that I could spend the night here. Although I
cringed at the idea, I knew that I wouldn’t die in one night. In
fact, there was food and water available, and blankets to ward off
the cold that I was beginning to feel. There must be a flashlight
in here, although I wasn’t sure where it was. Certainly, there were
plenty of batteries.

Somebody would find me eventually. Veronica
and her family would be back in about twenty-four hours. If I made
enough noise, they would hear me, even this far from the house. But
Ed said he was coming for me tomorrow—with a rifle.

He had to open the door before he could shoot
me. I could use the same strategy he had used—hiding behind the
door. A .22 bullet wouldn’t penetrate the thick wood, and in order
to get a clear shot at me, he would have to come inside where I
would have a chance to tackle him before he could aim the rifle. It
was a clumsy weapon to use in such close quarters. Or I could close
the door and put us both in the dark where we would be equals. I
could even run out and shut him in, like he did to me.

He clearly hadn’t thought that part of his
plan through. But what was the rest of his plan? He talked about
getting royalties from gas wells on the farm. The only chance of
his family ever owning the farm would be if all the members of my
family were dead, as well as Aunt Dorothy and Uncle Jeff. That was
unthinkable. But apparently he was thinking the unthinkable. Had I
been right about what had happened between him and Ralph? That
would make it less unthinkable.

No, I couldn’t wait for him to come and get
me. Whatever else he was planning to do would be done by that time.
I had to get out of here as fast as possible. But how? I was
engulfed in black despair. My family was going to die. Aunt Dorothy
and Uncle Jeff were going to die. I didn’t know how, but I was sure
of it.

I wallowed in these thoughts for a few
minutes and then abruptly shook myself mentally. This kind of
thinking was getting me nowhere. There must be a way to get out of
here. The words of Uncle Jeff came to me. He worked with the
reliability of systems. He said, “Look for the weakest link.” That
was where you had to concentrate your efforts, to make sure the
system didn’t fail, whether it was an airplane—or a jail.

This was a kind of jail. What was its weakest
link? The door. I felt the hasp. It was a straight piece of metal,
attached to the door by several large screws. It was on hinges and
swung over a staple in which the padlock could be inserted, so that
the door could be locked from the inside. To keep the nasty outside
world out.

The hasp on the other side was identical to
this one, except I remembered that it was bent at a right angle and
the padlock went through a staple attached to the frame. If I could
get enough pressure on the door to pull out the screws that
fastened the hasp to the other side, then the padlock would no
longer hold the door closed.

I swung the inside hasp toward me and
tentatively pulled on it. It felt very solid. The screws were
strong and they were in tight. And I was trying to pull out the
screws on the outside hasp. Even if I could generate enough
leverage on this hasp to pull out screws, it was a fifty-fifty
chance that the screws on this side would be the ones pulled out.
Both sides wouldn’t come out at the same time. This was like
pulling the protective strips off the ends of Band-Aids. Even when
you pulled on both strips at the same time, one would always come
off before the other.

I still pulled as hard as I could on the
hasp, bracing one foot against the wall beside the door to give me
additional leverage. I would give anything to be Charles Atlas
right now. In order to pull hard, I had to grip the metal hasp
tightly, so that my fingers wouldn’t slide off it. After a few
seconds of pulling as hard as I could, my fingers hurt so much from
the metal digging into them that I lost my grip.

I sat down on the concrete floor with a
thump. That hurt, but not as much as the thought that there was no
way for me to open the door without tools. Unless I could kick it
open. I stood up and kicked it several times with the bottom of my
foot, but it didn’t budge. Of course not. The door opened inward; I
was kicking the door against the frame. And the frame was made of
concrete. I backed up a couple of steps and ran into it with my
shoulder, just to see what would happen. That hurt my shoulder but
had no affect on the door.

I remembered that Veronica had said there was
a toolbox in the shelter. I had to pull myself away from the door
and find it. With the right tools, I could take the door off its
hinges.

I turned away from the door for the first
time since Ed had locked me in. I saw nothing. When I didn’t move,
I heard nothing. There were no monsters. They had disappeared with
my childhood. I was completely alone, except for perhaps a spider
or two. For starters, I needed to find a flashlight and the
toolbox.

I went to the wall where the equipment was
stored and started attempting to identify objects by feel. I tried
to remember where items I had seen were located. Unfortunately, I
hadn’t looked at them carefully during the tour and didn’t have a
good mental map of the layout.

I located the water bottles and the food
readily enough. Most of the food was in cans. I would need a can
opener before I could eat any of it. What I really needed was a
light. A cardboard box felt like the one that had been labeled as
containing batteries. I opened the flaps. Sure enough, there were
D-size batteries inside. I moved my hand around, searching for a
flashlight, but none was in the box.

Where was the flashlight likely to be? The
only flashlight I had seen during the tour was the one Veronica had
been carrying, and she had taken that one out with her. Maybe there
was no flashlight in the shelter. No, that didn’t make sense.
Everything else was so well planned, even to the batteries. There
must be a flashlight.

I worked my way along the wall, trying to be
methodical. I identified paper plates and metal cups, eating
utensils, blankets, folded army cots, folding chairs, and a bunch
of other stuff, but no flashlight. I also didn’t find a
toolbox.

A feeling of hopelessness enveloped me. My
family was in danger, and there was no way I could warn them. While
I was trying to think of a solution to my imprisonment, I returned
to where the blankets and cots were stored. My family had used army
cots for camping. They had crossed wooden legs and a canvas pad to
sleep on. They folded up into portable bundles. Working as
patiently as I could, I assembled one by feel. I threw a couple of
blankets on it and now had a place to rest. But I couldn’t rest. I
needed to get out of here.

I sat on the cot and tried to organize my
thoughts. I needed a light. And then I saw one. My eyes must be
adjusting to the dark. A very faint light on the ceiling showed me
where the ventilation hole was. I went and stood directly under the
hole and looked up the shaft. A little light seeped in from the
top. I retrieved one of the metal folding chairs and placed it
under the hole. I stood on the chair, although I had to duck my
head to avoid hitting it against the ceiling. I stuck my arm up the
hole. I could feel a metal cylinder above the concrete. The light
was coming through a hole in the cylinder.

I had located a broom during my search. I
found it again and stuck the handle up the hole. It hit something
metallic. I thrust upwards with the broom and was greeted with a
clang. I did this several more times. Judging from a rasping sound,
whatever I was hitting was moving. After a particularly hard
thrust, this object gave way and I looked directly up into the
evening sky.

I had knocked the top off the cylinder. I
could see the outside world; I just couldn’t get to it. If only the
hole were larger. If only…

More light now came down the shaft, but this
was rapidly waning, because it was getting dark outside. I quickly
looked around the shelter. I could dimly see the equipment along
the wall. I went to where the food was stored and found the paper
bag with the utensils in it. I carried it under the ventilation
hole and looked inside. Using a combination of sight and feel, I
located a can opener in the bag. At least I could eat.

I decided to use the remaining daylight to
see what food was available. It was dinnertime, and I was hungry. I
opened several boxes of canned food and carried cans over to the
hole to identify the contents. I located a can of corned beef hash
and a can of beets and decided that I had my dinner.

I also found several metal cups. I opened the
top of a large water bottle by feel and tried to pour water into
the cup by tipping the bottle. Most of the water spilled onto the
floor, but I did manage to fill the cup. It was cold to drink. What
I really needed was some hot cocoa. I opened the cans, mostly by
feel, and used a cheap metal fork to eat the hash and beets right
out of them. The cold hash especially tasted yucky, but at least it
would give me nourishment.

By the time I finished eating, the small
amount of light from the shaft was gone and I was back in total
darkness. The mental lift this light had given me dissipated and my
mood was as black as my surroundings. I had to keep busy.

I made my way to the door and felt for the
hinges. There were three and they were sturdy, but I was sure that
with a pair of pliers, a screwdriver, and a hammer I could take the
door off them. Perhaps even in the dark.

Where was the toolbox? I decided to go
through all the supplies again. I did this in detail, opening all
the boxes and feeling all the contents. I moved boxes around to
make sure I hadn’t missed anything. I was still looking for a
flashlight, also, but I had no better luck finding that than I did
finding tools.

After going through everything thoroughly, my
spirits were at a low. I was getting cold. I sat on the cot and
wrapped myself in blankets. I tried to think of a plan, but I
couldn’t seem to focus enough to come up with anything. I wondered
what had happened to Ed. Was he really intent on killing two
families in hopes of getting some money from gas wells? He must
have flipped his lid.

And did this tie in to Ralph, who was already
dead? And the necklace? My mind kept going over the map that Ralph
had created for finding the necklace. Except that the necklace
wasn’t in its hiding place, and judging from the old spider webs in
the hole under the floor of the hayloft, it hadn’t been there
recently, if ever.

If the necklace was nonexistent, why had
Ralph created the map? I suspected that the answer was very simple.
Ralph had been a prankster. He had created the map to have fun with
Ed. Unfortunately, this prank had cost him his life.

I moved the cot against the wall, so that I
would have support for my back. I didn’t want to lie on it and go
to sleep. I needed to stay alert, even though I couldn’t think of
anything to do at the moment. What if Ed decided to come back for
me during the night? If I heard somebody at the door, I had to be
prepared to leap into action.




CHAPTER 28

I spent a restless night, filled with weird
mental images and quasi-dreams. I must have dozed some, because I
saw a little light at the bottom of the ventilation shaft sooner
than I expected. I felt cold and stiff. I had to get up and move
around.

Eating cold canned food appealed to me about
as much as jumping into the Arctic Ocean, but I knew I should eat
something. I would need all the strength I could muster. I took a
can from a box I had identified last night as containing baked
beans. I ate them and drank some water. I peed in the far corner of
the shelter, because the chemical toilet was still in its original
container and I couldn’t figure out how to assemble it in the dark.
I had done this last night, also. I managed to splash some urine
off the wall and onto myself.

There was enough light from the shaft so that
I could dimly make out the items in the shelter that were near it.
The boxes of supplies looked different than they felt. The sense of
sight and the sense of feel give somewhat conflicting images to the
brain. For example, the cardboard box with the batteries in it,
which was clearly labeled “BATTERIES” in black crayon, looked too
deep to be holding only batteries. That hadn’t occurred to me when
I could only touch it.

I went over to the box and placed my hand
inside. There were batteries in packages of two. I knew that
already. Underneath the layer of batteries was cardboard.
Previously, I had interpreted the cardboard as being the bottom of
the box. But it wasn’t deep enough. I shoved both hands through the
batteries and found that the cardboard wasn’t part of the box at
all. It had been laid above something else.

I dug my fingers into the edges of the
cardboard until I could get a grip on it. Then I pulled it out of
the box, spilling batteries all over the floor in the process. I
thrust a hand back in and felt something metal. Like a toolbox. My
heart thumping, I found the handle attached to the lid and pulled
it out. It was heavy, like a toolbox.

I set it down directly under the ventilation
shaft and opened the clasps. Upon lifting the lid, I could see a
number of tools, neatly organized. I didn’t have time to sort
through them. I upended the box and dumped the tools onto the
floor. I quickly found a hammer and a pair of pliers. There were
several screwdrivers. I selected the sturdiest one with the largest
blade.

I carried these tools over to the door. The
light from the shaft didn’t reach this far. I had to work by feel
again. I found the middle hinge of the door. It was a convenient
height to start with. I had to extract the rod that went through
the hinge holes on the door and the frame.

I used the pliers to attempt to pull the rod
up out of the holes. After losing the grip of the pliers on the rod
several times, I managed to pull it up a fraction of an inch. At
least it was fairly new and not stuck in place. I placed the
screwdriver blade under the head of the rod and tapped the handle
of the screwdriver with the hammer, trying not to tap my fingers.
In this I was not totally successful, but little by little, I
knocked the rod upward, until it fell onto the floor with a
clang.

I uttered a silent cheer and went to work on
the lowest hinge. After five minutes of effort, I extracted this
rod. Now for the highest hinge. This one was about even with the
top of my head. I had to reach up with the pliers and pull this rod
up, and I had trouble getting enough leverage. I struggled for a
while, unsuccessfully. I needed something to stand on.

I brought the toolbox over to the door,
closed it, and stood on it. This gave me leverage, and it was a
more convenient height than the chair I had stood on before. I got
a good grip on the rod with the pliers and gave a big yank upward.
To my surprise, the rod came completely out of the hinge. My hand
hit the ceiling, and I lost my balance as a result of the effort.
The toolbox skidded out from under me, and I fell onto the concrete
floor. Hard.

I grunted at the shock of hitting something
so unyielding and lay there, stunned. In a few seconds, I began to
hurt. Everywhere. I closed my eyes as the pain washed over me,
hoping that it was temporary. After a minute, the pain localized in
my right hip, which had taken the brunt of the fall. My hands also
stung, especially the one that had hit the ceiling. I had slapped
the floor with both hands, trying to protect my head, which,
thankfully, had been spared. All I needed was another head injury.
I got slowly to a sitting position and tried to assess the
damage.

I could move my hands and fingers. No broken
bones were present, and I knew the stinging sensation in my hands
would subside. I had hurt the back of my right hand, but the injury
was more painful than debilitating. My hip still ached, but I got
carefully to my feet and discovered that I could walk—with a limp.
I felt the area of my hip and suspected that I would get away with
just a large bruise. I had been lucky. I needed to be more
careful.

When I could stand the pain, I inspected the
door by feel. The rods were gone, and the door should open.
However, it hadn’t moved. I had to pull it. But I had nothing on
this edge of the door to grip. Hitting the door with the hammer to
see if it would bounce open produced no result. It was set firmly
in place.

I returned to the floor under the ventilation
shaft where the tools were scattered, looking for a crowbar that I
already knew wasn’t there. The hammer had to serve as a crowbar.
Back at the door, I tried to force the claws of the hammer between
the door and the jamb. There wasn’t room. I tried to dig the claws
of the hammer into the door, but the hard wood only threatened to
break the hammer.

I had another thought. The metal hinge pieces
on the door stuck out. If I could get a good grip on one… They were
too small for my fingers to grasp, so I took the pliers and gripped
a piece of the middle hinge. I pulled, and the pliers slipped off
the hinge. I felt the hinge and realized that the hinge pieces
attached to the doorjamb were stopping me from pulling the door
open. There were two such pieces on each of the three hinges.

I took the hammer and screwdriver. Using the
screwdriver as a chisel, I placed the blade against each piece of
the hinge that was attached to the jamb and tapped on the
screwdriver with the hammer. It was hard to do in the dark, and I
cursed when I hit my fingers instead of the screwdriver.

But this turned out to be a weak point of the
door. Repeated tapping bent the hinge pieces until they were out of
the way of the door opening. I had to go through the same procedure
six times, but eventually nothing remained to hold the door
closed.

I took the pliers again and tried to pull the
door open. Again the pliers slipped off the metal hinge piece I was
pulling on. I needed to get a tighter grip. Gloves. There had been
work gloves in the toolbox. I found them on the floor, pulled them
onto my hands, and tried again.

The first time I pulled with the gloves on,
the pliers slipped off the hinge again. My grip was definitely
stronger, but my hands still hurt, and my fingers weren’t at full
strength. I limped around, flexing my fingers, willing them to get
stronger. Time was of the essence. It was morning, and whatever Ed
was going to do, he would do today.

I held the pliers as tightly as I could and
tried once more to pull the hinge. I managed to move it a fraction
of an inch before I lost the grip. Another rest. Another try. It
moved another fraction. It occurred to me that I could stick one of
the rods partway back into the holes of the hinge—now that the
hinge pieces attached to the jamb were out of the way—and pull on
the rod. I inserted a rod halfway into the middle hinge and hooked
the claws of the hammer around it.

I pulled on the hammer. With the leverage
this gave me, I slowly pulled the door free of the hinges. The
bottom of the door shifted a little and rested on the ground. I
kept pulling. Why was it still so hard to move? Then I realized
that the outside hasp had to bend in order to move the door,
because it was still locked. I saw a crack of light as the outside
edge of the door moved past the jamb. So close. I placed the claws
of the hammer on the outside surface of the door, and pulled
hard.

The door continued to move, making a rasping
noise on the concrete floor. I pulled harder. Gradually I opened a
space big enough for me to squeeze through. The second I thought I
could make it, I went through the crack, scraping various parts of
my body and tearing my jacket in the process. But I was free. I
felt as if I had just gotten out of prison.




CHAPTER 29

I trotted, limping, up the lawn to the
two-lane road, breathing in the cold morning air that smelled
fresher than the air in the shelter. The sun was out, and it would
warm the earth, but this process would take a while. Judging from
the position of the sun, it had been up for some time. I wasn’t
wearing my watch, and it was later than I thought.

This added urgency to my mission, which was
to warn everybody to watch out for Ed. I needed a telephone. There
was nobody home at Veronica’s house. The nearest neighbor appeared
to be about a quarter mile up the road. I started jogging in that
direction, still limping.

A car was coming, headed in the same
direction. I debated trying to get a ride toward home. No, my first
priority was to spread the alarm, and the house was close at hand.
I let the car go by and turned into the driveway. I limped up to
the door and rang the doorbell. At least I shouldn’t be waking
anybody up.

The door had a window in it. I could see an
older woman approaching, wiping her hands on the apron she was
wearing. I tried to look harmless. She opened the door a crack, and
I said, “Good morning, ma’am. May I use your telephone to make a
collect call? I…I’m kind of lost.”

She closed the door to slip off a chain and
then opened it again. I was thankful because I suddenly realized
that I must look like a bum with my torn jacket. I also noticed for
the first time that the knuckles of my right hand were bloody. I
tried to keep them out of sight.

The woman pointed to a telephone sitting on a
windowsill nearby and said, “Check to see if someone else is using
the phone before you dial. We’re on a party line.”

I knew about party lines. The phone at the
farm was on a party line. Our ring was one long. Any other
combination of short and long rings was for somebody else. But that
didn’t keep people from listening in on the conversations of
others.

I thanked the woman, lifted the receiver, and
made sure there was a dial tone. Then I placed my finger on the
zero of the rotary dial and spun it. I told the operator who
answered that I wished to make a collect call and gave her Aunt
Dorothy’s number. The phone rang half a dozen times, and the
operator told me what I already knew—there was no answer.

I asked the operator to try another number
collect and gave her my home number. This produced the same result.
My family must be at church. Whatever Ed was going to do, he
apparently wanted the families together. My folks would be getting
to the farm about noon. I didn’t know the Drucquers’ number, and I
didn’t want to waste any more time trying to get their number using
the inefficient telephone information system for long-distance
calls. I didn’t know what I would tell Mr. and Mrs. Drucquer,
anyway. “I think your son is a murderer.” How would they react to
that?

I could also call the local police, but then
they would have to communicate with the Carter police. I suspected
Carter had a minimum staff on duty Sunday mornings, and it might be
a long time before they would actually do anything. I wasn’t sure
what to tell them, either, that would inspire them to take
action.

I hung up and asked the woman, who had been
watching me carefully from the other side of the room, what time it
was.

“Ten minutes past ten,” she said, indicating
an ancient clock hanging on the wall that I had failed to see. “Are
you all right? Can I get you something to eat?”

Her mothering instincts had kicked in.

I said, “Thank-you, but I need to get home.”
I started for the door.

“Where do you live?” she asked.

“Carter.”

“That’s…thirty or forty miles from here.”

“Yes, ma’am. So I’d better get going.”

“Do you have a car?”

“No, I’m going to hitchhike.”

“Good luck. Be careful.”

“Thanks. I will.”

I was out the door and jogging back to the
road. I started walking in the direction of Carter. The first few
cars to pass were full of people in their Sunday best. I faced them
and stuck out my arm with my thumb up, but they didn’t stop. I
continued walking during the gaps in the cars, even though I could
never walk all the way. But at least I was doing something.

It took a while, but finally an old car
braked to a stop twenty yards past me. I ran up to it, opened the
passenger door, and climbed in. The driver had a lined face and was
dressed in farm clothes and a blue cap, with a cigarette between
his lips.

“Where you headed?” he asked, not bothering
to take the cigarette out of his mouth.

“Carter.”

“Well, I’m only going up the road a piece,
but I’ll take you within half a mile of the highway that goes
toward Carter. Maybe you can hitch a ride from there.

“Thanks.”

He drove for several miles and let me off
where he said he was going to. Not seeing any other cars coming, I
ran-jogged as fast as I could with my limp, toward the highway. I
reached it in a few minutes. Cars were moving faster here and might
be harder to stop, but if I got a ride it could take me a good part
of the distance I needed to cover.

There was no point in walking along the
highway, and the cars were going by frequently, so I stood in one
spot. I tucked in the loose fabric where my jacket had torn, trying
not to look down and out. I ran my hands through my hair. Having a
short haircut meant that it never looked too bad, for which I was
thankful.

I stuck my thumb out. I was right about it
being harder to get a ride here. A number of cars sped by me
without slowing down. My ears and hands were cold. The sun wasn’t
very effective yet. In between cars, I rubbed my hands together and
jumped up and down to keep warm.

A Chevy station wagon slowed down as it
approached and stopped just a few feet beyond me. I ran up to the
car.

A man stuck his head out of the front window
on the passenger side and said, “Get in the back.”

I opened the back door and piled in as the
driver, also a man, jammed the stick shift on the steering post
into first gear and took off. Judging from their plentiful dark
hair and their sideburns, the men weren’t that much older than I
was.

The passenger turned around and smiled at me.
I smiled back, thankful for his friendliness. He kept smiling,
looking me right in the eye.

“I’m going to Carter,” I said, feeling
exposed by his penetrating gaze.

“We’re going to Rochester,” the passenger
said. “Beautiful Rochester. If you don’t get snowed in.” He
laughed.

I smiled. Rochester was well past Carter. I
told him where they could drop me off. It was close to twenty miles
away still, but it was something to say. The driver kept his eyes
on the road and didn’t look back. He drove at a steady fifty miles
per hour. It wouldn’t take long for us to get there at this rate.
That was good news.

“Are you in college?” the passenger
asked.

“High school. I’m a senior at Carter
High.”

He asked me what subjects I was taking, what
sports I liked, whether the girls at Carter were good looking. He
was full of questions. All the while he kept smiling at me. His
smile was making me uncomfortable. I answered his questions with a
minimum of information. I didn’t want to tell him my life story. I
didn’t tell him about my ordeal of last night. I sensed that it
wasn’t a good idea.

After I answered one of his questions, he
said, “You might like Rochester. We’ve got a nice pad there.”

“You go to the University of Rochester?” I
asked.

“No, we’ve been out of school for ages. But
we live near the university. Are you interested in going
there?”

“I’d like to go to the University of
Michigan.”

“Too big. You should go to a smaller school.
Come to Rochester with us and look it over. You might like it.”

“I have to get home,” I said.

“What’s the hurry? We can drive you home
later. If you went to the University of Rochester, you could share
our pad with us. A good looking guy like you, you’d fit right
in.”

I didn’t like where this conversation was
going. I said, “You can let me off at that next corner.”

“You said you were going to Carter. We’ve got
miles to go yet.”

The driver didn’t slow down. The passenger
turned his head to the front and said something to the driver in a
low voice. The driver said a couple of words back, but I couldn’t
hear any of it.

The passenger turned around and beamed his
smile at me again. He said, “You may be wondering about us. We met
in the army. We shared one of those two-man tents. You develop a
lot of closeness when you live together in a tent.” He laughed.
“We’ve been together ever since.”

I needed to get out of here. But at fifty
miles per hour I didn’t have too many options. And there weren’t
any traffic lights along this stretch of highway. I continued to
carry on a light conversation with the man, trying to hide my
alarm, looking for an opportunity.

As we finally approached the intersection
where I wanted to get out, I said, “There’s my stop. I’m having
dinner at my aunt’s house. My whole family’s going to be there.
They’ll be mad at me if I don’t show up.”

The driver slowed down a little and for a few
seconds I thought he was going to stop. But he was just checking
for cross traffic. He sailed right on through the intersection.

“Hey,” I said, “That’s my stop. Let me off,
please.”

“Don’t worry,” the smiling passenger said.
“You’ll like Rochester.”

I looked through the front window. Ahead was
a traffic light. It was red. Here was my opportunity. I tried not
to telegraph what I was thinking. I smiled back vaguely at my
tormenter. The driver slowed down, and it looked as if he were
going to have to stop. Then the light turned green.

We had slowed to under ten miles per hour,
but the cars ahead of us started to move. I opened the door as the
driver downshifted into second gear.

“What are you doing?” the passenger
asked.

He reached a hand back and tried to grab me.
I eluded his grasp and jumped from the car. I hit the ground and
rolled in the direction the car was going. I stopped on the
shoulder and lay there for a couple of seconds. But I had to move
over, because I might be in the path of other cars. I came up to an
all-fours position and crawled completely off the road. A
Studebaker went by, but its occupants ignored me.

I felt real pain again, including in my sore
hip. I struggled to my feet and uttered a groan. I definitely had
scratches on my legs and arms, and my jacket was torn in several
more places. I didn’t see any blood on my pants, and this was no
time to check and see how bad my injuries were. I could still walk,
at least.

I hobbled back in the direction of the
turnoff to Carter. It must be a mile down the road. When it was
safe, I crossed the highway. I contemplated sticking out my thumb,
but it was too short a distance, and I was leery about accepting
another ride on the highway.

I came to the cross street and headed toward
Carter. Now it was safe to hitchhike again. I still had a few miles
to go, and time was flying. I could tell by the sun that it was
approaching noon. I suspected that whatever Ed had planned was
going to take place soon.

Traffic was sparse on this two-lane country
road. I walked as fast as I could. I was limping, and I felt as if
I weren’t making any progress. Moving my legs but staying in one
place. The first two cars passed me by. Then one slowed as it
passed. I could see that there were two girls inside. They wouldn’t
stop. I turned and continued walking.

The car moved slowly for a hundred yards and
then stopped. I approached as fast as I could, expecting the driver
to take off, but it just sat there with the engine running. It was
a two-door Dodge. A girl got out of the passenger side as I
approached and looked me over. I slowed down, not wanting to look
aggressive. I was afraid she would jump in the car, and they would
drive off.

She must not have been alarmed by what she
saw, because she waited until I came up to the car and then said,
“You can get in the backseat.”

I pulled the seatback forward and climbed
into the back, wincing. On top of everything else, I had apparently
hurt my back. A sharp pain went through it when I bent over to get
into the car. I sat down in the cramped space and pulled the
seatback into position. The girl got in and closed the door. It
wouldn’t be as easy to get out of this one, but I would rather be
trapped by two girls than two guys.

As the car started up, I realized that they
must be on their way to church. The girls were wearing their good
dresses, white gloves, and little white caps. Their hair was pulled
up in buns. They also wore glasses.

I said, “Thank-you for stopping.”

The passenger turned around to look at me and
asked, compassionately, “Were you in a fight?”

“It’s a long story,” I said. “I’m trying to
get to my aunt’s farm on Sugar Road.”

“We’re going to the Mennonite Church.”

That confirmed what I was thinking. The caps
had given them away. Aunt Dorothy had told me that two large
Mennonite families lived in Carter and the children went to Carter
High. I had seen a couple of them in the halls. I didn’t recognize
these girls. But the church was very close to the Drucquers’
house.

“Great. My cousin lives near there. I can get
a ride from his house.”

I asked them what school they went to. They
said Braden, which was in a town south of Carter. But they often
went to the Mennonite Church in Carter and spent the afternoon with
their relatives. At last it looked as if I were going to make it to
the farm.

I asked them what time it was. They weren’t
wearing watches, but the girl in the passenger seat said she
thought it was about quarter to twelve. I was glad we were
approaching the Drucquers’ house. Maybe Ed would still be there.
Maybe this was all a false alarm. But being locked in the bomb
shelter was real, even if it seemed like a bad dream. No, he
definitely was planning something.

They said they would take me right to my
cousin’s house. This would save me a few minutes and every minute
counted, so I didn’t try to talk them out of it. They stopped in
front of the Drucquers’ house, and the girl on the passenger side
got out of the car again. I pushed the seatback forward and exited
painfully, trying not to show how much I hurt. Then I thanked both
of them.

As the girl got back into the car, I turned
and looked for my car. It was not in evidence. The door to the
single garage was closed. That’s where the Drucquers kept their old
clunker. I limped up to the house, trying to think of what to say.
I couldn’t come up with anything brilliant. The place looked
deserted. Perhaps they were all at church.

I remembered that the doorbell didn’t work
and knocked on the door. There was no response for thirty seconds.
I knocked again, wondering how easy it would be to break into the
house and use the phone. Fairly easy, I would imagine. Then I heard
footsteps inside, and Kate opened the door. She was dressed in blue
jeans and the old sweater with a tear in it that I had seen her
wear before.

“What happened to you?” were the first words
out of her mouth as she stared at me in wide-eyed surprise?

“Where’s Ed?” I asked.

“He’s not here.”

“Where is he?”

“Gary, what’s the matter with you?”

“Do you know where he is?”

“No, he drove off in your car a while ago. I
think he said he was going to return it to you. What’s going
on?”

My brusque manner was scaring her. I toned my
voice down a notch or two and said, “May I use your phone? I need
to call Aunt Dorothy.”

Kate opened the door wider and let me in. She
led me to the telephone sitting on a small stand in the combination
dining room and kitchen. I was too absorbed in making sure my
relatives were all right to give any word of explanation to her. I
dialed the number and listened to the phone ring. And ring. I hung
up. There was no sense calling my parents. They would be at the
farm by now. Everybody must be outside. I hoped.

“I’ve got to get to the farm,” I said to
Kate. “Where are your parents?”

“They’re at church. I didn’t want to go, so I
told them I had homework. What…”

“Did they drive their car?”

“No, our neighbors picked them up.”

“Can I borrow their car? Kate, this is
important.”

“Where are you going to take it?”

“To the farm.”

“I’m going with you.”

“No.” Whatever happened, it was no place for
her.

“If you want to use the car, you have to take
me.”

No time to argue. “All right. Get the keys.
Hurry.”




CHAPTER 30

“Now tell me what’s going on,” Kate said as I
sped away from the house. “And try not to wreck the car. You’re
driving like a maniac.”

“Ed locked me in a bomb shelter last night,”
I said, skidding around a turn and downshifting into second gear.
“He’s up to something, but I’m not sure what.”

“He said you lent him your car.”

“That was a lie.”

“So what’s he doing? Is it something to do
with the necklace?”

“No, because there isn’t any necklace.”

“Then what—”

“I’m not sure what he’s up to, but whatever
it is, we’ve got to stop him.”

“Gary, you’re not making any sense.”

“I know. I can’t tell you anything more right
now. All I know is that we’ve got to get to the farm.”

At the speed I was driving, we were going to
be there in about four minutes, in spite of the fact that the old
crate could barely hit fifty. And it was vibrating something awful.
I was glad we didn’t have very far to go. I was also glad about the
scarcity of policemen as I skidded around another turn onto Sugar
Road, without honoring the stop sign.

Half a mile to go on a straightaway. I slowed
down for the railroad tracks, fearing that the car would fall to
pieces if it got too much of a jolt. The driveway of the farm was
just ahead. I pulled into the driveway between two big old maple
trees and stopped behind my father’s car. My car was nowhere in
sight. Maybe Ed wasn’t here, after all.

I jumped out and ran to the front door. It
was unlocked. I opened it and went inside. I could see into the
kitchen. Although I smelled the fetching aroma of Sunday dinner
cooking, I couldn’t see anybody.

“Aunt Dorothy,” I called. No answer. “Uncle
Jeff. Dad. Mother.”

Something was bubbling in the oven, but I
didn’t hear any human sounds. I glanced out the dining room window
that looked straight down the lane. Nobody was in the lane. I
turned and almost knocked down Kate, who had come into the house
behind me.

“Maybe they’re in the barn,” I said.

I ran out of the house and toward the barn.
Kate was right on my heels. Twenty steps later I opened the barn
door and went inside. Another few steps, and I was at the ladder to
the hayloft. The trapdoor was open, and the loft light was on; I
climbed up and onto the floor of the loft. The first thing I saw
was my mother and Aunt Dorothy on the other side of the loft,
attempting to peer between the bales and the wall of the barn. They
were both wearing dresses. It seemed very odd that they would be
wearing dresses in the hayloft.

Then I saw a group on top of the bales—my
dad, Uncle Jeff, Tom, and Archie—also apparently looking for
something. Kate quickly climbed up the bales and joined them. I
went over to the women, whose backs were toward me, and said, “What
are you doing?”

They jumped and turned around. Both stared at
me wide-eyed, as if they had seen a ghost.

“Gary,” my mother said, wrapping me in her
arms. “How did you…?” She couldn’t finish her sentence.

“How did you get out?” Aunt Dorothy
asked.

How did she know about the bomb shelter? I
started to give a confused reply when out of the corner of my eye I
saw somebody run to the ladder from behind the haystack and quickly
climb down, closing the trapdoor behind him with a bang.

It was Ed. What was he up to? I broke free of
my mother and ran over to the trapdoor. By the time I reached it, I
heard hammering noises coming from just beneath it. When it was
closed, we opened the door from above by pulling up a bolt that
acted as a handle, because the closed door was flush with the
floor. I tried to get a grip on the bolt to pull it, but it had
slid down almost flush with the door and I couldn’t get my fingers
under it. Ed had apparently secured it from below. And it was
practically impossible to open the door any other way. The
hammering continued.

“Ed,” I called. “What the hell are you
doing?”

The hammering stopped for a few seconds.
“Gary?” Ed said through the door. “How did you get out?”

“Open the door, Ed,” I said. “The time for
games is over.”

“This will work out just as well,” Ed said.
“Better. I don’t have to go back to the bomb shelter to take care
of you.” He continued hammering.

I sniffed the air. Something smelled funny. I
glanced toward the haystack and saw smoke drifting up from between
the hay and the wall. Ed had set the hay on fire.

“Fire!” I yelled. The others, who had started
coming down from the bales when they heard my voice, now ran over.
My father, Uncle Jeff, and the boys made their way along the wall
toward the fire and started trying to stamp it out.

“This isn’t a joke, Ed,” I yelled, panic in
my voice. “Everybody is up here.”

Ed briefly stopped hammering and said, “It
worked out beautifully, didn’t it? They all hurried out here when I
told them you had gotten stuck searching for the necklace. You
would be amazed how much they all love you, Gary. I’ve got your
whole family right where I want them. Only the Drucquers will be
left to inherit the farm.”

Ed continued hammering. The volume of smoke
was increasing rapidly. Ed had obviously started the fire in a
number of places, and the dry hay was catching fast. I could tell
from the yelling that we weren’t going to be able to put it
out.

There was one thing Ed didn’t know. “Ed, Kate
is up here,” I yelled over the hammering and the shouting. “Kate is
up here,” I called again when the hammering stopped.

“Nice, try, Gary. But pulling my leg won’t
work.”

“Kate,” I yelled. She had tried to get to the
fire, but had been driven back by what was now thick smoke. “Come
here.” I motioned frantically to her. “Tell Ed you’re here.”

Kate ran over to the trapdoor, heard the
hammering, and called, “Eddie?” as if she didn’t believe what was
happening. “What are you doing?”

“Katie? Katie? You’re not supposed to be
here.”

Kate clawed frantically and ineffectually at
the door. “Eddie, the barn is on fire. We’re all going to die.”

“I can’t pull the nails out,” Ed called. Now
the panic was in his voice. “I put them in too tight.”

“Release the bolt,” I said.

I heard some more hammering and the bolt
popped up. But when I pulled up on it, the door didn’t move. Ed had
nailed the wooden crosspieces of the door to the boards surrounding
it. I pulled harder and lost my grip on the bolt. This was as bad
as trying to open the door at the bomb shelter by pulling on the
hasp.

Archie and Tom stumbled out of the space
between the wall and the haystack, coughing, driven out by the
smoke. The men followed them. I heard screaming and confusion. We
didn’t have much time.

“Ed, knock the slats out of the door with the
hammer,” I called.

The wooden slats were nailed in from above,
and he should be able to knock the nails out. I heard pounding, and
the door jumped a little. The nails were in tight, and it would
take forceful blows. More pounding, then a yelled curse from Ed and
a muffled plop that sounded like something hitting the concrete
floor down below. Then silence.

“Ed,” I called. I repeatedly called his name,
but there was no answer.

“What’s the matter with the door?” Uncle Jeff
asked.

He grabbed the bolt and tried to pull the
door up, but he couldn’t get a good enough grip. The door didn’t
move.

“Ed nailed it shut,” I said. “He wants us to
die. He knows Kate’s here, and he was trying to knock the slats
out, but I think he fell off the ladder.”

Uncle Jeff shouted Ed’s name several times.
Still no answer.

“He must have hit his head,” Uncle Jeff
said.

The smoke was now swirling around us. It
would get us before the fire would. The women and my brothers and
Kate were huddled together, coughing and crying. I thought of Uncle
Jeff’s words about looking for the weakest link. The trapdoor was
no longer the weakest link.

What other possibilities were there? There
was the door at one end of the barn. It opened at the top of the
barn to let the conveyor belt bring hay into the loft. It was on
the wall behind the haystack. The door was also well above the
ground and below it was a hard gravel driveway. But the worst
problem was that the smoke was too thick to allow us to climb the
haystack and the whole pile of hay would burst into flames at any
moment.




CHAPTER 31

There was one other possibility. That was the
window above the hay bales at the other end of the barn. We could
get to the window, but how could we get down from there? It must be
at least twenty-five feet to the ground. But maybe it was better to
jump than face certain death from smoke and fire.

I looked up at the window and saw the rope
hanging from the rafters near it. That had to be the answer.

“We’ll go through the window and down the
rope,” I said to Uncle Jeff and my dad, who were both trying to
lift the trapdoor, in vain.

“Is there enough rope to reach the ground?”
my dad asked.

“I don’t know but it’s our only chance. Bring
everybody up on the bales.”

Without waiting for a reply, I ran to the
bales and climbed them as fast as I could. The smoke wasn’t heavy
here yet, although it was starting to drift over from the haystack
to this end of the barn. The window was a little above the top of
the bales, but the wooden slats nailed to the side of the barn
acted as rungs of a ladder that gave access to it.

I quickly climbed the ladder until my head
was even with the window. The bottom half of the window slid up to
open. I released my grip on the top rung with one hand and tried to
push the window up. It was stuck. I hit the crosspiece of the
window with the heel of my hand in an upward direction, trying to
unstick it. The window didn’t move, but my hand hit one of the
dirty panes and broke the glass.

A quick look at my hand revealed that I had
suffered only a minor cut. The broken glass was no help, because
the panes were much too small for us to go through. But if I could
break the six panes of glass on the bottom half of the window and
the wooden crosspieces that held the panes in place, we could get
through the opening.

I looked down and saw that my brothers and
Kate were now standing on the bales below me. The women were
hampered by their tight skirts, but the men were helping them climb
up the bales.

“I need to break the window,” I said to Tom,
Archie, and Kate. “Has anybody seen the pitchfork?”

The pitchfork was used to move the hay in the
haystack. Hopefully, it was in the hayloft.

“I saw it the last time we were up here,”
Kate said. “It was between the haystack and the north wall.”

Before I could say anything, she made her way
quickly through the jumble of bales to the edge and slid down them
to the floor. She disappeared from my view. That side of the
hayloft was not yet on fire, thankfully, but the smoke had reached
it. I hoped the pitchfork was still there. I prayed she would find
it and make it back all right. Tom went to the edge of the bales,
probably wondering whether he should follow her. And perhaps
wondering what she meant by talking about the last time we were in
the hayloft.

For several seconds, I held my breath and
wondered whether I should send Tom down into the smoke with her, or
go myself. No, I couldn’t take the time to get down from the
ladder. Maybe I should try to break the window with a hay hook
instead of the pitchfork. I was about to ask Archie to hand up a
hay hook when I saw Tom grab the handle of the pitchfork as it was
lifted up to him. Kate had found it.

Tom made his way among the bales, which were
piled helter-skelter from when I had been searching for the
necklace, trying not to trip and stick himself with the pitchfork.
While I cringed as the pitchfork swung wildly with his movements,
he made it to a spot below me and handed the pitchfork up, handle
first. The other end consisted of three sharp metal tines.

I gripped the handle like a javelin, with the
tines facing the window, pulled my arm back as far as I could, and
made a sharp thrust at the window. The force of my thrust threw me
against the wall of the barn, and I almost dropped the pitchfork
and fell off the ladder. I clung to the top rung of the ladder with
one hand and renewed my grip on the pitchfork with the other.

I checked for damage. I had broken two more
panes of glass, but more important, I saw a crack in the wooden
frame that held the glass in place. I thought I could knock it out
and clear a hole large enough for us to crawl through.

Everybody had made it to the top of the bales
now. I heard my father telling the women to take off their
stockings. My father and Uncle Jeff fired questions at me about
whether I could break through the window. I assured them that I
could. But could I do it fast enough? Looking back across the
hayloft, I saw tongues of flame lapping up the sides of the
haystack. The smoke became thicker every second.

I thrust the pitchfork at the frame of the
window several times, being careful not to do it so violently that
I would fall or lose my grip on the fork. I made a break in the
frame and worked on enlarging it enough for us to get through. I
also knocked out all six panes of glass in the half-window to keep
us from cutting ourselves.

“That should do it,” Uncle Jeff called from
below. “There isn’t time for neatness.”

He had carried a section of the rope that
hung from the rafters over to the ladder. He climbed the ladder,
holding the rope between his body and the wall. I handed the
pitchfork down to my father and reached my hand down to take the
rope from Uncle Jeff. I had to shove the rope through the gap in
the window and then keep threading it until the end of the rope
that was resting on the bales in an untidy coil went through the
window and dropped down toward the ground.

It would have been easier to start threading
with the end of the rope instead of somewhere in the middle, but
the end was buried in the tangled coil on the bales and we didn’t
have time to untangle it. By threading it from the middle, we would
eventually come to the end as the rope uncoiled.

That was the theory. In practice, when I
shoved a length of the rope through the window, the weight of the
rope below and above it pulled it back into the barn. Uncle Jeff
saw what was happening. He stood on the ladder just below me and
held a length of rope up with one hand, so that most of the
downward pull was eliminated.

This enabled me to shove a section of rope
through the hole and hold it there with the pressure of my body
while I let go with my hand and grabbed it again a foot lower. Then
I shoved the next section through. It wasn’t fast, and it certainly
wasn’t elegant, but we were making progress.

After a number of thrusts, enough of the rope
was hanging out the window so that its weight kept it from being
pulled back inside. But the rope was still a long way above the
ground, as I could see when I stuck my head through the hole and
looked down. And below the window I saw tall weeds growing, the
kind that have protective spines sticking out of the stalks.

No time to think about that now. The smoke
had reached me and was billowing out the window. I started
coughing, and everybody below me was coughing, too. We had to get
out of the barn, or we would be overcome by smoke inhalation.

I sped up the process, grabbing the rope at a
point below the window and shoving it through. Since I didn’t have
to hold it while I grabbed the next section, I fed it through the
window faster and faster.

I was doing this without looking down, so I
was surprised when the last few feet of the rope were pulled
through the window by the weight of the rope outside. I looked out
the window again and saw that the rope was fully extended downward
but didn’t reach the ground. I couldn’t tell exactly how far above
the ground it stopped, but it was definitely above the nettles.

I reported this to Uncle Jeff, who was still
standing on the ladder just below me.

“That’s the best we can do,” he said. “We
have to get out now. Gary, you go first and prepare to catch the
others as they come down.”

He said this in the voice he would use if I
were going down a slide at a playground, although his face looked
harried, and he was coughing while trying to hang onto the ladder.
I was about to argue that the women should go first. I was
especially afraid that my mother and Aunt Dorothy wouldn’t make it
out. But then I realized that they would have a better chance if
someone were below to help them. And I think my biggest fear was
that I would be the only one to get out.

But there wasn’t even time for Uncle Jeff and
me to climb down the ladder to let somebody else go first. I wasn’t
ready for what came next, but I would never be. I grabbed the rope
and pulled, making sure it was anchored firmly from above. Then I
climbed to the top rung of the ladder, holding on to the remains of
the window frame.

I looked down. The height now appeared
dizzying, since I was about to have only a rope to keep me from
falling. I wouldn’t look down again. The situation was awkward,
because I had to grab the rope with both hands while making sure
that I didn’t swing inward toward the fire instead of outward. I
hooked a leg over the window ledge to hold myself, and then, with
as tight a grip as I could manage on the rope, swung the other leg
over.

I was hanging on the rope by my hands, pushed
against the side of the barn. I frantically wrapped one foot around
the rope and pressed against my foot and the rope with the sole of
my other foot. Now I could lower myself slowly, hand over hand,
while my feet helped hold my weight. But could the others do
that?

I bumped against the side of the barn as I
slid down the rope, but that was a minor irritation. And then my
feet ran out of rope. I looked down. I was just above the nettles.
I lowered myself using only my hands for another yard, pushed
myself away from the barn with my feet, and let go of the rope. The
pain as I fell through the nettles was astonishing. I cried out as
I hit the ground.

“Are you all right?”

It was Kate’s voice, calling from above.
Shaking off the pain, I stood up, getting my face, arms, and legs
scratched more and more in the process, and said, “I’m okay. Wrap
one leg around the rope and hold it with your other leg.”

Kate came down the rope fast—maybe too fast.
I braced myself as she dropped the last few feet, knocking me down.
She screamed from the shock of the nettles tearing into her, but I
wasn’t feeling the pain anymore. She rolled off me, and I stood up
again.

Archie was coming down the rope. He had taken
gymnastics classes, and he had no trouble with the rope at all. He
barely needed our help for the final drop, and he didn’t get
scratched much because we had knocked most of the nettles that were
directly under the rope out of the way.

Tom was already halfway down the rope. He,
too, didn’t need much help and landed almost gracefully. I looked
up and saw that my mother was next. She was clearly terrified. Her
skirt was rolled up, but that was the least of her problems. She
probably hadn’t done anything like this for twenty-five years.

She was sitting astride the windowsill. The
broken pieces of the frame must be cutting into her backside. She
was holding onto the rope but afraid to move. I saw Uncle Jeff’s
head. He must be standing at the top of the ladder, and he was
coaching her, talking calmly and soothingly. It was amazing that he
could be so cool when the smoke was now pouring out of the window
around them.

He got my mother to twist around, so that
both of her legs dangled out the window. She was still more or less
sitting on the ledge and was clinging to the rope. Uncle Jeff
talked her into positioning her legs on the rope before she left
the safety of the ledge.

Then she shoved off from the ledge. The back
of her head hit the ledge as she slid past, but I don’t think she
even noticed that. At first she came down slowly, her legs locked
together, holding her weight. She shifted her feet to make herself
slide faster, but then she slid too fast. She came shooting down
the rope, which must be burning her hands and legs, screaming as
she came.

The four of us all stood underneath and
received her full weight as she fell on top of us. We were all
shouting and groaning. I hurt all over, but I tried to roll my
mother out of the way because Aunt Dorothy was now coming down. Her
descent was a little more graceful, but the ones of us who could
still move tried to catch her as she dropped off the end of the
rope. We ended up in a pile on the ground again.

I looked up and saw that both Uncle Jeff and
my father were on the rope. Time had run out, with the smoke
pouring out of the broken window. Both of them were in relatively
good shape and had been athletes in their time. We didn’t try to
catch them at the bottom; they would have crushed us. Instead, we
tried to get out of their way. They landed with a minimum of
groaning. The nettles were now gone from the drop zone.

The men were still coughing as they tried to
stand up. I looked at the others. Everybody was conscious, at
least, although various ones of us had injuries, ranging from
nettle scratches to rope burns to perhaps sprained ankles or
worse.

“You saved us, Gary,” my father said, between
coughs.

This was the first time I had heard him say
something complimentary to me in the past few weeks. I started to
bask in his approval when something else occurred to me. I pulled
myself to my feet and started limping toward the side of the barn
where the outside door was located.

“Where are you going?” my father asked.

“To get Ed,” I said. “If he’s hurt, he needs
help.”

Kate trotted along beside me. Then she passed
me since I was hobbled by a variety of injuries. By the time I
reached the door to the barn, she had already opened it and was
inside. Not much smoke had reached the lower part of the barn yet.
I could see Kate bending over Ed, who was lying on the concrete
floor near the ladder.

“He’s hurt,” she said, urgently.

And indeed, he had blood on his head where it
had apparently hit the hard floor. But his eyes were open, and he
was semi-conscious.

“We have to get you out of here, Ed,” I said
to him, lifting him by the shoulders.

Kate tried to lift his legs, but he yelled
when she did. I could see that one leg looked twisted, even through
his pants.

“I think his leg is broken,” I told Kate.

Broken leg or not, we still had to get him
out of the barn, because I was afraid the ceiling above us, which
also served as the floor of the hayloft, was going to collapse.
Kate and I dragged Ed toward the door, even though he screamed all
the way. Perhaps I even received some kind of grim satisfaction
from his screams. We pulled him through the doorway and well onto
the grass and away from the barn.

Then I collapsed on the lawn. Kate knelt
beside Ed, frantically telling him that everything was going to be
all right, as if she were trying to convince herself. Our eyes met.
Hers had a look of shock and disbelief.




CHAPTER 32

“When my dad called me out of the room, it
was to tell me that he had arranged for my return to Atherton High
School.”

Sylvia caught her breath and stared at me.
She was looking mighty pretty in a shimmery green dress that
matched her green eyes, with her short blond hair waved just right.
In the background, the hired band played “Stranger in Paradise”
from Kismet, as the band members harmonized their voices to
the words.

Autumn leaves adorned the walls of the high
school gymnasium, as if there weren’t already enough outside, and
young couples glided around the dance floor with greater or lesser
proficiency, the boys wearing suits and the girls wearing
calf-length dresses much like Sylvia’s. But she was the prettiest
one there, even including Natalie, who had her arms wrapped around
Joe in apparent bliss.

I had asked Sylvia if we could sit this one
out, so that I could bring her up to date without Tom and Kate
being there. They were dancing together; Tom was in heaven, and
Kate looked as if she were having fun. I hoped so. She had been
through a lot in the past week.

“I told him I wanted to stay at Carter.”

Sylvia started breathing again. It was
terrible of me to do this to her. I had been experimenting with my
newfound power ever since I had been declared a hero by the Buffalo
Express in a front-page article. Now I had to come back down to
earth.

The first thing I had done was to figure out
how I could take Sylvia to the autumn dance. My father was no
longer in any position to object. I had won over other key players.
Aunt Dorothy wouldn’t be reporting my misdeeds to him any longer
and Dr. Graves had even asked me to take over as editor of the
Carter school paper.

Convincing Tom to take Kate to the dance was
a piece of cake. I thought the hardest part would be to convince
Kate that I wasn’t standing her up. It turned out that what upset
her most was the fear that everybody would turn against her because
of what Ed had done. I got Kate and Tom talking on the phone. Tom’s
obvious liking for her helped put her world back together.

Barney said he could find another date, which
left Sylvia free to go with me. In fact, at this very moment,
Barney was dancing with Ruth Allen, the girl he had brought. Maybe
there was something to her other than her body. After all, Barney
was an intellectual. But then, he had been hot for Natalie, too.
Even intellectuals had their urges.

I picked up Sylvia and Kate, in that order.
Sylvia’s parents congratulated me for being a hero. Kate’s parents
were strangely absent when I called for her. We all drove to
Atherton to collect Tom. I introduced Sylvia to my parents while we
were there. They were very cordial to her. My father turned on his
politician’s campaign personality with her. And then he took me
aside.

I related to Sylvia what he had said. “He
said he had talked to the Atherton principal who would accept me
back. Even the mother of the girl I libeled agreed to drop any
plans for a lawsuit.”

“So why aren’t you going? After all, you’ve
only been here a month.”

“For a minute I considered it. I would be
returning as the conquering hero. But then I thought it was more
likely that I would be returning as the prodigal son. There seemed
to be a hint of condescension in what my father was doing, as if he
were saying, ‘You done wrong, but you have atoned for it, and we
forgive you.’ Sylvia, I’m not looking for forgiveness.”

Sylvia took my hand and said, “Now I know why
I like you, Gary.”

“The fact that I would have to be separated
from you entered into my thinking, too.”

“I’m sure it did.” Sylvia said that with a
lilt. She was her old playful self again.

“He mentioned the benefits of living at home.
But I think I’ve outgrown home, at least as a permanent
residence.”

“It’s a nice place to visit, but I wouldn’t
want to live there.”

“Well, maybe summers.”

The music stopped, and Tom and Kate returned,
hand in hand, to the chairs in our little group. Kate looked
delectable in a red dress that matched her hair. She had
successfully covered many of the scars on her face and arms from
the scratches of the nettles, with makeup, something I had been
much less successful at. Girls are so much better at those things
than boys. But perhaps the scratches had enhanced my reputation at
Carter during the past week. I certainly didn’t have a low profile
anymore.

Tom was handsome in a dark suit, white shirt,
and red tie. He hadn’t suffered any damage that was noticeable and
in fact, had probably come out of the fire in better shape than
anybody else, with the possible exception of Archie. My mother had
suffered rope burns on her hands and sprained her ankle. Aunt
Dorothy had hurt her knee and was hobbling around with a cane. Both
my father and Uncle Jeff had been treated for smoke inhalation and
been given oxygen by the volunteer firemen, who couldn’t do
anything to save the barn.

The barn was a total loss. It had burned down
to the concrete foundation. My father and Aunt Dorothy didn’t seem
to be as concerned about that as they could be. Perhaps because
they were insured, but more likely because we had all gotten out
safely.

“Good band,” Tom said, enthusiastically.
“Kate, would you like something to drink?”

She answered in the affirmative, and Tom set
off to the refreshment table. The music started again. This time
the band played “The Tennessee Waltz.”

“Gary, you haven’t danced with Kate yet,”
Sylvia said. “Now is your chance.”

I wasn’t sure about leaving Sylvia alone, but
her look told me this was my duty. Although my waltzing was not
major league, and it was made worse by my sore hip, I escorted Kate
out onto the floor and did my best. At least the intricacies of the
waltz would keep us at a respectable distance from each other. As I
looked at her, I realized for the first time that both she and
Sylvia had green eyes. They were the only green-eyed girls I had
ever known.

After a short silence, I said, “When is Ed
getting out of the hospital?” We hadn’t talked about Ed in the car,
trying to focus on happier things.

“He’ll be out next week,” Kate said. “His
skull fracture is mending well and so is his leg. And then…what’s
going to happen to him, Gary?”

I saw two tears rolling down her cheeks. I
wished I hadn’t said anything about Ed. But I wasn’t going to lie
to her.

“Well, he has some serious charges against
him. Murder and attempted murder.” Not to mention false
imprisonment and destruction of property. “But the murder charge
won’t be first degree. And he’s a minor, so he’s treated
differently than an adult. If he…has learned his lesson, I suspect
that he will be able to live a normal life someday. But he won’t be
returning to Carter.”

Ed had confessed to pushing Ralph off the
balcony, because Ralph was teasing him about the necklace. They had
met after the assembly for some reason that wasn’t clear. The
subject of the map had come up. Ralph had the map but wouldn’t show
it to Ed. They argued about it, and Ralph did his handstand trick.
It was his undoing. Ed went down to the main floor of the
auditorium and took the map off his body.

“I know. They’re going to send him to reform
school or someplace like that. But first they’re going to give him
a psychiatric evaluation. Do you think they might send him to the
loony bin?”

I couldn’t answer that. I held Kate a little
closer.

“I’ve seen him in the hospital,” Kate
continued, “and he seems very repentant. I think he’s learned his
lesson.”

“I’m sure he has.” I hoped this was true.

“Where do you think he went wrong? Do you
think he was corrupted by reading those magazines?”

“Magazines?”

“You know, the nudist magazines.”

“Uh, no, I think they’re basically
harmless.”

I didn’t mention that I had been struggling
not to be corrupted by the magazine I had purloined from Ed. I was
glad when the dance ended. Kate excused herself to go to the
“powder” room and fix her makeup. She declined an invitation from
Sylvia to go with her.

“She’ll be all right,” I said to Tom, trying
to reassure him. “She’s worried about Ed.”

“I see that our hero is back with his
beloved.”

I recognized the voice immediately, but I
looked up to make sure. It was Natalie all right, looking more
beautiful than usual, if that were possible. I still preferred
Sylvia. I was surprised that Natalie had the gall to approach
Sylvia.

“And I’m glad to see that you and Joe are
getting along so well,” Sylvia said with a fake smile and fake
interest.

“Well, you know how it is,” Natalie said,
answering smile for smile, as if their smiles were dueling swords.
“Would you mind terribly if I danced a dance with Gary?”

That came as another surprise, since Joe was
in full view of us, talking to another couple.

“I know how you like to collect heroes,”
Sylvia said. “Sure, you can dance with Gary. Just don’t try to
collect him.”

We went out on the dance floor and oozed
around to the strains of “Half as Much,” made famous by Rosemary
Clooney. I had read a quote about writing a ballad from somebody
who knew the music business: “Keep it simple, keep it sexy, keep it
sad.” And have Rosemary sing it.

“Aren’t you afraid of what Joe will do?” I
asked Natalie.

“Joe and I have reached an understanding,”
she said. “We had a very frank discussion. I told him I would stay
with him until graduation, and then we will go our separate ways.
Meanwhile, I will dance with whom I please and talk to whom I
please.”

“And he didn’t get mad?”

“He started to utter threats, as he was wont
to do, but I stood up to him. I told him that my daddy keeps a
shotgun under his bed, and he knows how to use it.”

“Is that true?”

“Does it matter whether it’s true, as long as
Joe thinks it’s a real possibility? Anyway, he has behaved like a
lamb ever since.”

And apparently to show her independence, she
put her head on my shoulder. I glanced apprehensively at Sylvia,
but she was talking to Tom and to Kate, who had returned from the
“powder” room, and ignoring us.

“My offer still stands,” Natalie said into my
ear. “If you ever want to play ‘hide the salami,’ give me a
jingle.”

This straightened me up real fast, and I
danced the rest of the dance with plenty of airspace between us
while she gave me her innocent look. As with Kate, I was glad when
the dance was over, but for different reasons. I finally got to
dance with Sylvia again, to the band’s version of “Autumn Leaves.”
Appropriate.

“Well, did you get Nat out of your system?”
Sylvia asked me with an impish grin.

“I’ve gotten all girls except you out of my
system,” I said. And I meant it.
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