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    WHY I WAS BACHMAN

  




  

    By Stephen King

  




  

    1

  




  

    Between 1977 and 1984 I published five novels under the pseudonym of Richard Bachman. These were Rage (1977)1, The Long Walk (1979), Roadwork (1981), The Running Man (1982), and Thinner (1984). There were two reasons I was finally linked with Bachman: first, because the first four books, all paperback originals, were dedicated to people associated with my life, and second, because my name appeared on the copyright forms of one book. Now people are asking me why I did it, and I don’t seem to have very satisfactory answers. Good thing I didn’t murder anyone, isn’t it?

  




  

    2

  




  

    I can make a few suggestions, but that’s all. The only important thing I ever did in my life for a conscious reason was to ask Tabitha Spruce, the college co-ed I was seeing, if she would marry me. The reason was that I was deeply in love with her. The joke is that love itself is an irrational and indefinable emotion.

  




  

    Sometimes something just says Do this or Don’t do that. I almost always obey that voice, and when I disobey it I usually

  




  

    rue the day. All I’m saying is that I’ve got a hunch-player’s approach to life. My wife accuses me of being an impossibly picky Virgo and I guess I am in some ways – I usually know at any given time how many pieces of a 500-piece puzzle I’ve put in, for instance – but I never really planned anything big that I ever did, and that includes the books that I’ve written. I never sat down and wrote page one with anything but the vaguest idea of how things would come out.

  




  

    One day it occurred to me that I ought to publish Getting It On, a novel with Doubleday almost published two years before they published Carrie, under a pseudonym. It seemed like a good idea so I did it.

  




  

    Like I say, good thing I didn’t kill anybody, huh?
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    In 1968 or 1969, Paul McCartney said a wistful and startling thing in an interview. He said the Beatles had discussed the idea of going out on the road as a bar-band named Randy and the Rockets. They would wear hokey capes and masks à la Count Five, he said, so no one would recognize them, and they would just have a rave-up, like in the old days.

  




  

    When the interviewer suggested they would be recognized by their voices, Paul seemed at first startled . . . and then a bit appalled.
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    Cub Koda, possibly America’s greatest houserocker, once told me this story about Elvis Presley, and like the man said, if it ain’t true, it oughtta be. Cub said Elvis told an interviewer something that went like this: I was like a cow in a pen with a whole bunch of other cows, only I got out somehow. Well, they came and got me and put me in another pen, only this one was bigger and I had it all to myself. I looked around and seen the fences was so high I’d never get out. So I said, ‘All right, I’ll graze.’
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    I wrote five novels before Carrie. Two of them were bad, one was indifferent, and I thought two of them were pretty good. The two good ones were Getting It On (which became Rage when it was finally published) and The Long Walk. Getting It On was begun in 1966, when I was a senior in high school. I later found it moldering away in an old box in the cellar of the house where I’d grown up – this rediscovery was in 1970, and I finished the novel in 1971. The Long Walk was written in the fall of 1966 and the spring of 1967, when I was a freshman at college.

  




  

    I submitted Walk to the Bennett Cerf/Random House first-novel competition (which has, I think, long since gone the way of the blue suede shoe) in the fall of 1967 and it was promptly rejected with a form note . . . no comment of any kind. Hurt and depressed, sure that the book must really be terrible, I stuck it into the fabled TRUNK, which all novelists, both published and aspiring, carry around. I never submitted it again until Elaine Geiger at New American Library asked if ‘Dicky’ (as we called him) was going to follow up Rage. The Long Walk went in the TRUNK, but as Bob Dylan says in ‘Tangled Up in Blue’, it never escaped my mind.

  




  

    None of them has ever escaped my mind – not even the really bad ones.
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    The numbers have gotten very big. That’s part of it. I have times when I feel as if I planted a modest packet of words and grew some kind of magic beanstalk . . . or a runaway garden of books (OVER 40 MILLION KING BOOKS IN PRINT!!!, as my publisher likes to trumpet). Or, put it another way – sometimes I feel like Mickey Mouse in Fantasia. I knew enough to get the brooms started, but once they start to march, things are never the same.

  




  

    Am I bitching? No. At least they’re very gentle bitches if I am. I have tried my best to follow that other Dylan’s advice and sing in my chains like the sea. I mean, I could get down there in the amen corner and crybaby about how tough it is to be Stephen King, but somehow I don’t think all those people out there who are a) unemployed or b) busting heavies every week just to keep even with the house payments and the MasterCharge bill would feel a lot of sympathy for me. Nor would I expect it. I’m still married to the same woman, my kids are healthy and bright, and I’m being well paid for doing something I love. So what’s to bitch about?

  




  

    Nothing.

  




  

    Almost.
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    Memo to Paul McCartney, if he’s there: the interviewer was right. They would have recognized your voices, but before you even opened your mouths, they would have recognized George’s guitar licks. I did five books as Randy and the Rockets and I’ve been getting letters asking me if I was Richard Bachman from the very beginning.

  




  

    My response to this was simplicity itself: I lied.
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    I think I did it to turn the heat down a little bit; to do something as someone other than Stephen King. I think that all novelists are inveterate role-players and it was fun to be someone else for a while – in this case, Richard Bachman. And he did develop a personality and a history to go along with the bogus author photo on the back of Thinner and the bogus wife (Claudia Inez Bachman) to whom the book is dedicated. Bachman was a fairly unpleasant fellow who was born in New York and spent about ten years in the merchant marine after four years in the Coast Guard. He ultimately settled in rural central New Hampshire, where he wrote at night and tended to his medium-sized dairy farm during the day. The Bachmans had one child, a boy, who died in an unfortunate accident at the age of six (he fell through a well cover and drowned). Three years ago a brain tumour was discovered near the base of Bachman’s brain; tricky surgery removed it. And he died suddenly in February of 1985 when the Bangor Daily News, my hometown paper, published the story that I was Bachman – a story which I confirmed. Sometimes it was fun to be Bachman, a curmudgeonly recluse à la J. D. Salinger, who never gave interviews and who, on the author questionnaire from New English Library in London, wrote down ‘rooster worship’ in the blank provided for religion.
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    I’ve been asked several times if I did it because I thought I was overpublishing the market as Stephen King. The answer is no. I didn’t think I was overpublishing the market . . . but my publishers did. Bachman provided a compromise for both of us. My ‘Stephen King publishers’ were like a frigid wifey who only wants to put out once or twice a year, encouraging her endlessly horny hubby to find a call girl. Bachman was where I went when I had to have relief. This does nothing, however, to explain why I’ve felt this restless need to publish what I write when I don’t need the dough.

  




  

    I repeat, good thing I didn’t kill someone, huh?
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    I’ve been asked several times if I did it because I feel typecast as a horror writer. The answer is no. I don’t give a shit what people call me as long as I can go to sleep at night.

  




  

    Nevertheless, only the last of the Bachman books is an out-and-out horror story, and the fact hasn’t escaped me. Writing something that was not horror as Stephen King would be perfectly easy, but answering the questions about why I did it would be a pain in the ass. When I wrote straight fiction as Richard Bachman, no one asked the questions. In fact, ha-ha, hardly anyone read the books.

  




  

    Which leads us to what might be – well, not the reason why that voice spoke up in the first place, but the closest thing to it.
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    You try to make sense of your life. Everybody tries to do that, I think, and part of making sense of things is trying to find reasons . . . or constants . . . things that don’t fluctuate.

  




  

    Everyone does it, but perhaps people who have extraordinarily lucky or unlucky lives do it a little more. Part of you wants to think – or must at least speculate – that you got whopped with the cancer stick because you were one of the bad guys (or one of the good ones, if you believe Durocher’s Law). Part of you wants to think that you must have been one hardworking S.O.B. or a real prince or maybe even one of the Sainted Multitude if you end up riding high in a world where people are starving, shooting each other, burning out, bumming out, getting loaded, getting ‘Luded.

  




  

    But there’s another part that suggests it’s all a lottery, a real-life game-show not much different from ‘Wheel of Fortune’ or ‘The New Price Is Right’ (two of the Bachman books, incidentally, are about game-show-type competitions). It is for some reason depressing to think it was all – or even mostly – an accident. So maybe you try to find out if you could do it again.

  




  

    Or in my case, if Bachman could do it again.
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    The question remains unanswered. Richard Bachman’s first four books did not sell well at all, perhaps partly because they were issued without fanfare.

  




  

    Each month paperback houses issue three types of books: ‘leaders,’ which are heavily advertised, stocked in dump-bins (the trade term for those showy cardboard displays you see at the front of your local chain bookstore), and which usually feature fancy covers that have been either die-cut or stamped with foil; ‘sub-leaders,’ which are less heavily advertised, less apt to be awarded dump-bins, and less expected to sell millions of copies (two hundred thousand copies sold would be one hell of a good showing for a sub-leader); and just plain books. This third category is the paperback book publishing world’s equivalent of trench warfare . . . or cannon fodder. ‘Just plain books’ (the only other term I can think of is sub-sub-leaders, but that is really depressing) are rarely hardcover reprints; they are generally backlist books with new covers, genre novels (gothics, Regency romances, westerns, and so on), or series books such as The Survivalist, The Mercenaries, The Sexual Adventures of a Horny Pumpkin . . . you get the idea. And, every now and then, you find genuine novels buried in this deep substratum, and the Bachman novels are not the only time such novels have been the work of well-known writers sending out dispatches from deep cover. Donald Westlake published paperback originals under the names Tucker Cow and Richard Stark; Evan Hunter under the name Ed McBain; Gore Vidal under the name Edgar Box. More recently Gordon Lish published an excellent, eerie paperback original called The Stone Boy under a pseudonym.

  




  

    The Bachman novels were ‘just plain books,’ paperbacks to fill the drugstore and bus-station racks of America. This was at my request; I wanted Bachman to keep a low profile. So, in that sense, the poor guy had the dice loaded against him from the start.

  




  

    And yet, little by little, Bachman gained a dim cult following. His final book, Thinner, had sold about 28,000 copies in hardcover before a Washington bookstore clerk and writer named Steve Brown got suspicious, and went to the Library of Congress, and uncovered my name on one of the Bachman copyright forms. Twenty-eight thousand copies isn’t a lot – it’s certainly not in best-seller territory – but it’s 4,000 copies more than my book Night Shift sold in 1978. I had intended Bachman to follow Thinner with a rather gruesome suspense novel called Misery, and I think that one might have taken ‘Dicky’ onto the best-seller lists. Of course we’ll never know now, will we? Richard Bachman, who survived the brain tumor, finally died of a much rarer disease – cancer of the pseudonym. He died with that question – is it work that takes you to the top or is it all just a lottery? – still unanswered.

  




  

    But the fact that Thinner did 28,000 copies when Bachman was the author and 280,000 copies when Steve King became the author, might tell you something, huh?
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    There is a stigma attached to the idea of the pen name. This was not so in the past; there was a time when the writing of novels was believed to be a rather low occupation, perhaps more vice than profession, and a pen name thus seemed a perfectly natural and respectable way of protecting one’s self (and one’s relatives) from embarrassment. As respect for the art of the novel rose, things changed. Both critics and general readers became suspicious of work done by men and women who elected to hide their identities. If it was good, the unspoken opinion seems to run, the guy would have put his real name on it. If he lied about his name, the book must suck like an Electrolux.

  




  

    So I want to close by saying just a few words about the worth of these books. Are they good novels? I don’t know. Are they honest novels? Yes, I think so. They were honestly meant, anyway, and written with an energy I can only dream about these days (The Running Man, for instance, was written during a period of seventy-two hours and published with virtually no changes). Do they suck like an Electrolux? Overall, no. In places . . . wellll . . .

  




  

    I was not quite young enough when these stories were written to be able to dismiss them as juvenilia. On the other hand, I was still callow enough to believe in oversimple motivations (many of them painfully Freudian) and unhappy endings. The most recent of the Bachman books offered here, Roadwork, was written between ’Salem’s Lot and The Shining, and was an effort to write a ‘straight’ novel. (I was also young enough in those days to worry about that casual cocktail-party question, ‘Yes, but when are you going to do something serious?’) I think it was also an effort to make some sense of my mother’s painful death the year before – a lingering cancer had taken her off inch by painful inch. Following this death I was left both grieving and shaken by the apparent senselessness of it all. I suspect Roadwork is probably the worst of the lot simply because it tries so hard to be good and to find some answers to the conundrum of human pain.

  




  

    The reverse of this is The Running Man, which may be the best of them because it’s nothing but story – it moves with the goofy speed of a silent movie, and anything which is not story is cheerfully thrown over the side.

  




  

    Both The Long Walk and Rage are full of windy psychological preachments (both textual and subtextual), but there’s still a lot of story in those novels – ultimately the reader will be better equipped than the writer to decide if the story is enough to surmount all the failures of perception and motivation.

  




  

    I’d only add that two of these novels, perhaps even all four, might have been published under my own name if I had been a little more savvy about the publishing business or if I hadn’t been preoccupied in the years they were written with first trying to get myself through school and then to support my family. And that I only published them (and am allowing them to be republished now) because they are still my friends; they are undoubtedly maimed in some ways, but they still seem very much alive to me.
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    And a few words of thanks: to Elaine Koster, NAL’s publisher (who was Elaine Geiger when these books were first published), who kept ‘Dicky’s’ secret so long and successfully; to Carolyn Stromberg, ‘Dicky’s’ first editor, who did the same; to Kirby McCauley, who sold the rights and also kept the secret faithfully and well; to my wife, who encouraged me with these just as she did with the others that turned out to be such big and glittery money-makers; and, as always, to you, reader, for your patience and kindness.

  




  

    Stephen King

  




  

    Bangor, Maine

  




  

    1985

  




  


  





  

    1. Now out of print, and a good thing.

  




  

    THE LONG WALK

  




  

    This is for Jim Bishop


    and Burt Hatlen and Ted Holmes.

  




  

    ‘To me the Universe was all void of Life, or Purpose, of Volition, even of Hostility; it was one huge, dead, immeasurable Steam-engine, rolling on, in its dead indifference, to grind me limb from limb. O Vast, gloomy, solitary Golgotha, and Mill of Death! Why was the Living banished thither companionless, conscious? Why, if there is no Devil; nay, unless the Devil is your God?’

  




  

    – Thomas Carlyle

  




  

    ‘I would encourage every American to walk as often as possible.

  




  

    It’s more than healthy; it’s fun.’

  




  

    – John F. Kennedy (1962)

  




  

    ‘The pump don’t work

  




  

    ’Cause the vandals took the handle.’

  




  

    – Bob Dylan

  




  

    Part One

  




  

    STARTING OUT

  




  

    1

  




  

    

      ‘Say the secret word and win a hundred dollars.

    




    

      George, who are our first contestants?

    




    

      George . . . ? Are you there, George?’

    




    

      – Groucho Marx

    




    

      You Bet Your Life

    


  




  

    An old blue Ford pulled into the guarded parking lot that morning, looking like a small, tired dog after a hard run. One of the guards, an expressionless young man in a khaki uniform and a Sam Browne belt, asked to see the blue plastic ID card. The boy in the back seat handed it to his mother. His mother handed it to the guard. The guard took it to a computer terminal that looked strange and out of place in the rural stillness. The computer terminal ate the card and flashed this on its screen:

  




  

    GARRATY RAYMOND DAVIS

  




  

    RD 1 POWNAL MAINE

  




  

    ANDROSGOGGIN COUNTY

  




  

    ID NUMBER 49-801-89

  




  

    OK-OK-OK

  




  

    The guard punched another button and all of this disappeared, leaving the terminal screen smooth and green and blank again. He waved them forward.

  




  

    ‘Don’t they give the card back?’ Mrs Garraty asked. ‘Don’t they –’

  




  

    ‘No, Mom,’ Garraty said patiently.

  




  

    ‘Well, I don’t like it,’ she said, pulling forward into an empty space. She had been saying it ever since they set out in the dark of two in the morning. She had been moaning it, actually.

  




  

    ‘Don’t worry,’ he said without hearing himself. He was occupied with looking and with his own confusion of anticipation and fear. He was out of the car almost before the engine’s last asthmatic wheeze – a tall, well-built boy wearing a faded army jacket against the eight o’clock spring chill.

  




  

    His mother was also tall, but too thin. Her breasts were almost nonexistent: token nubs. Her eyes were wandering and unsure, somehow shocked. Her face was an invalid’s face. Her iron-colored hair had gone awry under the complication of clips that was supposed to hold it in place. Her dress hung badly on her body as if she had recently lost a lot of weight.

  




  

    ‘Ray,’ she said in that whispery conspirator’s voice that he had come to dread. ‘Ray, listen –’

  




  

    He ducked his head and pretended to tuck in his shirt. One of the guards was eating Crations from a can and reading a comic book. Garraty watched the guard eating and reading and thought for the ten thousandth time: It’s all real. And now, at last, the thought began to swing some weight.

  




  

    ‘There’s still time to change your mind –’

  




  

    The fear and anticipation cranked up a notch.

  




  

    ‘No, there’s no time for that,’ he said. ‘The backout date was yesterday.’

  




  

    Still in that low conspirator’s voice that he hated: ‘They’d understand, I know they would. The Major –’

  




  

    ‘The Major would –’ Garraty began, and saw his mother wince. ‘You know what the Major would do, Mom.’

  




  

    Another car had finished the small ritual at the gate and had parked. A boy with dark hair got out. His parents followed and for a moment the three of them stood in conference like worried baseball players. He, like some of the other boys, was wearing a light packsack. Garraty wondered if he hadn’t been a little stupid not to bring one himself.

  




  

    ‘You won’t change your mind?’

  




  

    It was guilt, guilt taking the face of anxiety. Although he was only sixteen, Ray Garraty knew something about guilt. She felt that she had been too dry, too tired, or maybe just too taken up with her older sorrows to halt her son’s madness in its seedling stage – to halt it before the cumbersome machinery of the State with its guards in khaki and its computer terminals had taken over, binding himself more tightly to its insensate self with each passing day, until yesterday, when the lid had come down with a final bang.

  




  

    He put a hand on her shoulder. ‘This is my idea, Mom. I know it wasn’t yours. I –’ He glanced around. No one was paying the slightest attention to them. ‘I love you, but this way is best, one way or the other.’

  




  

    ‘It’s not,’ she said, now verging on tears. ‘Ray, it’s not, if your father was here, he’d put a stop to –’

  




  

    ‘Well, he’s not, is he?’ He was brutal, hoping to stave off her tears . . . what if they had to drag her off? He had heard that sometimes that happened. The thought made him feel cold. In a softer voice he said, ‘Let it go now, Mom. Okay?’ He forced a grin. ‘Okay,’ he answered for her.

  




  

    Her chin was still trembling, but she nodded. Not all right, but too late. There was nothing anyone could do.

  




  

    A light wind soughed through the pines. The sky was pure blue. The road was just ahead and the simple stone post that marked the border between America and Canada. Suddenly his anticipation was greater than his fear, and he wanted to get going, get the show on the road.

  




  

    ‘I made these. You can take them, can’t you? They’re not too heavy, are they?’ She thrust a foil-wrapped package of cookies at him.

  




  

    ‘Yeah.’ He took them and then clutched her awkwardly, trying to give her what she needed to have. He kissed her cheek. Her skin was like old silk. For a moment he could have cried himself. Then he thought of the smiling, mustachioed face of the Major and stepped back, stuffing the cookies into the pocket of his fatigue jacket.

  




  

    ‘G’bye, Mom.’

  




  

    ‘Goodbye, Ray. Be a good boy.’

  




  

    She stood there for a moment and he had a sense of her being very light, as if even the light puffs of breeze blowing this morning might send her sailing away like a dandelion gone to seed. Then she got back into the car and started the engine. Garraty stood there. She raised her hand and waved. The tears were flowing now. He could see them. He waved back and then as she pulled out he just stood there with his arms at his sides, conscious of how fine and brave and alone he must look. But when the car had passed back through the gate, forlornness struck him and he was only a sixteen-year-old boy again, alone in a strange place.

  




  

    He turned back toward the road. The other boy, the dark-haired one, was watching his folks pull out. He had a bad scar along one cheek. Garraty walked over to him and said hello.

  




  

    The dark-haired boy gave him a glance. ‘Hi.’

  




  

    ‘I’m Ray Garraty,’ he said, feeling mildly like an asshole.

  




  

    ‘I’m Peter McVries.’

  




  

    ‘You all ready?’ Garraty asked.

  




  

    McVries shrugged. ‘I feel jumpy. That’s the worst.’

  




  

    Garraty nodded.

  




  

    The two of them walked toward the road and the stone marker. Behind them, other cars were pulling out. A woman began screaming abruptly. Unconsciously, Garraty and McVries drew closer together. Neither of them looked back. Ahead of them was the road, wide and black.

  




  

    ‘That composition surface will be hot by noon,’ McVries said abruptly. ‘I’m going to stick to the shoulder.’

  




  

    Garraty nodded. McVries looked at him thoughtfully.

  




  

    ‘What do you weigh?’

  




  

    ‘Hundred and sixty.’

  




  

    ‘I’m one-sixty-seven. They say the heavier guys get tired quicker, but I think I’m in pretty good shape.’

  




  

    To Garraty, Peter McVries looked rather more than that – he looked awesomely fit. He wondered who they were that said the heavier guys got tired quicker, almost asked, and decided not to. The Walk was one of those things that existed on apocrypha, talismans, legend.

  




  

    McVries sat down in the shade near a couple of other boys, and after a moment, Garraty sat beside him. McVries seemed to have dismissed him entirely. Garraty looked at his watch. It was five after eight. Fifty-five minutes to go. Impatience and anticipation came back, and he did his best to squash them, telling himself to enjoy sitting while he could.

  




  

    All of the boys were sitting. Sitting in groups and sitting alone; one boy had climbed onto the lowest branch of a pine overlooking the road and was eating what looked like a jelly sandwich. He was skinny and blond, wearing purple pants and a blue chambray shirt under an old green zip sweater with holes in the elbows. Garraty wondered if the skinny ones would last or burn out quickly.

  




  

    The boys he and McVries had sat down next to were talking.

  




  

    ‘I’m not hurrying,’ one of them said. ‘Why should I? If I get warned, so what? You just adjust, that’s all. Adjustment is the key word here. Remember where you heard that first.’

  




  

    He looked around and discovered Garraty and McVries.

  




  

    ‘More lambs to the slaughter. Hank Olson’s the name. Walking is my game.’ He said this with no trace of a smile at all.

  




  

    Garraty offered his own name. McVries spoke his own absently, still looking off toward the road.

  




  

    ‘I’m Art Baker,’ the other said quietly. He spoke with a very slight Southern accent. The four of them shook hands all around.

  




  

    There was a moment’s silence, and McVries said, ‘Kind of scary, isn’t it?’

  




  

    They all nodded except Hank Olson, who shrugged and grinned. Garraty watched the boy in the pine tree finish his sandwich, ball up the waxed paper it had been in, and toss it onto the soft shoulder. He’ll burn out early, he decided. That made him feel a little better.

  




  

    ‘You see that spot right by the marker post?’ Olson said suddenly.

  




  

    They all looked. The breeze made moving shadow-patterns across the road. Garraty didn’t know if he saw anything or not.

  




  

    ‘That’s from the Long Walk the year before last,’ Olson said with grim satisfaction. ‘Kid was so scared he just froze up at nine o’clock.’

  




  

    They considered the horror of it silently.

  




  

    ‘Just couldn’t move. He took his three warnings and then at 9:02 AM they gave him his ticket. Right there by the starting post.’

  




  

    Garraty wondered if his own legs would freeze. He didn’t think so, but it was a thing you wouldn’t know for sure until the time came, and it was a terrible thought. He wondered why Hank Olson wanted to bring up such a terrible thing.

  




  

    Suddenly Art Baker sat up straight. ‘Here he comes.’

  




  

    A dun-colored jeep drove up to the stone marker and stopped. It was followed by a strange, tread-equipped vehicle that moved much more slowly. There were toy-sized radar dishes mounted on the front and back of this halftrack. Two soldiers lounged on its upper deck, and Garraty felt a chill in his belly when he looked at them. They were carrying army-type heavy-caliber carbine rifles.

  




  

    Some of the boys got up, but Garraty did not. Neither did Olson or Baker, and after his initial look, McVries seemed to have fallen back into his own thoughts. The skinny kid in the pine tree was swinging his feet idly.

  




  

    The Major got out of the jeep. He was a tall, straight man with a deep desert tan that went well with his simple khakis. A pistol was strapped to his Sam Browne belt, and he was wearing reflector sunglasses. It was rumored that the Major’s eyes were extremely light-sensitive, and he was never seen in public without his sunglasses.

  




  

    ‘Sit down, boys,’ he said. ‘Keep Hint Thirteen in mind.’ Hint Thirteen was ‘Conserve energy whenever possible.’

  




  

    Those who had stood sat down. Garraty looked at his watch again. It said 8:16, and he decided it was a minute fast. The Major always showed up on time. He thought momentarily of setting it back a minute and then forgot.

  




  

    ‘I’m not going to make a speech,’ the Major said, sweeping them with the blank lenses that covered his eyes. ‘I give my congratulations to the winner among your number, and my acknowledgement of valor to the losers.’

  




  

    He turned to the back of the jeep. There was a living silence. Garraty breathed deep of the spring air. It would be warm. A good day to walk.

  




  

    The Major turned back to them. He was holding a clipboard. ‘When I call your name, please step forward and take your number. Then go back to your place until it is time to begin. Do this smartly, please.’

  




  

    ‘You’re in the army now,’ Olson whispered with a grin, but Garraty ignored it. You couldn’t help admiring the Major. Garraty’s father, before the Squads took him away, had been fond of calling the Major the rarest and most dangerous monster any nation can produce, a society-supported sociopath. But he had never seen the Major in person.

  




  

    ‘Aaronson.’

  




  

    A short, chunky farmboy with a sunburned neck gangled forward, obviously awed by the Major’s presence, and took his large plastic 1. He fixed it to his shirt by the pressure strip and the Major clapped him on the back.

  




  

    ‘Abraham.’

  




  

    A tall boy with reddish hair in jeans and a T-shirt. His jacket was tied about his waist schoolboy style and flapped wildly around his knees. Olson sniggered.

  




  

    ‘Baker, Arthur.’

  




  

    ‘That’s me,’ Baker said, and got to his feet. He moved with deceptive leisure, and he made Garraty nervous. Baker was going to be tough. Baker was going to last a long time.

  




  

    Baker came back. He had pressed his number 3 onto the right breast of his shirt.

  




  

    ‘Did he say anything to you?’ Garraty asked.

  




  

    ‘He asked me if it was commencing to come off hot down home,’ Baker said shyly. ‘Yeah, he . . . the Major talked to me.’

  




  

    ‘Not as hot as it’s gonna commence getting up here,’ Olson cracked.

  




  

    ‘Baker, James,’ the Major said.

  




  

    It went on until 8:40, and it came out right. No one had ducked out. Back in the parking lot, engines started and a number of cars began pulling out – boys from the backup list who would now go home and watch the Long Walk coverage on TV. It’s on, Garraty thought, it’s really on.

  




  

    When his turn came, the Major gave him number 47 and told him ‘Good luck.’ Up close he smelled very masculine and somehow overpowering. Garraty had an almost insatiable urge to touch the man’s leg and make sure he was real.

  




  

    Peter McVries was 61. Hank Olson was 70. He was with the Major longer than the rest. The Major laughed at something Olson said and clapped him on the back.

  




  

    ‘I told him to keep a lot of money on short call,’ Olson said when he came back.

  




  

    ‘And he told me to give ’em hell. Said he liked to see someone who was raring to rip. Give ’em hell, boy, he said.’

  




  

    ‘Pretty good,’ McVries said, and then winked at Garraty. Garraty wondered what McVries had meant, winking like that. Was he making fun of Olson?

  




  

    The skinny boy in the tree was named Stebbins. He got his number with his head down, not speaking to the Major at all, and then sat back at the base of his tree. Garraty was somehow fascinated with the boy.

  




  

    Number 100 was a red-headed fellow with a volcanic complexion. His name was Zuck. He got his number and then they all sat and waited for what would come next.

  




  

    Then three soldiers from the halftrack passed out wide belts with snap pockets. The pockets were filled with tubes of high-energy concentrate pastes. More soldiers came around with canteens. They buckled on the belts and slung the canteens. Olson slung his belt low on his hips like a gunslinger, found a Waifa chocolate bar, and began to eat it. ‘Not bad,’ he said, grinning. He swigged from his canteen, washing down the chocolate, and Garraty wondered if Olson was just fronting, or if he knew something Garraty did not.

  




  

    The Major looked them over soberly. Garraty’s wristwatch said 8:56 – how had it gotten so late? His stomach lurched painfully.

  




  

    ‘All right, fellows, line up by tens, please. No particular order. Stay with your friends, if you like.’

  




  

    Garraty got up. He felt numb and unreal. It was as if his body now belonged to someone else.

  




  

    ‘Well, here we go,’ McVries said at his elbow. ‘Good luck, everyone.’

  




  

    ‘Good luck to you,’ Garraty said surprised.

  




  

    McVries said:‘I need my fucking head examined.’ He looked suddenly pale and sweaty, not so awesomely fit as he had earlier. He was trying to smile and not making it. The scar stood out on his cheek like a wild punctuation mark.

  




  

    Stebbins got up and ambled to the rear of the ten wide, ten deep queue. Olson, Baker, McVries, and Garraty were in the third row. Garraty’s mouth was dry. He wondered if he should drink some water. He decided against it. He had never in his life been so aware of his feet. He wondered if he might freeze and get his ticket on the starting line. He wondered if Stebbins would fold early – Stebbins with his jelly sandwich and his purple pants. He wondered if he would fold up first. He wondered what it would feel like if –

  




  

    His wristwatch said 8:59.

  




  

    The Major was studying a stainless steel pocket chronometer. He raised his fingers slowly, and everything hung suspended with his hand. The hundred boys watched it carefully, and the silence was awful and immense. The silence was everything.

  




  

    Garraty’s watch said 9:00, but the poised hand did not fall.

  




  

    Do it! Why doesn’t he do it?

  




  

    He felt like screaming it out.

  




  

    Then he remembered that his watch was a minute fast – you could set your watch by the Major, only he hadn’t, he had forgotten.

  




  

    The Major’s fingers dropped. ‘Luck to all,’ he said. His face was expressionless and the reflector sunglasses hid his eyes. They began to walk smoothly, with no jostling.

  




  

    Garraty walked with them. He hadn’t frozen. Nobody froze. His feet passed beyond the stone marker, in parade-step with McVries on his left and Olson on his right. The sound of feet was very loud.

  




  

    This is it, this is it, this is it.

  




  

    A sudden insane urge to stop came to him. Just to see if they really meant business. He rejected the thought indignantly and a little fearfully.

  




  

    They came out of the shade and into the sun, the warm spring sun. It felt good. Garraty relaxed, put his hands in his pockets, and kept step with McVries. The group began to spread out, each person finding his own stride and speed. The halftrack clanked along the soft shoulder, throwing thin dust. The tiny radar dishes turned busily, monitoring each Walker’s speed with a sophisticated on-board computer. Low speed cutoff was exactly four miles an hour.

  




  

    ‘Warning! Warning 88!’

  




  

    Garraty started and looked around. It was Stebbins. Stebbins was 88. Suddenly he was sure Stebbins was going to get his ticket right here, still in sight of the starting post.

  




  

    ‘Smart.’ It was Olson.

  




  

    ‘What?’ Garraty asked. He had to make a conscious effort to move his tongue.

  




  

    ‘The guy takes a warning while he’s still fresh and gets an idea of where the limit is. And he can sluff it easy enough – you walk an hour without getting a fresh warning, you lose one of the old ones. You know that.’

  




  

    ‘Sure I know it,’ Garraty said. It was in the rule book. They gave you three warnings. The fourth time you fell below four miles an hour you were . . . well, you were out of the Walk. But if you had three warnings and could manage to walk for three hours, you were back in the sun again.

  




  

    ‘So now he knows,’ Olson said. ‘And at 10:02, he’s in the clear again.’

  




  

    Garraty walked on at a good clip. He was feeling fine. The starting post dropped from sight as they breasted a hill and began descending into a long, pine-studded valley. Here and there were rectangular fields with the earth just freshly turned.

  




  

    ‘Potatoes, they tell me,’ McVries said.

  




  

    ‘Best in the world,’ Garraty answered automatically.

  




  

    ‘You from Maine?’ Baker asked.

  




  

    ‘Yeah, downstate.’ He looked up ahead. Several boys had drawn away from the main group, making perhaps six miles an hour. Two of them were wearing identical leather jackets, with what looked like eagles on the back. It was a temptation to speed up, but Garraty refused to be hurried. ‘Conserve energy whenever possible’ – Hint 13.

  




  

    ‘Does the road go anywhere near your hometown?’ McVries asked.

  




  

    ‘About seven miles to one side. I guess my mother and my girlfriend will come to see me.’ He paused and added carefully: ‘If I’m still walking, of course.’

  




  

    ‘Hell, there won’t be twenty-five gone when we get downstate,’ Olson said.

  




  

    A silence fell among them at that. Garraty knew it wasn’t so, and he thought Olson did, too.

  




  

    Two other boys received warnings, and in spite of what Olson had said, Garraty’s heart lurched each time. He checked back on Stebbins. He was still at the rear, and eating another jelly sandwich. There was a third sandwich jutting from the pocket of his ragged green sweater. Garraty wondered if his mother had made them, and he thought of the cookies his own mother had given him – pressed on him, as if warding off evil spirits.

  




  

    ‘Why don’t they let people watch the start of a Long Walk?’ Garraty asked.

  




  

    ‘Spoils the Walkers’ concentration,’ a sharp voice said.

  




  

    Garraty turned his head. It was a small dark, intense-looking boy with the number 5 pressed to the collar of his jacket. Garraty couldn’t remember his name. ‘Concentration?’ he said.

  




  

    ‘Yes.’ The boy moved up beside Garraty. ‘The Major has said it is very important to concentrate on calmness at the beginning of a Long Walk.’ He pressed his thumb reflectively against the end of his rather sharp nose. There was a bright red pimple there. ‘I agree. Excitement, crowds, TV later. Right now all we need to do is focus.’ He stared at Garraty with his hooded dark brown eyes and said it again. ‘Focus.’

  




  

    ‘All I’m focusing on is pickin’ ’em up and layin’ ’em down,’ Olson said.

  




  

    5 looked insulted. ‘You have to pace yourself. You have to focus on yourself. You have to have a Plan. I’m Gary Barkovitch, by the way. My home is Washington, D.C.’

  




  

    ‘I’m John Carter,’ Olson said. ‘My home is Barsoom, Mars.’

  




  

    Barkovitch curled his lip in contempt and dropped back.

  




  

    ‘There’s one cuckoo in every clock, I guess,’ Olson said.

  




  

    But Garraty thought Barkovitch was thinking pretty clearly – at least until one of the guards called out ‘Warning! Warning 5!’ about five minutes later.

  




  

    ‘I’ve got a stone in my shoe!’ Barkovitch said waspishly.

  




  

    The soldier didn’t reply. He dropped off the halftrack and stood on the shoulder of the road opposite Barkovitch. In his hand he held a stainless steel chronometer just like the Major’s. Barkovitch stopped completely and took off his shoe. He shook a tiny pebble out of it. Dark, intense, his olive-sallow face shiny with sweat, he paid no attention when the soldier called out, ‘Second warning, 5.’ Instead, he smoothed his sock carefully over the arch of his foot.

  




  

    ‘Oh-oh,’ Olson said. They had all turned around and were walking backward.

  




  

    Stebbins, still at the tag end, walked past Barkovitch without looking at him. Now Barkovitch was all alone, slightly to the right of the white line, retying his shoe.

  




  

    ‘Third warning, 5. Final warning.’

  




  

    There was something in Garraty’s belly that felt like a sticky ball of mucus. He didn’t want to look, but he couldn’t look away. He wasn’t conserving energy whenever possible by walking backward, but he couldn’t help that, either. He could almost feel Barkovitch’s seconds shriveling away to nothing.

  




  

    ‘Oh, boy,’ Olson said. ‘That dumb shit, he’s gonna get his ticket.’

  




  

    But then Barkovitch was up. He paused to brush some road dirt from the knees of his pants. Then he broke into a trot, caught up with the group, and settled back into his walking pace. He passed Stebbins, who still didn’t look at him, and caught up with Olson.

  




  

    He grinned, brown eyes glittering. ‘See? I just got myself a rest. It’s all in my Plan.’

  




  

    ‘Maybe you think so,’ Olson said, his voice higher than usual. ‘All I see that you got is three warnings. For your lousy minute and a half you got to walk three . . . fucking . . . hours. And whyin hell did you need a rest? We just started, for Chrissake!’

  




  

    Barkovitch looked insulted. His eyes burned at Olson. ‘We’ll see who gets his ticket first, you or me,’ he said. ‘It’s all in my Plan.’

  




  

    ‘Your Plan and the stuff that comes out of my asshole bear a suspicious resemblance to each other,’ Olson said, and Baker chuckled.

  




  

    With a snort, Barkovitch strode past them.

  




  

    Olson couldn’t resist a parting shot. ‘Just don’t stumble, buddy. They don’t warn you again. They just . . .’

  




  

    Barkovitch didn’t even look back and Olson gave up, disgusted.

  




  

    At thirteen past nine by Garraty’s watch (he had taken the trouble to set it back the one minute), the Major’s jeep breasted the hill they had just started down. He came past them on the shoulder opposite the pacing halftrack and raised a battery-powered loudhailer to his lips.

  




  

    ‘I’m pleased to announce that you have finished the first mile of your journey, boys. I’d also like to remind you that the longest distance a full complement of Walkers has ever covered is seven and three-quarters miles. I’m hoping you’ll better that.’

  




  

    The jeep spurted ahead. Olson appeared to be considering this news with startled, even fearful, wonder. Not even eight miles, Garraty thought. It wasn’t nearly as far as he would have guessed. He hadn’t expected anyone – not even Stebbins – to get a ticket until late afternoon at least. He thought of Barkovitch. All he had to do was fall below speed once in the next hour.

  




  

    ‘Ray?’ It was Art Baker. He had taken off his coat and slung it over one arm. ‘Any particular reason you came on the Long Walk?’

  




  

    Garraty unclipped his canteen and had a quick swallow of water. It was cool and good. It left beads of moisture on his upper lip and he licked them off. It was good, good to feel things like that.

  




  

    ‘I don’t really know,’ he said truthfully.

  




  

    ‘Me either.’ Baker thought for a moment. ‘Did you go out for track or anything? In school?’

  




  

    ‘No.’

  




  

    ‘Me either. But I guess it don’t matter, does it? Not now.’

  




  

    ‘No, not now,’ Garraty said.

  




  

    Conversation lulled. They passed through a small village with a country store and a gas station. Two old men sat on folding lawn-chairs outside the gas station, watching them with hooded and reptilian old men’s eyes. On the steps of the country store, a young woman held up her tiny son so he could see them. And a couple of older kids, around twelve, Garraty judged, watched them out of sight wistfully.

  




  

    Some of the boys began to speculate about how much ground they had covered. The word came back that a second pacer halftrack had been dispatched to cover the half a dozen boys in the vanguard . . . they were now completely out of sight. Someone said they were doing seven miles an hour. Someone else said it was ten. Someone told them authoritatively that a guy up ahead was flagging and had been warned twice. Garraty wondered why they weren’t catching up to him if that was true.

  




  

    Olson finished the Waifa chocolate bar he had started back at the border and drank some water. Some of the others were also eating, but Garraty decided to wait until he was really hungry. He had heard the concentrates were quite good. The astronauts got them when they went into space.

  




  

    A little after ten o’clock, they passed a sign that said LIMESTONE 10 MI. Garraty thought about the only Long Walk his father had ever let him go to. They went to Freeport and watched them walk through. His mother had been with them. The Walkers were tired and hollow-eyed and barely conscious of the cheering and the waving signs and the constant hoorah as people cheered on their favorites and those on whom they had wagered. His father told him later that day that people lined the roads from Bangor on. Up-country it wasn’t so interesting, and the road was strictly cordoned off – maybe so they could concentrate on being calm, as Barkovitch had said. But as time passed, it got better, of course.

  




  

    When the Walkers passed through Freeport that year they had been on the road over seventy-two hours. Garraty had been ten and overwhelmed by everything. The Major had made a speech to the crowd while the boys were still five miles out of town. He began with Competition, progressed to Patriotism, and finished with something called the Gross National Product – Garraty had laughed at that, because to him gross meant something nasty, like boogers. He had eaten six hotdogs and when he finally saw the Walkers coming he had wet his pants.

  




  

    One boy had been screaming. That was his most vivid memory. Every time he put his foot down he had screamed: I can’t. I CAN’T. I can’t. I CAN’T. But he went on walking. They all did, and pretty soon the last of them had gone past L.L. Bean’s on U.S. 1 and out of sight. Garraty had been mildly disappointed at not seeing anyone get a ticket. They had never gone to another Long Walk. Later that night Garraty had heard his father shouting thickly at someone into the telephone, the way he did when he was being drunk or political, and his mother in the background, her conspiratorial whisper, begging him to stop, please stop, before someone picked up the party line.

  




  

    Garraty drank some more water and wondered how Barkovitch was making it.

  




  

    They were passing more houses now. Families sat out on their front lawns, smiling, waving, drinking Coca-Colas.

  




  

    ‘Garraty,’ McVries said. ‘My, my, look what you got.’

  




  

    A pretty girl of about sixteen in a white blouse and red-checked pedal pushers was holding up a big Magic Marker sign: GO-GO-GARRATY NUMBER 47 We Love You Ray ‘Maine’s Own.’

  




  

    Garraty felt his heart swell. He suddenly knew he was going to win. The unnamed girl proved it.

  




  

    Olson whistled wetly, and began to slide his stiff index finger rapidly in and out of his loosely curled fist. Garraty thought that was a pretty goddam sick thing to be doing.

  




  

    To hell with Hint 13. Garraty ran over to the side of the road. The girl saw his number and squealed. She threw herself at him and kissed him hard. Garraty was suddenly, sweatily aroused. He kissed back vigorously. The girl poked her tongue into his mouth twice, delicately. Hardly aware of what he was doing, he put one hand on a round buttock and squeezed gently.

  




  

    ‘Warning! Warning 47!’

  




  

    Garraty stepped back and grinned. ‘Thanks.’

  




  

    ‘Oh . . . oh . . . oh sure!’ Her eyes were starry.

  




  

    He tried to think of something else to say, but he could see the soldier opening his mouth to give him the second warning. He trotted back to his place, panting a little and grinning. He felt a little guilty after Hint 13 just the same, though.

  




  

    Olson was also grinning. ‘For that I would have taken three warnings.’

  




  

    Garraty didn’t answer, but he turned around and walked backward and waved to the girl. When she was out of sight he turned around and began to walk firmly. An hour before his warning would be gone. He must be careful not to get another one. But he felt good. He felt fit. He felt like he could walk all the way to Florida. He started to walk faster.

  




  

    ‘Ray.’ McVries was still smiling. ‘What’s your hurry?’

  




  

    Yeah, that was right. Hint 6: Slow and easy does it. ‘Thanks.’

  




  

    McVries went on smiling. ‘Don’t thank me too much. I’m out to win, too.’

  




  

    Garraty stared at him, disconcerted.

  




  

    ‘I mean, let’s not put this on a Three Musketeers basis. I like you and it’s obvious you’re a big hit with the pretty girls. But if you fall over, I won’t pick you up.’

  




  

    ‘Yeah.’ He smiled back, but his smile felt lame.

  




  

    ‘On the other hand,’ Baker drawled softly, ‘we’re all in this together and we might as well keep each other amused.’

  




  

    McVries smiled. ‘Why not?’

  




  

    They came to an upslope and saved their breath for walking. Halfway up, Garraty took off his jacket and slung it over his shoulder. A few moments later they passed someone’s discarded sweater lying on the road. Someone, Garraty thought, is going to wish they had that tonight. Up ahead, a couple of the point Walkers were losing ground.

  




  

    Garraty concentrated on picking them up and putting them down. He still felt good. He felt strong.

  




  

    2

  




  

    

      ‘Now you have the money, Ellen and that’s yours to keep. Unless, of course, you’d like to trade it for what’s behind the curtain.’

    




    

      – Monty Hall

    




    

      Let’s Make a Deal

    


  




  

    ‘I’m Harkness. Number 49. You’re Garraty. Number 47. Right?’

  




  

    Garraty looked at Harkness, who wore glasses and had a crewcut. Harkness’s face was red and sweaty. ‘That’s right.’

  




  

    Harkness had a notebook. He wrote Garraty’s name and number in it. The script was strange and jerky, bumping up and down as he walked. He ran into a fellow named Collie Parker who told him to watch where the fuck he was going. Garraty suppressed a smile.

  




  

    ‘I’m taking down everyone’s name and number,’ Harkness said. When he looked up, the midmorning sun sparkled on the lenses of his glasses, and Garraty had to squint to see his face. It was 10:30, and they were 8 miles out of Limestone, and they had only 1.75 miles to go to beat the record of the farthest distance traveled by a complete Long Walk group.

  




  

    ‘I suppose you’re wondering why I’m writing down everyone’s name and number,’ Harkness said.

  




  

    ‘You’re with the Squads,’ Olson cracked over his shoulder.

  




  

    ‘No, I’m going to write a book,’ Harkness said pleasantly. ‘When this is all over, I’m going to write a book.’

  




  

    Garraty grinned. ‘If you win you’re going to write a book, you mean.’

  




  

    Harkness shrugged. ‘Yes, I suppose. But look at this: a book about the Long Walk from an insider’s point of view could make me a rich man.’

  




  

    McVries burst out laughing. ‘If you win, you won’t need a book to make you a rich man, will you?’

  




  

    Harkness frowned. ‘Well . . . I suppose not. But it would still make one heck of an interesting book, I think.’

  




  

    They walked on, and Harkness continued taking names and numbers. Most gave them willingly enough, joshing him about the great book.

  




  

    Now they had come six miles. The word came back that it looked good for breaking the record. Garraty speculated briefly on why they should want to break the record anyhow. The quicker the competition dropped out, the better the odds became for those remaining. He supposed it was a matter of pride. The word also came back that thundershowers were forecast for the afternoon – someone had a transistor radio, Garraty supposed. If it was true, it was bad news. Early May thundershowers weren’t the warmest.

  




  

    They kept walking.

  




  

    McVries walked firmly, keeping his head up and swinging his arms slightly. He had tried the shoulder, but fighting the loose soil there had made him give it up. He hadn’t been warned, and if the knapsack was giving him any trouble or chafing, he showed no sign. His eyes were always searching the horizon. When they passed small dusters of people, he waved and smiled his thin-lipped smile. He showed no signs of tiring.

  




  

    Baker ambled along, moving in a kind of knee-bent shuffle that seemed to cover the ground when you weren’t looking. He swung his coat idly, smiled at the pointing people, and sometimes whistled a low snatch of some tune or other. Garraty thought he looked like he could go on forever.

  




  

    Olson wasn’t talking so much anymore, and every few moments he would bend one knee swiftly. Each time Garraty could hear the joint pop. Olson was stiffening up a little, Garraty thought, beginning to show six miles of walking. Garraty judged that one of his canteens must be almost empty. Olson would have to pee before too long.

  




  

    Barkovitch kept up the same jerky pace, now ahead of the main group as if to catch up with the vanguard Walkers, now dropping back toward Stebbins’s position on drag. He lost one of his three warnings and gained it back five minutes later. Garraty decided he must like it there on the edge of nothing.

  




  

    Stebbins just kept on walking off by himself. Garraty hadn’t seen him speak to anybody. He wondered if Stebbins was lonely or tired. He still thought Stebbins would fold up early – maybe first – although he didn’t know why he thought so. Stebbins had taken off the old green sweater, and he carried the last jelly sandwich in his hand. He looked at no one. His face was a mask.

  




  

    They walked on.

  




  

    The road was crossed by another, and policemen were holding up traffic as the Walkers passed. They saluted each Walker, and a couple of the boys, secure in their immunity, thumbed their noses. Garraty didn’t approve. He smiled and nodded to acknowledge the police and wondered if the police thought they were all crazy.

  




  

    The cars honked, and then some woman yelled out to her son. She had parked beside the road, apparently waiting to make sure her boy was still along for the Walk.

  




  

    ‘Percy! Percy!’

  




  

    It was 31. He blushed, then waved a little, and then hurried on with his head slightly bent. The woman tried to run out into the road. The guards on the top deck of the halftrack stiffened, but one of the policemen caught her arm and restrained her gently. Then the road curved and the intersection was out of sight.

  




  

    They passed across a wooden-slatted bridge. A small brook gurgled its way underneath. Garraty walked close to the railing, and looking over he could see, for just a moment, a distorted image of his own face.

  




  

    They passed a sign which read LIMESTONE 7 MI. and then under a rippling banner which said LIMESTONE IS PROUD TO WELCOME THE LONG WALKERS. Garraty figured they had to be less than a mile from breaking the record.

  




  

    Then the word came back, and this time the word was about a boy named Curley, number 7. Curley had a charley horse and had already picked up his first warning. Garraty put on some speed and came even with McVries and Olson. ‘Where is he?’

  




  

    Olson jerked his thumb at a skinny, gangling boy in bluejeans. Curley had been trying to cultivate sideburns. The sideburns had failed. His lean and earnest face was now set in lines of terrific concentration, and he was staring at his right leg. He was favoring it. He was losing ground and his face showed it.

  




  

    ‘Warning! Warning 7!’

  




  

    Curley began to force himself faster. He was panting a little. As much from fear as from his exertions, Garraty thought. Garraty lost all track of time. He forgot everything but Curley. He watched him struggle, realizing in a numb sort of way that this might be his struggle an hour from now or a day from now.

  




  

    It was the most fascinating thing he had ever seen.

  




  

    Curley fell back slowly, and several warnings were issued to others before the group realized they were adjusting to his speed in their fascination. Which meant Curley was very close to the edge.

  




  

    ‘Warning! Warning 7! Third warning, 7!’

  




  

    ‘I’ve got a charley horse!’ Curley shouted hoarsely. ‘It ain’t no fair if you’ve got a charley horse!’

  




  

    He was almost beside Garraty now. Garraty could see Curley’s adam’s apple going up and down. Curley was massaging his leg frantically. And Garraty could smell panic coming off Curley in waves, and it was like the smell of a ripe, freshly cut lemon.

  




  

    Garraty began to pull ahead of him, and the next moment Curley exclaimed: ‘Thank God! She’s loosening!’

  




  

    No one said anything. Garraty felt a grudging disappointment. It was mean, and unsporting, he supposed, but he wanted to be sure someone got a ticket before he did. Who wants to bow out first?

  




  

    Garraty’s watch said five past eleven now. He supposed that meant they had beaten the record, figuring two hours times four miles an hour. They would be in Limestone soon. He saw Olson flex first one knee, then the other, again. Curious, he tried it himself. His knee joints popped audibly, and he was surprised to find how much stiffness had settled into them. Still, his feet didn’t hurt. That was something.

  




  

    They passed a milk truck parked at the head of a small dirt feeder road. The milkman was sitting on the hood. He waved good-naturedly. ‘Go to it, boys!’

  




  

    Garraty felt suddenly angry. Felt like yelling. Why don’t you just get up off your fat ass and go to it with us? But the milkman was past eighteen. In fact, he looked well past thirty. He was old.

  




  

    ‘Okay, everybody, take five,’ Olson cracked suddenly, and got some laughs.

  




  

    The milk truck was out of sight. There were more roads now, more policemen and people honking and waving. Someone threw confetti. Garraty began to feel important. He was, after all, ‘Maine’s Own.’

  




  

    Suddenly Curley screamed. Garraty looked back over his shoulder. Curley was doubled over, holding his leg and screaming. Somehow, incredibly, he was still walking, but very slowly. Much too slowly.

  




  

    Everything went slowly then, as if to match the way Curley was walking. The soldiers on the back of the slow-moving halftrack raised their guns. The crowd gasped, as if they hadn’t known this was the way it was, and the Walkers gasped, as if they hadn’t known, and Garraty gasped with them, but of course he had known, of course they had all known, it was very simple, Curley was going to get his ticket.

  




  

    The safeties clicked off. Boys scattered from around Curley like quail. He was suddenly alone on the sunwashed road.

  




  

    ‘It isn’t fair!’ he screamed. ‘It just isn’t fair!’

  




  

    The walking boys entered a leafy glade of shadow, some of them looking back, some of them looking straight ahead, afraid to see. Garraty was looking. He had to look. The scatter of waving spectators had fallen silent as if someone had simply clicked them all off.

  




  

    ‘It isn’t –’

  




  

    Four carbines fired. They were very loud. The noise traveled away like bowling balls, struck the hills, and rolled back.

  




  

    Curley’s angular, pimply head disappeared in a hammer-smash of blood and brains and flying skull-fragments. The rest of him fell forward on the white line like a sack of mail.

  




  

    99 now, Garraty thought sickly. 99 bottles of beer on the wall and if one of those bottles should happen to fall . . . oh Jesus . . . oh Jesus . . .

  




  

    Stebbins stepped over the body. His foot slid a little in some of the blood, and his next step with that foot left a bloody track, like a photograph in an Official Detective magazine. Stebbins didn’t look down at what was left of Curley. His face didn’t change expression. Stebbins, you bastard, Garraty thought, you were supposed to get your ticket first, didn’t you know? Then Garraty looked away. He didn’t want to be sick. He didn’t want to vomit.

  




  

    A woman beside a Volkswagen bus put her face in her hands. She made odd noises in her throat, and Garraty found he could look right up her dress to her underpants. Her blue underpants. Inexplicably, he found himself aroused again. A fat man with a bald head was staring at Curley and rubbing frantically at a wart beside his ear. He wet his large, thick lips and went on looking and rubbing the wart. He was still looking when Garraty passed him by.

  




  

    They walked on. Garraty found himself walking with Olson, Baker, and McVries again. They were almost protectively bunched up. All of them were looking straight ahead now, their faces carefully expressionless. The echoes of the carbines seemed to hang in the air still. Garraty kept thinking about the bloody footprint that Stebbins’s tennis shoe had left. He wondered if it was still tracking red, almost turned his head to look, then told himself not to be a fool. But he couldn’t help wondering. He wondered if it had hurt Curley. He wondered if Curley had felt the gas-tipped slugs hitting home or if he had just been alive one second and dead the next.

  




  

    But of course it had hurt. It had hurt before, in the worst, rupturing way, knowing there would be no more you but the universe would roll on just the same, unharmed and unhampered.

  




  

    The word came back that they had made almost nine miles before Curley bought his ticket. The Major was said to be as pleased as punch. Garraty wondered how anyone could know where the hell the Major was.

  




  

    He looked back suddenly, wanting to know what was being done with Curley’s body, but they had already rounded another curve. Curley was out of sight.

  




  

    ‘What have you got in that packsack?’ Baker asked McVries suddenly. He was making an effort to be strictly conversational, but his voice was high and reedy, near to cracking.

  




  

    ‘A fresh shirt,’ McVries said. ‘And some raw hamburger.’

  




  

    ‘Raw hamburger –’ Olson made a sick face.

  




  

    ‘Good fast energy in raw hamburger,’ McVries said.

  




  

    ‘You’re off your trolley. You’ll puke all over the place.’

  




  

    McVries only smiled.

  




  

    Garraty kind of wished he had brought some raw hamburger himself. He didn’t know about fast energy, but he liked raw hamburger. It beat chocolate bars and concentrates. Suddenly he thought of his cookies, but after Curley he wasn’t very hungry. After Curley, could he really have been thinking about eating raw hamburger?

  




  

    The word that one of the Walkers had been ticketed out ran through the spectators, and for some reason they began to cheer even more loudly. Thin applause crackled like popcorn. Garraty wondered if it was embarrassing, being shot in front of people, and guessed by the time you got to that you probably didn’t give a tin whistle. Curley hadn’t looked as if he gave a tin whistle, certainly. Having to relieve yourself, though. That would be bad. Garraty decided not to think about that.

  




  

    The hands on his watch now stood firmly straight up at noon. They crossed a rusty iron bridge spanning a high, dry gorge, and on the other side was a sign reading: ENTERING LIMESTONE CITY LIMITS – WELCOME, LONG WALKERS!

  




  

    Some of the boys cheered, but Garraty saved his breath.

  




  

    The road widened and the Walkers spread across it comfortably, the groups loosening up a little. After all, Curley was three miles back now.

  




  

    Garraty took out his cookies, and for a moment turned the foil package over in his hands. He thought homesickly of his mother, then stuffed the feeling aside. He would see Mom and Jan in Freeport. That was a promise. He ate a cookie and felt a little better.

  




  

    ‘You know something?’ McVries said.

  




  

    Garraty shook his head. He took a swig from his canteen and waved at an elderly couple sitting beside the road with a small cardboard GARRATY sign.

  




  

    ‘I have no idea what I’ll want if I do win this,’ McVries said. ‘There’s nothing that I really need. I mean, I don’t have a sick old mother sitting home or a father on a kidney machine, or anything. I don’t even have a little brother dying gamely of leukemia.’ He laughed and unstrapped his canteen.

  




  

    ‘You’ve got a point there,’ Garraty agreed.

  




  

    ‘You mean I don’t have a point there. The whole thing is pointless.’

  




  

    ‘You don’t really mean that,’ Garraty said confidently. ‘If you had it to do all over again –’

  




  

    ‘Yeah, yeah, I’d still do it, but –’

  




  

    ‘Hey!’ The boy ahead of them, Pearson, pointed. ‘Sidewalks!’

  




  

    They were finally coming into the town proper. Handsome houses set back from the road looked down at them from the vantage of ascending green lawns. The lawns were crowded with people, waving and cheering. It seemed to Garraty that almost all of them were sitting down. Sitting on the ground, on lawn chairs like the old men back at the gas station, sitting on picnic tables. Even sitting on swings and porch gliders. He felt a touch of jealous anger.

  




  

    Go ahead and wave your asses off. I’ll be damned if I’ll wave back anymore. Hint 13. Conserve energy whenever possible.

  




  

    But finally he decided he was being foolish. People might decide he was getting snotty. He was, after all, ‘Maine’s Own.’ He decided he would wave to all the people with GARRATY signs. And to all the pretty girls.

  




  

    Sidestreets and cross-streets moved steadily past. Sycamore Street and Clark Avenue, Exchange Street and Juniper Lane. They passed a corner grocery with a Narragansett beer sign in the window, and a five-and-dime plastered with pictures of the Major.

  




  

    The sidewalks were lined with people, but thinly lined. On the whole, Garraty was disappointed. He knew the real crowds would come further down the line, but it was still something of a wet firecracker. And poor old Curley had missed even this.

  




  

    The Major’s jeep suddenly spurted out of a sidestreet and began pacing the main group. The vanguard was still some distance ahead.

  




  

    A tremendous cheer went up. The Major nodded and smiled and waved to the crowd. Then he made a neat left-face and saluted the boys. Garraty felt a thrill go straight up his back. The Major’s sunglasses glinted in the early afternoon sunlight.

  




  

    The Major raised the battery-powered loudhailer to his lips. ‘I’m proud of you, boys. Proud!’

  




  

    From somewhere behind Garraty a voice said softly but clearly: ‘Diddly shit.’

  




  

    Garraty turned his head, but there was no one back there but four or five boys watching the Major intently (one of them realized he was saluting and dropped his hand sheepishly), and Stebbins. Stebbins did not even seem to be looking at the Major.

  




  

    The jeep roared ahead. A moment later the Major was gone again.

  




  

    They reached downtown Limestone around twelve-thirty. Garraty was disappointed. It was pretty much of a one-hydrant town. There was a business section and three used-car lots and a McDonalds and a Burger King and a Pizza Hut and an industrial park and that was Limestone.

  




  

    ‘It isn’t very big, is it?’ Baker said.

  




  

    Olson laughed.

  




  

    ‘It’s probably a nice place to live,’ Garraty said defensively.

  




  

    ‘God spare me from nice places to live,’ McVries said, but he was smiling.

  




  

    ‘Well, what turns you on,’ Garraty said lamely.

  




  

    By one o’clock, Limestone was a memory. A small swaggering boy in patched denim overalls walked along with them for almost a mile, then sat down and watched them go by.

  




  

    The country grew hillier. Garraty felt the first real sweat of the day coming out on him. His shirt was patched to his back. On his right, thunderheads were forming, but they were still far away. There was a light, circulating breeze, and that helped a little.

  




  

    ‘What’s the next big town, Garraty?’ McVries asked.

  




  

    ‘Caribou, I guess.’ He was wondering if Stebbins had eaten his last sandwich yet. Stebbins had gotten into his head like a snatch of pop music that goes around and around until you’re going to go crazy with it. It was one-thirty. The Long Walk had progressed through eighteen miles.

  




  

    ‘How far’s that?’ Garraty wondered what the record was for miles walked with only one Walker punched out. Eighteen miles seemed pretty good to him. Eighteen miles was a figure a man could be proud of. I walked eighteen miles. Eighteen.

  




  

    ‘I said –’ McVries began patiently.

  




  

    ‘Maybe thirty miles from here.’

  




  

    ‘Thirty,’ Pearson said. ‘Jesus.’

  




  

    ‘It’s a bigger town than Limestone,’ Garraty said. He was still feeling defensive, God knew why. Maybe because so many of these boys would die here, maybe all of them. Probably all of them. Only six Long Walks in history had ended over the state line in New Hampshire, and only one had gotten into Massachusetts, and the experts said that was like Hank Aaron hitting seven hundred and thirty home runs, or whatever it was . . . a record that would never be equaled. Maybe he would die here, too. Maybe he would. But that was different. Native soil. He had an idea the Major would like that. ‘He died on his native soil.’

  




  

    He tipped his canteen up and found it was empty. ‘Canteen!’ he called. ‘47 calling for a canteen!’

  




  

    One of the soldiers jumped off the halftrack and brought over a fresh canteen. When he turned away, Garraty touched the carbine slung over the soldier’s back. He did it furtively. But McVries saw him.

  




  

    ‘Why’d you do that?’

  




  

    Garraty grinned and felt confused. ‘I don’t know. Like knocking on wood, maybe.’

  




  

    ‘You’re a dear boy, Ray,’ McVries said, and then put on some speed and caught up with Olson, leaving Garraty to walk alone, feeling more confused than ever.

  




  

    Number 93 – Garraty didn’t know his name – walked past him on Garraty’s right. He was staring down at his feet and his lips moved soundlessly as he counted his paces. He was weaving slightly.

  




  

    ‘Hi,’ Garraty said.

  




  

    93 cringed. There was a blankness in his eyes, the same blankness that had been in Curley’s eyes while he was losing his fight with the charley horse. He’s tired, Garraty thought. He knows it, and he’s scared. Garraty suddenly felt his stomach tip over and right itself slowly.

  




  

    Their shadows walked alongside them now. It was quarter of two. Nine in the morning, cool, sitting on the grass in the shade, was a month back.

  




  

    At just before two, the word came back again. Garraty was getting a firsthand lesson in the psychology of the grapevine. Someone found something out, and suddenly it was all over. Rumors were created by mouth-to-mouth respiration. It looks like rain. Chances are it’s going to rain. It’s gonna rain pretty soon. The guy with the radio says it’s gonna shit potatoes pretty quick. But it was funny how often the grapevine was right. And when the word came back that someone was slowing up, that someone was in trouble, the grapevine was always right.

  




  

    This time the word was that number 9, Ewing, had developed blisters and had been warned twice. Lots of boys had been warned, but that was normal. The word was that things looked bad for Ewing.

  




  

    He passed the word to Baker, and Baker looked surprised. ‘The black fella?’ Baker said. ‘So black he looks sorta blue?’

  




  

    Garraty said he didn’t know if Ewing was black or white.

  




  

    ‘Yeah, he’s black,’ Pearson said. He pointed to Ewing. Garraty could see tiny jewels of perspiration gleaming in Ewing’s natural. With something like horror, Garraty observed that Ewing was wearing sneakers.

  




  

    Hint 3: Do not, repeat, do not wear sneakers. Nothing will give you blisters faster than sneakers on a Long Walk.

  




  

    ‘He rode up with us,’ Baker said. ‘He’s from Texas.’

  




  

    Baker picked up his pace until he was walking with Ewing. He talked with Ewing for quite a while. Then he dropped back slowly to avoid getting warned himself. His face was bleak. ‘He started to blister up two miles out. They started to break back in Limestone. He’s walkin’ in pus from broken blisters.’

  




  

    They all listened silently. Garraty thought of Stebbins again. Stebbins was wearing tennis shoes. Maybe Stebbins was fighting blisters right now.

  




  

    ‘Warning! Warning 9! This is your third warning, 9!’

  




  

    The soldiers were watching Ewing carefully now. So were the Walkers. Ewing was in the spotlight. The back of his T-shirt, startlingly white against his black skin, was sweat-stained gray straight down the middle. Garraty could see the big muscles in his back ripple as he walked. Muscles enough to last for days, and Baker said he was walking in pus. Blisters and charley horses. Garraty shivered. Sudden death. All those muscles, all the training, couldn’t stop blisters and charley horses. What in the name of God had Ewing been thinking about when he put on those P.F. Flyers?

  




  

    Barkovitch joined them. Barkovitch was looking at Ewing, too. ‘Blisters!’ He made it sound like Ewing’s mother was a whore. ‘What the hell can you expect from a dumb nigger? Now I ask you.’

  




  

    ‘Move away,’ Baker said evenly, ‘or I’ll poke you.’

  




  

    ‘It’s against the rules,’ Barkovitch said with a smirk. ‘Keep it in mind, cracker.’ But he moved away. It was as if he took a small poison cloud with him.

  




  

    Two o’clock became two-thirty. Their shadows got longer. They walked up a long hill, and at the crest Garraty could see low mountains, hazy and blue, in the distance. The encroaching thunderheads to the west were darker now, and the breeze had stiffened, making his flesh goosebump as the sweat dried on him.

  




  

    A group of men clustered around a Ford pickup truck with a camper on the back cheered them crazily. The men were all very drunk. They all waved back at the men, even Ewing. They were the first spectators they had seen since the swaggering little boy in the patched overalls.

  




  

    Garraty broke open a concentrate tube without reading the label and ate it. It tasted slightly porky. He thought about McVries’s hamburger. He thought about a great big chocolate cake with a cherry on the top. He thought about flapjacks. For some crazy reason he wanted a cold flapjack full of apple jelly. The cold lunch his mother always made when he and his father went hunting in November.

  




  

    Ewing bought a hole about ten minutes later.

  




  

    He was clustered in with a group of boys when he fell below speed for the last time. Maybe he thought the boys would protect him. The soldiers did their job well. The soldiers were experts. They pushed the other boys aside. They dragged Ewing over to the shoulder. Ewing tried to fight, but not much. One of the soldiers pinned Ewing’s arms behind him while the other put his carbine up to Ewing’s head and shot him. One leg kicked convulsively.

  




  

    ‘He bleeds the same color as anyone else,’ McVries said suddenly. It was very loud in the stillness after the single shot. His adam’s apple bobbed, and something clicked in his throat.

  




  

    Two of them gone now. The odds infinitesimally adjusted in favor of those remaining. There was some subdued talk, and Garraty wondered again what they did with the bodies.

  




  

    You wonder too goddam much! he shouted at himself suddenly.

  




  

    And realized he was tired.

  




  

    Part Two

  




  

    GOING DOWN THE ROAD

  




  

    3

  




  

    

      ‘You will have thirty seconds, and please remember that your answer must be in the form of a question.’

    




    

      – Art Fleming

    




    

      Jeopardy

    


  




  

    It was three o’clock when the first drops of rain fell on the road, big and dark and round. The sky overhead was tattered and black, wild and fascinating. Thunder clapped hands somewhere above the clouds. A blue fork of lightning went to earth somewhere up ahead.

  




  

    Garraty had donned his coat shortly after Ewing had gotten his ticket, and now he zipped it and turned up his collar. Harkness, the potential author, had carefully stowed his notebook in a Baggie. Barkovitch had put on a yellow vinyl rainhat. There was something incredible about what it did to his face, but you would have been hard put to say just what. He peered out from beneath it like a truculent lighthouse keeper.

  




  

    There was a stupendous crack of thunder. ‘Here it comes!’ Olson cried.

  




  

    The rain came pouring down. For a few moments it was so heavy that Garraty found himself totally isolated inside an undulating shower curtain. He was immediately soaked to the skin. His hair became a dripping pelt. He turned his face up into the rain, grinning. He wondered if the soldiers could see them. He wondered if a person might conceivably –

  




  

    While he was still wondering, the first vicious onslaught let up a little and he could see again. He looked over his shoulder at Stebbins. Stebbins was walking hunched over, his hands hooked against his belly, and at first Garraty thought he had a cramp. For a moment Garraty was in the grip of a strong panicky feeling, nothing at all like he had felt when Curley and Ewing bought it. He didn’t want Stebbins to fold up early anymore.

  




  

    Then he saw Stebbins was only protecting the last half of his jelly sandwich, and he faced forward again, feeling relieved. He decided Stebbins must have a pretty stupid mother not to wrap his goddam sandwiches in foil, just in case of rain.

  




  

    Thunder cracked stridently, artillery practice in the sky. Garraty felt exhilarated, and some of his tiredness seemed to wash away with the sweat from his body. The rain came again, hard and pelting, and finally let off into a steady drizzle. Overhead, the clouds began to tatter.

  




  

    Pearson was now walking beside him. He hitched up his pants. He was wearing jeans that were too big for him and he hitched up his pants often. He wore horn-rimmed glasses with lenses like the bottoms of Coke bottles, and now he whipped them off and began to clean them on the tail of his shirt. He goggled in that myopic, defenseless way that people with very poor eyesight have when their glasses are off. ‘Enjoy your shower, Garraty?’

  




  

    Garraty nodded. Up ahead, McVries was urinating. He was walking backward while he did it, spraying the shoulder considerately away from the others.

  




  

    Garraty looked up at the soldiers. They were wet, too, of course, but if they were uncomfortable, they didn’t show it. Their faces were perfectly wooden. I wonder what it feels like, he thought, just to shoot someone down. I wonder if it makes them feel powerful. He remembered the girl with the sign, kissing her, feeling her ass. Feeling her smooth underpants under her pedal pushers. That had made him feel powerful.

  




  

    ‘That guy back there sure doesn’t say much, does he?’ Baker said suddenly. He jerked a thumb at Stebbins. Stebbins’s purple pants were almost black now that they were soaked through.

  




  

    ‘No. No, he doesn’t.’

  




  

    McVries pulled a warning for slowing down too much to zip up his fly. They pulled even with him, and Baker repeated what he had said about Stebbins.

  




  

    ‘He’s a loner, so what?’ McVries said, and shrugged. ‘I think –’

  




  

    ‘Hey,’ Olson broke in. It was the first thing he had said in some time, and he sounded queer. ‘My legs feel funny.’

  




  

    Garraty looked at Olson closely and saw the seedling panic in his eyes already. The look of bravado was gone. ‘How funny?’ he asked.

  




  

    ‘Like the muscles are all turning . . . baggy.’

  




  

    ‘Relax,’ McVries said. ‘It happened to me a couple of hours ago. It passes off.’

  




  

    Relief showed in Olson’s eyes. ‘Does it?’

  




  

    ‘Yeah, sure it does.’

  




  

    Olson didn’t say anything, but his lips moved. Garraty thought for a moment he was praying, but then he realized he was just counting his paces.

  




  

    Two shots ran out suddenly. There was a cry, then a third shot.

  




  

    They looked and saw a boy in a blue sweater and dirty white clamdiggers lying facedown in a puddle of water. One of his shoes had come off. Garraty saw he had been wearing white athletic socks. Hint 12 recommended them.

  




  

    Garraty stepped over him, not looking too closely for holes. The word came back that this boy had died of slowing down. Not blisters or a charley horse, he had just slowed down once too often and got a ticket.

  




  

    Garraty didn’t know his name or number. He thought the word would come back on that, but it never did. Maybe nobody knew. Maybe he had been a loner like Stebbins.

  




  

    Now they were twenty-five miles into the Long Walk. The scenery blended into a continuous mural of woods and fields, broken by an occasional house or a crossroads where waving, cheering people stood in spite of the dying drizzle. One old lady stood frozenly beneath a black umbrella, neither waving nor speaking nor smiling. She watched them go by with gimlet eyes. There was not a sign of life or movement about her except for the wind-twitched hem of her black dress. On the middle finger of her right hand she wore a large ring with a purple stone. There was a tarnished cameo at her throat.

  




  

    They crossed a railroad track that had been abandoned long ago – the rails were rusty and witch-grass was growing in the cinders between the ties. Somebody stumbled and fell and was warned and got up and went on walking with a bleeding knee.

  




  

    It was only nineteen miles to Caribou, but dark would come before that. No rest for the wicked, Garraty thought, and that struck him funny. He laughed.

  




  

    McVries looked at him closely. ‘Getting tired?’

  




  

    ‘No,’ Garraty said. ‘I’ve been tired for quite a while now.’ He looked at McVries with something like animosity. ‘You mean you’re not?’

  




  

    McVries said, ‘Just go on dancing with me like this forever, Garraty, and I’ll never tire. We’ll scrape our shoes on the stars and hang upside down from the moon.’

  




  

    He blew Garraty a kiss and walked away.

  




  

    Garraty looked after him. He didn’t know what to make of McVries.

  




  

    By quarter of four the sky had cleared and there was a rainbow in the west, where the sun was sitting below gold-edged clouds. Slanting rays of the late afternoon sunlight colored the newly turned fields they were passing, making the furrows sharp and black where they contoured around the long, sloping hills.

  




  

    The sound of the halftrack was quiet, almost soothing. Garraty let his head drop forward and semi-dozed as he walked. Somewhere up ahead was Freeport. Not tonight or tomorrow, though. Lot of steps. Long way to go. He found himself still with too many questions and not enough answers. The whole Walk seemed nothing but one looming question mark. He told himself that a thing like this must have some deep meaning. Surely it was so. A thing like this must provide an answer to every question; it was just a matter of keeping your foot on the throttle. Now if he could only –

  




  

    He put his foot down in a puddle of water and started fully awake again. Pearson looked at him quizzically and pushed his glasses up on his nose. ‘You know that guy that fell down and cut himself when we were crossing the tracks?’

  




  

    ‘Yeah. It was Zuck, wasn’t it?’

  




  

    ‘Yeah. I just heard he’s still bleeding.’

  




  

    ‘How far to Caribou, Maniac?’ somebody asked him. Garraty looked around. It was Barkovitch. He had tucked his rainhat into his back pocket where it flapped obscenely.

  




  

    ‘How the hell should I know?’

  




  

    ‘You live here, don’t you?’

  




  

    ‘It’s about seventeen miles,’ McVries told him. ‘Now go peddle your papers, little man.’

  




  

    Barkovitch put on his insulted look and moved away.

  




  

    ‘He’s some hot ticket,’ Garraty said.

  




  

    ‘Don’t let him get under your skin,’ McVries replied. ‘Just concentrate on walking him into the ground.’

  




  

    ‘Okay, coach.’

  




  

    McVries patted Garraty on the shoulder. ‘You’re going to win this one for the Gipper, my boy.’

  




  

    ‘It seems like we’ve been walking forever, doesn’t it?’

  




  

    ‘Yeah.’

  




  

    Garraty licked his lips, wanting to express himself and not knowing just how. ‘Did you ever hear that bit about a drowning man’s life passing before his eyes?’

  




  

    ‘I think I read it once. Or heard someone say it in a movie.’

  




  

    ‘Have you ever thought that might happen to us? On the Walk?’

  




  

    McVries pretended to shudder. ‘Christ, I hope not.’

  




  

    Garraty was silent for a moment and then said, ‘Do you think . . . never mind. The hell with it.’

  




  

    ‘No, go on. Do I think what?’

  




  

    ‘Do you think we could live the rest of our lives on this road? That’s what I meant. The part we would have had if we hadn’t . . . you know.’

  




  

    McVries fumbled in his pocket and came up with a package of Mellow cigarettes. ‘Smoke?’

  




  

    ‘I don’t.’

  




  

    ‘Neither do I,’ McVries said, and then put a cigarette into his mouth. He found a book of matches with a tomato sauce recipe on it. He lit the cigarette, drew smoke in, and coughed it out. Garraty thought of Hint 10: Save your wind. If you smoke ordinarily, try not to smoke on the Long Walk.

  




  

    ‘I thought I’d learn,’ McVries said defiantly.

  




  

    ‘It’s crap, isn’t it?’ Garraty said sadly.

  




  

    McVries looked at him, surprised, and then threw the cigarette away. ‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘I think it is.’

  




  

    The rainbow was gone by four o’clock. Davidson, 8, dropped back with them. He was a good-looking boy except for the rash of acne on his forehead. ‘That guy Zuck’s really hurting,’ Davidson said. He had had a packsack the last time Garraty saw him, but he noticed that at some point Davidson had cast it away.

  




  

    ‘Still bleeding?’ McVries asked.

  




  

    ‘Like a stuck pig.’ Davidson shook his head. ‘It’s funny the way things turn out, isn’t it? You fall down any other time, you get a little scrape. He needs stitches.’ He pointed to the road. ‘Look at that.’

  




  

    Garraty looked and saw tiny dark spots on the drying hardtop. ‘Blood?’

  




  

    ‘It ain’t molasses,’ Davidson said grimly.

  




  

    ‘Is he scared?’ Olson asked in a dry voice.

  




  

    ‘He says he doesn’t give a damn,’ Davidson said. ‘But I’m scared.’ His eyes were wide and gray. ‘I’m scared for all of us.’

  




  

    They kept on walking. Baker pointed out another Garraty sign.

  




  

    ‘Hot shit,’ Garraty said without looking up. He was following the trail of Zuck’s blood, like Dan’l Boon tracking a wounded Indian. It weaved slowly back and forth across the white line.

  




  

    ‘McVries,’ Olson said. His voice had gotten softer in the last couple of hours. Garraty had decided he liked Olson in spite of Olson’s brass-balls outer face. He didn’t like to see Olson getting scared, but there could be no doubt that he was.

  




  

    ‘What?’ McVries said.

  




  

    ‘It isn’t going away. That baggy feeling I told you about. It isn’t going away.’

  




  

    McVries didn’t say anything. The scar on his face looked very white in the light of the setting sun.

  




  

    ‘It feels like my legs could just collapse. Like a bad foundation. That won’t happen, will it? Will it?’ Olson’s voice had gotten a little shrill.

  




  

    McVries didn’t say anything.

  




  

    ‘Could I have a cigarette?’ Olson asked. His voice was low again.

  




  

    ‘Yeah. You can keep the pack.’

  




  

    Olson lit one of the Mellows with practiced ease, cupping the match, and thumbed his nose at one of the soldiers watching him from the halftrack. ‘They’ve been giving me the old hairy eyeball for the last hour or so. They’ve got a sixth sense about it.’ He raised his voice again. ‘You like it, don’t you, fellas? You like it, right? That goddam right, is it?’

  




  

    Several of the Walkers looked around at him and then looked away quickly. Garraty wanted to look away too. There was hysteria in Olson’s voice. The soldiers looked at Olson impassively. Garraty wondered if the word would go back on Olson pretty quick, and couldn’t repress a shudder.

  




  

    By four-thirty they had covered thirty miles. The sun was half-gone, and it had turned blood red on the horizon. The thunderheads had moved east, and overhead the sky was a darkening blue. Garraty thought about his hypothetical drowning man again. Not so hypothetical at that. The coming night was like water that would soon cover them.

  




  

    A feeling of panic rose in his gullet. He was suddenly and terribly sure that he was looking at the last daylight in his life. He wanted it to stretch out. He wanted it to last. He wanted the dusk to go on for hours.

  




  

    ‘Warning! Warning 100! Your third warning, 100!’

  




  

    Zuck looked around. There was a dazed, uncomprehending look in his eyes. His right pantsleg was caked with dried blood. And then, suddenly, he began to sprint. He weaved through the Walkers like a broken-field runner carrying a football. He ran with that same dazed expression on his face.

  




  

    The halftrack picked up speed. Zuck heard it coming and ran faster. It was a queer, shambling, limping run. The wound on his knee broke open again, and as he burst into the open ahead of the main pack, Garraty could see the drops of fresh blood splashing and flying from the cuff of his pants. Zuck ran up the next rise, and for a moment he was starkly silhouetted against the red sky, a galvanic black shape, frozen for a moment in midstride like a scarecrow in full flight. Then he was gone and the halftrack followed. The two soldiers that had dropped off it trudged along with the boys, their faces empty.

  




  

    Nobody said a word. They only listened. There was no sound for a long time. An incredibly, unbelievably long time. Only a bird, and a few early May crickets, and somewhere behind them, the drone of a plane.

  




  

    Then there was a single sharp report, a pause, then a second.

  




  

    ‘Making sure,’ someone said sickly.

  




  

    When they got up over the rise they saw the half-track sitting on the shoulder half a mile away. Blue smoke was coming from its dual exhaust pipes. Of Zuck there was no sign. No sign at all.

  




  

    ‘Where’s the Major?’ someone screamed. The voice was on the raw edge of panic. It belonged to a bullet-headed boy named Gribble, number 48. ‘I want to see the Major, goddammit! Where is he?’

  




  

    The soldiers walking along the verge of the road did not answer. No one answered.

  




  

    ‘Is he making another speech?’ Gribble stormed. ‘Is that what he’s doing? Well, he’s a murderer! That’s what he is, a murderer! I . . . I’ll tell him! You think I won’t? I’ll tell him to his face! I’ll tell him right to his face!’In his excitement he had fallen below the pace, almost stopping, and the soldiers became interested for the first time.

  




  

    ‘Warning! Warning 48!’

  




  

    Gribble faltered to a stop, and then his legs picked up speed. He looked down at his feet as he walked. Soon they were up to where the halftrack waited. It began to crawl along beside them again.

  




  

    At about 4:45, Garraty had supper – a tube of processed tuna fish, a few Snappy Crackers with cheese spread, and a lot of water. He had to force himself to stop there. You could get a canteen anytime, but there would be no fresh concentrates until tomorrow morning at nine o’clock . . . and he might want a midnight snack. Hell, he might need a midnight snack.

  




  

    ‘It may be a matter of life and death,’ Baker said, ‘but it sure isn’t hurtin’ your appetite any.’

  




  

    ‘Can’t afford to let it,’ Garraty answered. ‘I don’t like the idea of fainting about two o’clock tomorrow morning.’

  




  

    Now there was a genuinely unpleasant thought. You wouldn’t know anything, probably. Wouldn’t feel anything. You’d just wake up in eternity.

  




  

    ‘Makes you think, doesn’t it?’ Baker said softly.

  




  

    Garraty looked at him. In the fading daylight, Baker’s face was soft and young and beautiful. ‘Yeah. I’ve been thinking about a whole hell of a lot of things.’

  




  

    ‘Such as?’

  




  

    ‘Him, for one,’ Garraty said, and jerked his head toward Stebbins, who was still walking along at the same pace he had been walking at when they started out. His pants were drying on him. His face was shadowy. He was still saving his last half-sandwich.

  




  

    ‘What about him?’

  




  

    ‘I wonder why he’s here, why he doesn’t say anything. And whether he’ll live or die.’

  




  

    ‘Garraty, we’re all going to die.’

  




  

    ‘But hopefully not tonight,’ Garraty said. He kept his voice light, but a shudder suddenly wracked him. He didn’t know if Baker saw it or not. His kidneys contracted. He turned around, unzipped his fly, and began walking backward.

  




  

    ‘What do you think about the Prize?’ Baker asked.

  




  

    ‘I don’t see much sense thinking about it,’ Garraty said, and began to urinate. He finished, zipped his fly, and turned around again, mildly pleased that he had accomplished the operation without drawing a warning.

  




  

    ‘I think about it,’ Baker said dreamily. ‘Not so much the Prize itself as the money. All that money.’

  




  

    ‘Rich men don’t enter the Kingdom of Heaven,’ Garraty said. He watched his feet, the only things that were keeping him from finding out if there really was a Kingdom of Heaven or not.

  




  

    ‘Hallelujah,’ Olson said. ‘There’ll be refreshments after the meetin’.’

  




  

    ‘You a religious fella?’ Baker asked Garraty.

  




  

    ‘No, not particularly. But I’m no money freak.’

  




  

    ‘You might be if you grew up on potato soup and collards,’ Baker said. ‘Sidemeat only when your daddy could afford the ammunition.’

  




  

    ‘Might make a difference,’ Garraty agreed, and then paused, wondering whether to say anything else. ‘But it’s never really the important thing.’ He saw Baker looking at him uncomprehendingly and a little scornfully.

  




  

    ‘You can’t take it with you, that’s your next line,’ McVries said.

  




  

    Garraty glanced at him. McVries was wearing that irritating, slanting smile again. ‘It’s true, isn’t it?’ he said. ‘We don’t bring anything into the world and we sure as shit don’t take anything out.’

  




  

    ‘Yes, but the period in between those two events is more pleasant in comfort, don’t you think?’ McVries said.

  




  

    ‘Oh, comfort, shit,’ Garraty said. ‘If one of those goons riding that overgrown Tonka toy over there shot you, no doctor in the world could revive you with a transfusion of twenties or fifties.’

  




  

    ‘I ain’t dead,’ Baker said softly.

  




  

    ‘Yeah, but you could be.’ Suddenly it was very important to Garraty that he put this across. ‘What if you won? What if you spent the next six weeks planning what you were going to do with the cash – never mind the Prize, just the cash – and what if the first time you went out to buy something, you got flattened by a taxicab?’

  




  

    Harkness had come over and was now walking beside Olson. ‘Not me, babe,’ he said. ‘First thing I’d do is buy a whole fleet of Checkers. If I win this, I may never walk again.’

  




  

    ‘You don’t understand,’ Garraty said, more exasperated then ever. ‘Potato soup or sirloin tips, a mansion or a hovel, once you’re dead that’s it, they put you on a cooling board like Zuck or Ewing and that’s it. You’re better to take it a day at a time, is all I’m saying. If people just took it a day at a time, they’d be a lot happier.’

  




  

    ‘Oh, such a golden flood of bullshit,’ McVries said.

  




  

    ‘Is that so?’ Garraty cried. ‘How much planning are you doing?’

  




  

    ‘Well, right now I’ve sort of adjusted my horizons, that’s true –’

  




  

    ‘You bet it is,’ Garraty said grimly. ‘The only difference is we’re involved in dying right now.’

  




  

    Total silence followed that. Harkness took off his glasses and began to polish them. Olson looked a shade paler. Garraty wished he hadn’t said it; he had gone too far.

  




  

    Then someone in back said quite clearly:‘Hear, hear!’

  




  

    Garraty looked around, sure it was Stebbins even though he had never heard Stebbins’s voice. But Stebbins gave no sign. He was looking down at the road.

  




  

    ‘I guess I got carried away,’ Garraty muttered, even though he wasn’t the one who had gotten carried away. That had been Zuck. ‘Anyone want a cookie?’

  




  

    He handed the cookies around, and it got to be five o’clock. The sun seemed to hang suspended halfway over the horizon. The earth might have stopped turning. The three or four eager beavers who were still ahead of the pack had dropped back until they were less than fifty yards ahead of the main group.

  




  

    It seemed to Garraty that the road had become a sly combination of upgrades with no corresponding downs. He was thinking that if that were true they’d all end up breathing through oxygen faceplates before long when his foot came down on a discarded belt of food concentrates. Surprised, he looked up. It had been Olson’s. His hands were twitching at his waist. There was a look of frowning surprise on his face.

  




  

    ‘I dropped it,’ he said. ‘I wanted something to eat and I dropped it.’ He laughed, as if to show what a silly thing that had been. The laugh stopped abruptly. ‘I’m hungry,’ he said.

  




  

    No one answered. By that time everyone had gone by and there was no chance to pick it up. Garraty looked back and saw Olson’s food belt lying across the broken white passing line.

  




  

    ‘I’m hungry,’ Olson repeated patiently.

  




  

    The Major likes to see someone who’s raring to rip, wasn’t that what Olson had said when he came back from getting his number? Olson didn’t look quite so raring to rip anymore. Garraty looked at the pockets of his own belt. He had three tubes of concentrate left, plus the Snappy Crackers and the cheese. The cheese was pretty cruddy, though.

  




  

    ‘Here,’ he said, and gave Olson the cheese.

  




  

    Olson didn’t say anything, but he ate the cheese.

  




  

    ‘Musketeer,’ McVries said, with that same slanted grin.

  




  

    By five-thirty the air was smoky with twilight. A few early lightning bugs flitted aimlessly through the air. A groundfog had curdled milkily in the ditches and lower gullies of the fields. Up ahead someone asked what happened if it got so foggy you walked off the road by mistake.

  




  

    Barkovitch’s unmistakable voice came back quickly and nastily: ‘What do you think, Dumbo?’

  




  

    Four gone, Garraty thought. Eight and a half hours on the road and only four gone. There was a small, pinched feeling in his stomach. I’ll never outlast all of them, he thought. Not all of them. But on the other hand, why not? Someone had to.

  




  

    Talk had faded with the daylight. The silence that set in was oppressive. The encroaching dark, the groundmist collecting into small, curdled pools . . . for the first time it seemed perfectly real and totally unnatural, and he wanted either Jan or his mother, some woman, and he wondered what in the hell he was doing and how he ever could have gotten involved. He could not even kid himself that everything had not been up front, because it had been. And he hadn’t even done it alone. There were currently ninety-five other fools in this parade.

  




  

    The mucus ball was in his throat again, making it hard to swallow. He realized that someone up ahead was sobbing softly. He had not heard the sound begin, and no one had called his attention to it; it was as if it had been there all along.

  




  

    Ten miles to Caribou now, and at least there would be lights. The thought cheered Garraty a little. It was okay after all, wasn’t it? He was alive, and there was no sense thinking ahead to a time when he might not be. As McVries had said, it was all a matter of adjusting your horizons.

  




  

    At quarter to six the word came back on a boy named Travin, one of the early leaders who was now falling slowly back through the main group. Travin had diarrhea. Garraty heard it and couldn’t believe it was true, but when he saw Travin he knew that it was. The boy was walking and holding his pants up at the same time. Every time he squatted he picked up a warning, and Garraty wondered sickly why Travin didn’t just let it roll down his legs. Better to be dirty than dead.

  




  

    Travin was bent over, walking like Stebbins with his sandwich, and every time he shuddered Garraty knew that another stomach cramp was ripping through him. Garraty felt disgusted. There was no fascination in this, no mystery. It was a boy with a bellyache, that was all, and it was impossible to feel anything but disgust and a kind of animal terror. His own stomach rolled queasily.

  




  

    The soldiers were watching Travin very carefully. Watching and waiting. Finally Travin half-squatted, half-fell, and the soldiers shot him with his pants down. Travin rolled over and grimaced at the sky, ugly and pitiful. Someone retched noisily and was warned. It sounded to Garraty as if he was spewing his belly up whole.

  




  

    ‘He’ll go next,’ Harkness said in a businesslike way.

  




  

    ‘Shut up,’ Garraty choked thickly. ‘Can’t you just shut up?’

  




  

    No one replied. Harkness looked ashamed and began to polish his glasses again. The boy who vomited was not shot.

  




  

    They passed a group of cheering teenagers sitting on a blanket and drinking Cokes. They recognized Garraty and gave him a standing ovation. It made him feel uncomfortable. One of the girls had very large breasts. Her boyfriend was watching them jiggle as she jumped up and down. Garraty decided that he was turning in to a sex maniac.

  




  

    ‘Look at the jahoobies,’ Pearson said. ‘Dear, dear me.’

  




  

    Garraty wondered if she was a virgin, like he was.

  




  

    They passed by a still, almost perfectly circular pond, faintly misted over. It looked like a gently clouded mirror, and in the mysterious tangle of water plants growing around the edge, a bullfrog croaked hoarsely. Garraty thought the pond was one of the most beautiful things he had ever seen.

  




  

    ‘This is one hell of a big state,’ Barkovitch said someplace up ahead.

  




  

    ‘That guy gives me a royal pain in the ass,’ McVries said solemnly. ‘Right now my one goal in life is to outlast him.’

  




  

    Olson was saying a Hail Mary.

  




  

    Garraty looked at him, alarmed.

  




  

    ‘How many warnings has he got?’ Pearson asked.

  




  

    ‘None that I know of,’ Baker said.

  




  

    ‘Yeah, but he don’t look so good.’

  




  

    ‘At this point, none of us do,’ McVries said.

  




  

    Another silence fell. Garraty was aware for the first time that his feet hurt. Not just his legs, which had been troubling him for some time, but his feet. He noticed that he had been unconsciously walking on the outside of the soles, but every now and then he put a foot down flat and winced. He zipped his jacket all the way up and turned the collar against his neck. The air was still damp and raw.

  




  

    ‘Hey! Over there!’ McVries said cheerfully.

  




  

    Garraty and the others looked to the left. They were passing a graveyard situated atop a small grassy knoll. A fieldstone wall surrounded it, and now the mist was creeping slowly around the leaning gravestones. An angel with a broken wing stared at them with empty eyes. A nuthatch perched atop a rust flaking flagholder left over from some patriotic holiday and looked them over perkily.

  




  

    ‘Our first boneyard,’ McVries said. ‘It’s on your side, Ray, you lose all your points. Remember that game?’

  




  

    ‘You talk too goddam much,’ Olson said suddenly.

  




  

    ‘What’s wrong with graveyards, Henry, old buddy? A fine and private place, as the poet said. A nice watertight casket –’

  




  

    ‘Just shut up!’

  




  

    ‘Oh, pickles,’ McVries said. His scar flashed very white in the dying daylight. ‘You don’t really mind the thought of dying, do you, Olson? Like the poet also said, it ain’t the dying, it’s laying in the grave so long. Is that what’s bugging you, booby?’ McVries began to trumpet. ‘Well, cheer up, Charlie! There’s a brighter day com –’

  




  

    ‘Leave him alone,’ Baker said quietly.

  




  

    ‘Why should I? He’s busy convincing himself he can crap out any time he feels like it. That if he just lays down and dies, it won’t be as bad as everyone makes out. Well, I’m not going to let him get away with it.’

  




  

    ‘If he doesn’t die, you will,’ Garraty said.

  




  

    ‘Yeah, I’m remembering,’ McVries said, and gave Garraty his tight, slanted smile . . . only this time there was absolutely no humor in it at all. Suddenly McVries looked furious, and Garraty was almost afraid of him. ‘He’s the one that’s forgetting. This turkey here.’

  




  

    ‘I don’t want to do it anymore,’ Olson said hollowly. ‘I’m sick of it.’

  




  

    ‘Raring to rip,’ McVries said, turning on him. ‘Isn’t that what you said? Fuck it, then. Why don’t you just fall down and die then?’

  




  

    ‘Leave him alone,’ Garraty said.

  




  

    ‘Listen, Ray –’

  




  

    ‘No, you listen. One Barkovitch is enough. Let him do it his own way. No musketeers, remember.’

  




  

    McVries smiled again. ‘Okay, Garraty. You win.’

  




  

    Olson didn’t say anything. He just kept picking them up and laying them down.

  




  

    Full dark had come by six-thirty. Caribou, now only six miles away, could be seen on the horizon as a dim glow. There were few people along the road to see them into town. They seemed to have all gone home to supper. The mist was chilly around Ray Garraty’s feet. It hung over the hills in ghostly limp banners. The stars were coming brighter overhead, Venus glowing steadily, the Dipper in its accustomed place. He had always been good at the constellations. He pointed out Cassiopeia to Pearson, who only grunted.

  




  

    He thought about Jan, his girl, and felt a twinge of guilt about the girl he had kissed earlier. He couldn’t remember exactly what that girl had looked like anymore, but she had excited him. Putting his hand on her ass like that had excited him – what would have happened if he had tried to put his hand between her legs? He felt a clockspring of pressure in his groin that made him wince a little as he walked.

  




  

    Jan had long hair, almost to her waist. She was sixteen. Her breasts were not as big as those of the girl who had kissed him. He had played with her breasts a lot. It drove him crazy. She wouldn’t let him make love to her, and he didn’t know how to make her. She wanted to, but she wouldn’t. Garraty knew that some boys could do that, could get a girl to go along, but he didn’t seem to have quite enough personality – or maybe not quite enough will – to convince her. He wondered how many of the others here were virgins. Gribble had called the Major a murderer. He wondered if Gribble was a virgin. He decided Gribble probably was.

  




  

    They passed the Caribou city limits. There was a large crowd there, and a news truck from one of the networks. A battery of lights bathed the road in a warm white glare. It was like walking into a sudden warm lagoon of sunlight, wading through it, and then emerging again.

  




  

    A fat newspaperman in a three-piece suit trotted along with them, poking his long-reach microphone at different Walkers. Behind him, two technicians busily unreeled a drum of electric cable.

  




  

    ‘How do you feel?’

  




  

    ‘Okay. I guess I feel okay.’

  




  

    ‘Feeling tired?’

  




  

    ‘Yeah, well, you know. Yeah. But I’m still okay.’

  




  

    ‘What do you think your chances are now?’

  




  

    ‘I dunno . . . okay, I guess. I still feel pretty strong.’

  




  

    He asked a big bull of a fellow, Scramm, what he thought of the Long Walk. Scramm grinned, said he thought it was the biggest fucking thing he’d ever seen, and the reporter made snipping motions with his fingers at the two technicians. One of them nodded back wearily.

  




  

    Shortly afterward he ran out of microphone cable and began wending his way back toward the mobile unit, trying to avoid the tangles of unreeled cord. The crowd, drawn as much by the TV crews as by the Long Walkers themselves, cheered enthusiastically. Posters of the Major were raised and lowered rhythmically on sticks so raw and new they were still bleeding sap. When the cameras panned over them, they cheered more frantically than ever and waved to Aunt Betty and Uncle Fred.

  




  

    They rounded a bend and passed a small shop where the owner, a little man wearing stained whites, had set up a soft drink cooler with a sign over it which read: ON THE HOUSE FOR THE LONG WALKERS!! COURTESY OF ‘EV’S’ MARKET! A police cruiser was parked close by, and two policemen were patiently explaining to Ev, as they undoubtedly did every year, that it was against the rules for spectators to offer any kind of aid or assistance – including soft drinks – to the Walkers.

  




  

    They passed by the Caribou Paper Mills, Inc., a huge, soot-blackened building on a dirty river. The workers were lined up against the cyclone fences, cheering good-naturedly and waving. A whistle blew as the last of the Walkers – Stebbins – passed by, and Garraty, looking back over his shoulder, saw them trooping inside again.

  




  

    ‘Did he ask you?’ a strident voice inquired of Garraty. With a feeling of great weariness, Garraty looked down at Gary Barkovitch.

  




  

    ‘Did who ask me what?’

  




  

    ‘The reporter, Dumbo. Did he ask you how you felt?’

  




  

    ‘No, he didn’t get to me.’ He wished Barkovitch would go away. He wished the throbbing pain in the soles of his feet would go away.

  




  

    ‘They asked me,’ Barkovitch said. ‘You know what I told them?’

  




  

    ‘Huh-uh.’

  




  

    ‘I told them I felt great,’ Barkovitch said aggressively. The rainhat was still flopping in his back pocket. ‘I told them I felt real strong. I told them I felt prepared to go on forever. And do you know what else I told them?’

  




  

    ‘Oh, shut up,’ Pearson said.

  




  

    ‘Who asked you, long, tall and ugly?’ Barkovitch said.

  




  

    ‘Go away,’ McVries said. ‘You give me a headache.’

  




  

    Insulted once more, Barkovitch moved on up the line and grabbed Collie Parker. ‘Did he ask you what –’

  




  

    ‘Get out of here before I pull your fucking nose off and make you eat it,’ Collie Parker snarled. Barkovitch moved on quickly. The word on Collie Parker was that he was one mean son of a bitch.

  




  

    ‘That guy drives me up the wall,’ Pearson said.

  




  

    ‘He’d be glad to hear it,’ McVries said. ‘He likes it. He also told that reporter that he planned to dance on a lot of graves. He means it, too. That’s what keeps him going.’

  




  

    ‘Next time he comes around I think I’ll trip him,’ Olson said. His voice sounded dull and drained.

  




  

    ‘Tut-tut,’ McVries said. ‘Rule 8, no interference with your fellow Walkers.’

  




  

    ‘You know what you can do with Rule 8,’ Olson said with a pallid smile.

  




  

    ‘Watch out,’ McVries grinned, ‘you’re starting to sound pretty lively again.’

  




  

    By 7 PM the pace, which had been lagging very close to the minimum limit, began to pick up a little. It was cool and if you walked faster you kept warmer. They passed beneath a turnpike overpass, and several people cheered them around mouthfuls of Dunkin’ Donuts from the glass-walled shop situated near the base of the exit ramp.

  




  

    ‘We join up with the turnpike someplace, don’t we?’ Baker asked.

  




  

    ‘In Oldtown,’ Garraty said. ‘Approximately one hundred and twenty miles.’

  




  

    Harkness whistled through his teeth.

  




  

    Not long after that, they walked into downtown Caribou. They were forty-four miles from their starting point.

  




  

    4

  




  

    

      ‘The ultimate game show would be one where the losing contestant was killed.’

    




    

      – Chuck Barris

    




    

      Game show creator MC of The Gong Show

    


  




  

    Everyone was disappointed with Caribou.

  




  

    It was just like Limestone.

  




  

    The crowds were bigger, but otherwise it was just another mill-pulp-and-service town with a scattering of stores and gas stations, one shopping center that was having, according to the signs plastered everywhere, OUR ANNUAL WALK-IN FOR VALUES SALE!, and a park with a war memorial in it. A small, evil-sounding high school band struck up the National Anthem, then a medley of Sousa marches, and then, with taste so bad it was almost grisly, Marching to Pretoria.

  




  

    The same woman who had made a fuss at the crossroads so far back turned up again. She was still looking for Percy. This time she made it through the police cordon and right onto the road. She pawed through the boys, unintentionally tripping one of them up. She was yelling for her Percy to come home now. The soldiers went for their guns, and for a moment it looked very much as if Percy’s mom was going to buy herself an interference ticket. Then a cop got an armlock on her and dragged her away. A small boy sat on a KEEP MAINE TIDY barrel and ate a hotdog and watched the cops put Percy’s mom in a police cruiser. Percy’s mom was the high point of going through Caribou.

  




  

    ‘What comes after Oldtown, Ray?’ McVries asked.

  




  

    ‘I’m not a walking roadmap,’ Garraty said irritably. ‘Bangor, I guess. Then Augusta. Then Kittery and the state line, about three hundred and thirty miles from here. Give or take. Okay? I’m picked clean.’

  




  

    Somebody whistled. ‘Three hundred and thirty miles.’

  




  

    ‘It’s unbelievable,’ Harkness said gloomily.

  




  

    ‘The whole damn thing is unbelievable,’ McVries said. ‘I wonder where the Major is?’

  




  

    ‘Shacked up in Augusta,’ Olson said.

  




  

    They all grinned, and Garraty reflected how strange it was about the Major, who had gone from God to Mammon in just ten hours.

  




  

    Ninety-five left. But that wasn’t even the worst anymore. The worst was trying to visualize McVries buying it, or Baker. Or Harkness with his silly book idea. His mind shied away from the thought.

  




  

    Once Caribou was behind them, the road became all but deserted. They walked through a country crossroads with a single lightpole rearing high above, spotlighting them and making crisp black shadows as they passed through the glare. Far away a train whistle hooted. The moon cast a dubious light on the groundfog, leaving it pearly and opalescent in the fields.

  




  

    Garraty took a drink of water.

  




  

    ‘Warning! Warning 12! This is your final warning, 12!’

  




  

    12 was a boy named Fenter who was wearing a souvenir T-shirt which read I RODE THE MT. WASHINGTON COG RAILWAY. Fenter was licking his lips. The word was that his foot had stiffened up on him badly. When he was shot ten minutes later, Garraty didn’t feel much. He was too tired. He walked around Fenter. Looking down he saw something glittering in Fenter’s hand. A St Christopher medal.

  




  

    If I get out of this,’ McVries said abruptly, ‘you know what I’m going to do?’

  




  

    ‘What?’ Baker asked.

  




  

    ‘Fornicate until my cock turns blue. I’ve never been so horny in my life as I am right this minute, at quarter of eight on May first.’

  




  

    ‘You mean it?’ Garraty asked.

  




  

    ‘I do,’ McVries assured. ‘I could even get horny for you, Ray, if you didn’t need a shave.’

  




  

    Garraty laughed.

  




  

    ‘Prince Charming, that’s who I am,’ McVries said. His hand went to the scar on his cheek and touched it. ‘Now all I need is a Sleeping Beauty. I could awake her with a biggy sloppy soul kiss and the two of us would ride away into the sunset. At least as far as the nearest Holiday Inn.’

  




  

    ‘Walk,’ Olsen said listlessly.

  




  

    ‘Huh?’

  




  

    ‘Walk into the sunset.’

  




  

    ‘Walk into the sunset, okay,’ McVries said. ‘True love either way. Do you believe in true love, Hank dear?’

  




  

    ‘I believe in a good screw,’ Olson said, and Art Baker burst out laughing.

  




  

    ‘I believe in true love,’ Garraty said, and then felt sorry he had said it. It sounded naive.

  




  

    ‘You want to know why I don’t?’ Olson said. He looked up at Garraty and grinned a scary, furtive grin. ‘Ask Fenter. Ask Zuck. They know.’

  




  

    ‘That’s one hell of an attitude,’ Pearson said. He had come out of the dark from someplace and was walking with them again. Pearson was limping, not badly, but very obviously limping.

  




  

    ‘No, it’s not,’ McVries said, and then, after a moment, he added cryptically: ‘Nobody loves a deader.’

  




  

    ‘Edgar Allan Poe did,’ Baker said. ‘I did a report on him in school and it said he had tendencies that were ne-necro –’

  




  

    ‘Necrophiliac,’ Garraty said.

  




  

    ‘Yeah, that’s right.’

  




  

    ‘What’s that?’ Pearson asked.

  




  

    ‘It means you got an urge to sleep with a dead woman,’ Baker said. ‘Or a dead man, if you’re a woman.’

  




  

    ‘Or if you’re a fruit,’ McVries put in.

  




  

    ‘How the hell did we get on this?’ Olson croaked. ‘Just how in the hell did we get on the subject of screwing dead people? It’s fucking repulsive.’

  




  

    ‘Why not?’ A deep, somber voice. It was Abraham, 2. He was tall and disjointed-looking; he walked in a perpetual shamble. ‘I think we all might take a moment or two to stop and think about whatever kind of sex life there may be in the next world.’

  




  

    ‘I get Marilyn Monroe,’ McVries said. ‘You can have Eleanor Roosevelt, Abe old buddy.’

  




  

    Abraham gave him the finger. Up ahead, one of the soldiers droned out a warning.

  




  

    ‘Just a second now. Just one motherfucking second here.’ Olson spoke slowly, as if he wrestled with a tremendous problem in expression. ‘You’re all off the subject. All off.’

  




  

    ‘The Transcendental Quality of Love, a lecture by the noted philosopher and Ethiopian jug-rammer Henry Olson,’ McVries said. ‘Author of A Peach Is Not a Peach without a PIT and other works of –’

  




  

    ‘Wait!’ Olson cried out. His voice was as shrill as broken glass. ‘You wait just one goddam second! Love is a put-on! It’s nothing! One big fat el zilcho! You got it?’

  




  

    No one replied. Garraty looked out ahead of him, where the dark charcoal hills met the star-punched darkness of the sky. He wondered if he couldn’t feel the first faint twinges of a charley horse in the arch of his left foot. I want to sit down, he thought irritably. Damn it all, I want to sit down.

  




  

    ‘Love is a fake!’ Olson was blaring. ‘There are three great truths in the world and they are a good meal, a good screw, and a good shit, and that’s all! And when you get like Fenter and Zuck –’

  




  

    ‘Shut up,’ a bored voice said, and Garraty knew it was Stebbins. But when he looked back, Stebbins was only looking at the road and walking along near the left-hand edge.

  




  

    A jet passed overhead, trailing the sound of its engines behind it and chalking a feathery line across the night sky. It passed low enough for them to be able to see its running lights, pulsing yellow and green. Baker was whistling again. Garraty let his eyelids drop mostly shut. His feet moved on their own.

  




  

    His half-dozing mind began to slip away from him. Random thoughts began to chase each other lazily across its field. He remembered his mother singing him an Irish lullaby when he was very small . . . something about cockles and mussels, alive, alive-o. And her face, so huge and beautiful, like the face of an actress on a movie screen. Wanting to kiss her and be in love with her for always. When he grew up, he would marry her.

  




  

    This was replaced by Jan’s good-humored Polish face and her dark hair that streamed nearly to her waist. She was wearing a two-piece bathing suit beneath a short beach coat because they were going to Reid Beach. Garraty himself was wearing a ragged pair of denim shorts and his zoris.

  




  

    Jan was gone. Her face became that of Jimmy Owens, the kid down the block from them. He had been five and Jimmy had been five and Jimmy’s mother had caught them playing Doctor’s Office in the sandpit behind Jimmy’s house. They both had boners. That’s what they called them – boners. Jimmy’s mother had called his mother and his mother had come to get him and had sat him down in her bedroom and had asked him how he would like it if she made him go out and walk down the street with no clothes on. His dozing body contracted with the groveling embarrassment of it, the deep shame. He had cried and begged, not to make him walk down the street with no clothes on . . . and not to tell his father.

  




  

    Seven years old now. He and Jimmy Owens peering through the dirt-grimed window of the Burr’s Building Materials office at the naked lady calendars, knowing what they were looking at but not really knowing, feeling a crawling shameful exciting pang of something. Of some-thing. There had been one blond lady with a piece of blue silk draped across her hips and they had stared at it for a long, long time. They argued about what might be down there under the cloth. Jimmy said he had seen his mother naked. Jimmy said he knew. Jimmy said it was hairy and cut open. He had refused to believe Jimmy, because what Jimmy said was disgusting.

  




  

    Still he was sure that ladies must be different from men down there and they had spent a long purple summer dusk discussing it, swatting mosquitoes and watching a scratch baseball game in the lot of the moving van company across the street from Burr’s. He could feel, actually feel in the half-waking dream the sensation of the hard curb beneath his fanny.

  




  

    The next year he had hit Jimmy Owens in the mouth with the barrel of his Daisy air rifle while they were playing guns and Jimmy had to have four stitches in his upper lip. A year after that they had moved away. He hadn’t meant to hit Jimmy in the mouth. It had been an accident. Of that he was quite sure, even though by then he had known Jimmy was right because he had seen his own mother naked (he had not meant to see her naked – it had been an accident). They were hairy down there. Hairy and cut open.

  




  

    Shhh, it isn’t a tiger, love, only your teddybear, see? . . . Cockles and mussels, alive, alive-o . . . Mother loves her boy . . . Shhh . . . Go to sleep . . .

  




  

    ‘Warning! Warning 47!’

  




  

    An elbow poked him rudely in the ribs. ‘That’s you, boy. Rise and shine.’ McVries was grinning at him.

  




  

    ‘What time is it?’ Garraty asked thickly.

  




  

    ‘Eight thirty-five.’

  




  

    ‘But I’ve been –’

  




  

    ‘– dozing for hours,’ McVries said. ‘I know the feeling.’

  




  

    ‘Well, it sure seemed that way.’

  




  

    ‘It’s your mind,’ McVries said, ‘using the old escape hatch. Don’t you wish your feet could?’

  




  

    ‘I use Dial,’ Pearson said, pulling an idiotic face. ‘Don’t you wish everybody did?’

  




  

    Garraty thought that memories were like a line drawn in the dirt. The further back you went the scuffier and harder to see that line got. Until finally there was nothing but smooth sand and the black hole of nothingness that you came out of. The memories were in a way like the road. Here it was real and hard and tangible. But that early road, that nine in the morning road, was far back and meaningless.

  




  

    They were almost fifty miles into the Walk. The word came back that the Major would be by in his jeep to review them and make a short speech when they actually got to the fifty-mile point. Garraty thought that was most probably horseshit.

  




  

    They breasted a long, steep rise, and Garraty was tempted to take his jacket off again. He didn’t. He unzipped it, though, and then walked backward for a minute. The lights of Caribou twinkled at him, and he thought about Lot’s wife, who had looked back and turned into a pillar of salt.

  




  

    ‘Warning! Warning 47! Second warning, 47!’

  




  

    It took Garraty a moment to realize it was him. His second warning in ten minutes. He started to feel afraid again. He thought of the unnamed boy who had died because he had slowed down once too often. Was that what he was doing?

  




  

    He looked around. McVries, Harkness, Baker and Olson were all staring at him. Olson was having a particularly good look. He could make out the intent expression on Olson’s face even in the dark. Olson had outlasted six. He wanted to make Garraty lucky seven. He wanted Garraty to die.

  




  

    ‘See anything green?’ Garraty asked irritably.

  




  

    ‘No,’ Olson said, his eyes sliding away. ‘Course not.’

  




  

    Garraty walked with determination now, his arms swinging aggressively. It was twenty to nine. At twenty to eleven – eight miles down the road – he would be free again. He felt an hysterical urge to proclaim he could do it, they needn’t send the word back on him, they weren’t going to watch him get a ticket . . . at least not yet.

  




  

    The groundfog spread across the road in thin ribbons, like smoke. The shapes of the boys moved through it like dark islands somehow set adrift. At fifty miles into the Walk they passed a small, shut-up garage with a rusted-out gas pump in front. It was little more than an ominous, leaning shape in the fog. The clear fluorescent light from a telephone booth cast the only glow. The Major didn’t come. No one came.

  




  

    The road dipped gently around a curve, and then there was a yellow road sign ahead. The word came back, but before it got to Garraty he could read the sign for himself:

  




  

    STEEP GRADE TRUCKS USE LOW GEAR

  




  

    Groans and moans. Somewhere up ahead Barkovitch called out merrily: ‘Step into it, brothers! Who wants to race me to the top?’

  




  

    ‘Shut your goddam mouth, you little freak,’ someone said quietly.

  




  

    ‘Make me, Dumbo!’ Barkovitch shrilled. ‘Come on up here and make me!’

  




  

    ‘He’s crackin’,’ Baker said.

  




  

    ‘No,’ McVries replied. ‘He’s just stretching. Guys like him have an awful lot of stretch.’

  




  

    Olson’s voice was deadly quiet. ‘I don’t think I can climb that hill. Not at four miles an hour.’

  




  

    The hill stretched above them. They were almost to it now. With the fog it was impossible to see the top. For all we know, it might just go up forever, Garraty thought.

  




  

    They started up.

  




  

    It wasn’t as bad, Garraty discovered, if you stared down at your feet as you walked and leaned forward a little. You stared strictly down at the tiny patch of pavement between your feet and it gave you the impression that you were walking on level ground. Of course, you couldn’t kid yourself that your lungs and the breath in your throat weren’t heating up, because they were.

  




  

    Somehow the word started coming back – some people still had breath to spare, apparently. The word was that this hill was a quarter of a mile long. The word was it was two miles long. The word was that no Walker had ever gotten a ticket on this hill. The word was that three boys had gotten tickets here just last year. And after that, the word stopped coming back.

  




  

    ‘I can’t do it,’ Olson was saying monotonously. ‘I can’t do it anymore.’ His breath was coming in doglike pants. But he kept on walking and they all kept on walking. Little grunting noises and soft, plosive breathing became audible. The only other sounds were Olson’s chant, the scuff of many feet, and the grinding, ratcheting sound of the halftrack’s engine as it chugged along beside them.

  




  

    Garraty felt the bewildered fear in his stomach grow. He could actually die here. It wouldn’t be hard at all. He had screwed around and had gotten two warnings on him already. He couldn’t be much over the limit right now. All he had to do was slip his pace a little and he’d have number three – final warning. And then . . .

  




  

    ‘Warning! Warning 70!’

  




  

    ‘They’re playing your song, Olson,’ McVries said between pants. ‘Pick up your feet. I want to see you dance up this hill like Fred Astaire.’

  




  

    ‘What do you care?’ Olson asked fiercely.

  




  

    McVries didn’t answer. Olson found a little more inside himself and managed to pick it up. Garraty wondered morbidly if the little more Olson had found was his last legs. He also wondered about Stebbins, back there tailing the group. How are you, Stebbins? Getting tired?

  




  

    Up ahead, a boy named Larson, 60, suddenly sat down on the road. He got a warning. The other boys split and passed around him, like the Red Sea around the Children of Israel.

  




  

    ‘I’m just going to rest for a while, okay?’ Larson said with a trusting, shell-shocked smile. ‘I can’t walk anymore right now, okay?’ His smile stretched wider, and he turned it on the soldier who had jumped down from the half-track with his rifle unslung and the stainless steel chronometer in his hand.

  




  

    ‘Warning, 60,’ the soldier said. ‘Second warning.’

  




  

    ‘Listen, I’ll catch up,’ Larson hastened to assure him. ‘I’m just resting. A guy can’t walk all the time. Not all the time. Can he, fellas?’ Olson made a little moaning noise as he passed Larson, and shied away when Larson tried to touch his pants cuff.

  




  

    Garraty felt his pulse beating warmly in his temples. Larson got his third warning . . . now he’ll understand, Garraty thought, now he’ll get up and start flogging it. And at the end, Larson did realize, apparently. Reality came crashing back in. ‘Hey!’ Larson said behind them. His voice was high and alarmed. ‘Hey, just a second, don’t do that, I’ll get up. Hey, don’t! D –’

  




  

    The shot. They walked on up the hill.

  




  

    ‘Ninety-three bottles of beer left on the shelf,’ McVries said softly.

  




  

    Garraty made no reply. He stared at his feet and walked and focused all of his concentration on getting to the top without that third warning. It couldn’t go on much longer, this monster hill. Surely not.

  




  

    Up ahead someone uttered a high, gobbling scream, and then the rifles crashed in unison.

  




  

    ‘Barkovitch,’ Baker said hoarsely. ‘That was Barkovitch, I’m sure it was.’

  




  

    ‘Wrong, redneck!’ Barkovitch yelled out of the darkness. ‘One hundred per cent dead wrong!’

  




  

    They never did see the boy who had been shot after Larson. He had been part of the vanguard and he was dragged off the road before they got there. Garraty ventured a look up from the pavement, and was immediately sorry. He could see the top of the hill – just barely. They still had the length of a football field to go. It looked like a hundred miles. No one said anything else. Each of them had retreated into his own private world of pain and effort. Seconds seemed to telescope into hours.

  




  

    Near the top of the hill, a rutted dirt road branched off the main drag, and a farmer and his family stood there. They watched the Walkers go past – an old man with a deeply seamed brow, a hatchet-faced woman in a bulky cloth coat, three teenaged children who all looked halfwitted.

  




  

    ‘All he needs . . . is a pitchfork,’ McVries told Garraty breathlessly. Sweat was streaming down McVries’s face. ‘And . . . Grant Wood . . . to paint him.’

  




  

    Someone called out: ‘Hiya, Daddy!’

  




  

    The farmer and the farmer’s wife and the farmer’s children said nothing. The cheese stands alone, Garraty thought crazily. Hi-ho the dairy-o, the cheese stands alone. The farmer and his family did not smile. They did not frown. They held no signs. They did not wave. They watched. Garraty was reminded of the Western movies he had seen on all the Saturday afternoons of his youth, where the hero was left to die in the desert and the buzzards came and circled overhead. They were left behind, and Garraty was glad. He supposed the farmer and his wife and three halfwitted children would be out there around nine o’clock next May first . . . and the next . . . and the next. How many boys had they seen shot? A dozen? Two? Garraty didn’t like to think of it. He took a pull at his canteen, sloshed the water around in his mouth, trying to cut through the caked saliva. He spit the mouthful out.

  




  

    The hill went on. Up ahead Toland fainted and was shot after the soldier left beside him had warned his unconscious body three times. It seemed to Garraty that they had been climbing the hill for at least a month now. Yes, it had to be a month at least, and that was a conservative estimate because they had been walking for just over three years. He giggled a little, took another mouthful of water, sloshed it around in his mouth, and then swallowed it. No cramps. A cramp would finish him now. But it could happen. It could happen because someone had dipped his shoes in liquid lead while he wasn’t looking.

  




  

    Nine gone, and a third of them had gotten it right here on this hill. The Major had told Olson to give them hell, and if this wasn’t hell, it was a pretty good approximation. A pretty good . . .

  




  

    Oh boy –

  




  

    Garraty was suddenly aware that he felt quite giddy, as if he might faint himself. He brought one hand up and slapped himself across the face, backward and forward, hard.

  




  

    ‘You all right?’ McVries asked.

  




  

    ‘Feel faint.’

  




  

    ‘Pour your . . .’ Quick, whistling breath, ‘ . . . canteen over your head.’

  




  

    Garraty did it. I christen thee Raymond Davis Garraty, pax vobiscum. The water was very cold. He stopped feeling faint. Some of the water trickled down inside his shirt in freezing cold rivulets. ‘Canteen! 47!’ he shouted. The effort of the shout left him feeling drained all over again. He wished he had waited awhile.

  




  

    One of the soldiers jog-trotted over to him and handed him a fresh canteen. Garraty could feel the soldier’s expressionless marble eyes sizing him up. ‘Get away,’ he said rudely, taking the canteen. ‘You get paid to shoot me, not to look at me.’

  




  

    The soldier went away with no change of expression. Garraty made himself walk a little faster.

  




  

    They kept climbing and no one else got it and then they were at the top. It was nine o’clock. They had been on the road twelve hours. It didn’t mean anything. The only thing that mattered was the cool breeze blowing over the top of the hill. And the sound of a bird. And the feel of his damp shirt against his skin. And the memories in his head. Those things mattered, and Garraty clung to them with desperate awareness. They were his things and he still had them.

  




  

    ‘Pete?’

  




  

    ‘Yeah.’

  




  

    ‘Man, I’m glad to be alive.’

  




  

    McVries didn’t answer. They were on the downslope now. Walking was easy.

  




  

    ‘I’m going to try hard to stay alive,’ Garraty said, almost apologetically.

  




  

    The road curved gently downward. They were still a hundred and fifteen miles from Oldtown and the comparative levelness of the turnpike.

  




  

    ‘That’s the idea, isn’t it?’ McVries asked finally. His voice sounded cracked and cobwebby, as if it had issued from a dusty cellar.

  




  

    Neither of them said anything for a while. No one was talking. Baker ambled steadily along – he hadn’t drawn a warning yet – with his hands in his pockets, his head nodding slightly with the flatfooted rhythm of his walk. Olson had gone back to Hail Mary, full of grace. His face was a white splotch in the darkness. Harkness was eating.

  




  

    ‘Garraty,’ McVries said.

  




  

    ‘I’m here.’

  




  

    ‘You ever see the end of a Long Walk?’

  




  

    ‘No, you?’

  




  

    ‘Hell, no. I just thought, you being close to it and all –’

  




  

    ‘My father hated them. He took me to one as a what-do-you-call-it, object lesson. But that was the only time.’

  




  

    ‘I saw.’

  




  

    Garraty jumped at the sound of that voice. It was Stebbins. He had pulled almost even with them, his head still bent forward, his blond hair flapping around his ears like a sickly halo.

  




  

    ‘What was it like?’ McVries asked. His voice was younger somehow.

  




  

    ‘You don’t want to know,’ Stebbins said.

  




  

    ‘I asked, didn’t I?’

  




  

    Stebbins made no reply. Garraty’s curiosity about him was stronger than ever. Stebbins hadn’t folded up. He showed no signs of folding up. He went on without complaint and hadn’t been warned since the starting line.

  




  

    ‘Yeah, what’s it like?’ he heard himself asking.

  




  

    ‘I saw the end four years ago,’ Stebbins said. ‘I was thirteen. It ended about sixteen miles over the New Hampshire border. They had the National Guard out and sixteen Federal Squads to augment the State Police. They had to. The people were packed sixty deep on both sides of the road for fifty miles. Over twenty people were trampled to death before it was all over. It happened because people were trying to move with the Walkers, trying to see the end of it. I had a front-row seat. My dad got it for me.’

  




  

    ‘What does your dad do?’ Garraty asked.

  




  

    ‘He’s in the Squads. And he had it figured just right. I didn’t even have to move. The Walk ended practically in front of me.’

  




  

    ‘What happened?’ Olson asked softly.

  




  

    ‘I could hear them coming before I could see them. We all could. It was one big soundwave, getting closer and closer. And it was still an hour before they got close enough to see. They weren’t looking at the crowd, either of the two that were left. It was like they didn’t even know the crowd was there. What they were looking at was the road. They were hobbling along, both of them. Like they had been crucified and then taken down and made to walk with the nails still through their feet.’

  




  

    They were all listening to Stebbins now. A horrified silence had fallen like a rubber sheet.

  




  

    ‘The crowd was yelling at them, almost as if they could still hear. Some were yelling one guy’s name, and some were yelling the other guy’s, but the only thing that really came through was this Go . . . Go . . . Go chant. I was getting shoved around like a beanbag. The guy next to me either pissed or jacked off in his pants, you couldn’t tell which.

  




  

    ‘They walked right past me. One of them was a big blond with his shirt open. One of his shoe soles had come unglued or unstitched or whatever, and it was flapping. The other guy wasn’t even wearing his shoes anymore. He was in his stocking feet. His socks ended at his ankles. The rest of them . . . why, he’d just walked them away, hadn’t he? His feet were purple. You could see the broken blood vessels in his feet. I don’t think he really felt it anymore. Maybe they were able to do something with his feet later, I don’t know. Maybe they were.’

  




  

    ‘Stop. For God’s sake, stop it.’ It was McVries. He sounded dazed and sick.

  




  

    ‘You wanted to know,’ Stebbins said, almost genially. ‘Didn’t you say that?’

  




  

    No answer. The halftrack whined and clattered and spurted along the shoulder, and somewhere farther up someone drew a warning.

  




  

    ‘It was the big blond that lost. I saw it all. They were just a little past me. He threw both of his arms up, like he was Superman. But instead of flying he just fell flat on his face and they gave him his ticket after thirty seconds because he was walking with three. They were both walking with three.

  




  

    ‘Then the crowd started to cheer. They cheered and they cheered and then they could see that the kid that won was trying to say something. So they shut up. He had fallen on his knees, you know, like he was going to pray, only he was just crying. And then he crawled over to the other boy and put his face in that big blond kid’s shirt. Then he started to say whatever it was he had to say, but we couldn’t hear it. He was talking into the dead kid’s shirt. He was telling the dead kid. Then the soldiers rushed out and told him he had won the Prize, and asked him how he wanted to start.’

  




  

    ‘What did he say?’ Garraty asked. It seemed to him that with the question he had laid his whole life on the line.

  




  

    ‘He didn’t say anything to them, not then,’ Stebbins said. ‘He was talking to the dead kid. He was telling the dead kid something, but we couldn’t hear it.’

  




  

    ‘What happened then?’ Pearson asked.

  




  

    ‘I don’t remember,’ Stebbins said remotely.

  




  

    No one said anything. Garraty felt a panicked, trapped sensation, as if someone had stuffed him into an underground pipe that was too small to get out of. Up ahead a third warning was given out and a boy made a croaking, despairing sound, like a dying crow. Please God, don’t let them shoot anyone now, Garraty thought. I’ll go crazy if I hear the guns now. Please God, please God.

  




  

    A few minutes later the guns rammed their steel-death sound into the night. This time it was a short boy in a flapping red and white football jersey. For a moment Garraty thought Percy’s mom would not have to wonder or worry anymore, but it wasn’t Percy – it was a boy named Quincy or Quentin or something like that.

  




  

    Garraty didn’t go crazy. He turned around to say angry words at Stebbins – to ask him, perhaps, how it felt to inflict a boy’s last minutes with such horror – but Stebbins had dropped back to his usual position and Garraty was alone again.

  




  

    They walked on, the ninety of them.

  




  

    5

  




  

    

      ‘You did not tell the truth and so you will have to pay the consequences.’

    




    

      – Bob Barker

    




    

      Truth or Consequences

    


  




  

    At twenty minutes of ten on that endless May first, Garraty sluffed one of his two warnings. Two more Walkers had bought it since the boy in the football jersey. Garraty barely noticed. He was taking a careful inventory of himself.
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