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I say, Jerry! You’d be in a blazing way,


if recalling to life was to come into fashion,
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CHAPTER ONE


That had to be Steve Kraft. It was Kraft’s blue Trans Am, the one his dad gave him when he threw six touchdown passes against the Bay last fall. So that had to be Steve, all right.


The way his head looked reminded Wes of when you’ve got a marshmallow on a stick and you’re trying to toast it to a nice golden tan and the bastard goes up in flames.


You blow out the fire. Then you go to pull the marshmallow off the stick. The stiff crust slips right off like a shell, and the white gooey centre stays on the stick.


Maybe Steve’s face would slip off like that if you …


Wes twisted away from the car’s blazing wreckage and doubled over. ‘Watch it!’ Manny danced backward to save his shoes as Wes started heaving.


‘Whatcha tryin’ to do,’ Manny asked, ‘gross me out?’


Wes heard him laughing and wondered how anyone – even Manny – could find something funny about Steve Kraft piling into the bridge’s wall and burning like a marshmallow.


Then Manny patted his back. ‘Should’ve lost it on Kraft, old buddy. Maybe you could’ve put him out.’


Wes straightened up. ‘That’s really sick,’ he muttered.


‘Hey, the guy was an asshole.’ Manny took a swig of the Old Milwaukee he’d been drinking when they stopped to check out the fire. He passed the bottle to Wes.


Wes drank some, washing the sour taste of vomit out of his mouth. ‘Maybe we better get outa here,’ he said. ‘Cops show up, they’ll know we been drinking. ’Specially Pollock. He’ll give us real shit.’


‘Fuck Dexter Pollock,’ Manny said. Standing in the middle of the road, he swung his head from side to side as if searching for the police chief. ‘Any car shows up, we’ll just …’ His head jerked hard to the right. His mouth dropped open.


Wes looked.


The girl was halfway across the bridge, sprawled over the top of its low concrete parapet.


Wes thought it was a girl. He couldn’t be sure, since her head was out of sight. But she looked as if she might be naked, and Steve Kraft wouldn’t have had a naked guy in his car.


‘I think she’s bareass,’ Manny said. His voice sounded hushed, secretive. ‘Come on.’


They walked slowly toward her. Wes felt his heart drumming. His mouth was dry. He took another drink of beer.


‘Bet it’s Darlene,’ Manny said.


‘Yeah.’


Manny rubbed his mouth. ‘Not a stitch on. No wonder Kraft piled up.’


The firelight fluttered and rolled over the bare skin of her back and rump and legs. Her left leg hung toward the walkway. The other was up on top of the wall as if she intended to climb over and leap into the creek.


‘What’s she doing?’ Wes whispered.


‘Lost a contact lens?’ Manny suggested, and let out a short, nervous laugh. ‘Not a stitch,’ he said again.


That wasn’t quite true, Wes realised. Now that he was closer to the girl, he could see that she wore white socks and white tennis shoes. Around her left ankle hung a pair of panties that looked glossy in the russet firelight.


‘Think she’ll be glad to see us?’ Manny asked.


Wes didn’t bother to answer. He suspected that Darlene would rather see just about anyone except Manny. She, like all those snob cheerleaders and most of the other kids in the senior class at Ellsworth High, thought Manny was the scum of the earth.


Manny called out, ‘Hey, Darlene, don’t jump! It’s not that bad. Stevie’s a goner, but we’re here.’


She didn’t move.


‘Maybe she’s hurt,’ Wes said.


‘Can’t be hurt too bad, she came this far. Darle-e-e-ne.’


As they hurried closer, Wes looked back at the blazing car. Flames flapped through the space where the windshield belonged. He faced forward. Manny was already beside the sprawled girl. ‘Hey, you don’t suppose she got thrown all the way …’


‘Not a chance.’ He slapped the girl’s rump. It jiggled slightly, but she didn’t flinch or yelp. He leaned over her. ‘Hey Wes,’ he said. ‘I think I know what she lost off the bridge.’


Wes didn’t like the high, strange sound of Manny’s voice. ‘What?’


‘Her head.’


‘Quit joking around.’


‘Look for yourself.’


West sidestepped past Manny, and looked.


Her left shoulder rested on top of the wall. The right was beyond the edge, drooping over the ravine, her arm hanging straight down.


Wes knew her head had to be there, just this side of the drooping shoulder, but he sure couldn’t see it.


‘No,’ he said. ‘It’s there.’ On that side of the wall, there was no light from the fire. That’s why he couldn’t see Darlene’s head.


‘Bitch got herself decapacitated.’ To prove his point, he gave the body a tug.


Wes yelped and lurched backward as it came toward him. It rolled off the parapet, dropped, and hit the sidewalk at his feet.


‘See?’ Manny said, stepping out of the way so his shadow left her.


Wes saw, all right. He saw a stump of neck between her shoulders.


‘That’s Darlene, all right,’ Manny said. ‘Nobody’s got a set like that.’


‘I don’t think we oughta be looking at her,’ Wes said. ‘You know? She’s dead.’


‘Yeah, I imagine she is.’ Manny squatted down for a better view.


Wes felt angry at Manny, disgusted with himself. He knew it was wrong to look, but he kept staring at her.


‘Ever see one before?’ Manny asked.


‘Just Steve.’


‘Not a stiff, a naked babe.’


‘Sure,’ he lied.


Manny moved a hand up her thigh.


‘Hey, don’t.’


‘Check her out, man. This is as close as a loser like you’s ever gonna get to a babe like this.’


‘For Godsake, get your hand off her.’


‘Wish we had more light.’ Manny started to pull her leg sideways.


Wes booted him in the shoulder and he tumbled over.


‘Hey!’


‘Don’t mess with her. Just leave her alone!’


‘Fuck you!’ Manny leaped to his feet and whirled toward Wes. His fists were clenched at his sides.


Wes realised he still held the beer bottle. ‘Stay back!’ he warned. ‘I’ll bash you! I swear, I’ll bust your head open!’


He raised the bottle like a club, and chilly liquid spilled down his arm.


‘You think you can take me, man? I’ll take that bottle and shove it up your tight ass.’


‘I don’t want to fight you,’ Wes said.


‘Damn straight, you don’t.’


Wes tossed the bottle. It flew over the low wall where Darlene had been sprawled. A few seconds later, it hit the stream with a soft splash.


‘Okay?’ he asked. ‘Okay?’


‘Okay.’ Smiling, Manny patted his shoulder. Then he smashed his knee up into Wes’s stomach. Wes dropped to his knees. ‘Now we’re even,’ he said, and took Wes by the arm and helped him up. ‘Don’t know why you wanta act like such a dumb fuck. Come on, let’s check her out. Isn’t every day you get a chance like this.’


Wes, bent over and holding his stomach, fought to suck air into his lungs and shook his head.


‘Just don’t mess with me, then.’


Manny turned away and crouched over the body. And shot up straight as headlights glowed in the distance.


They ran. They ran away from Darlene’s body and through the heat near the blazing Trans Am, into the cooler air beyond it. They flung themselves into Manny’s car.


Manny started the engine. He looked at Wes and grinned. ‘Tough luck,’ he said. ‘Coulda been a kick.’ Then he swung his car into a tight U-turn, and they sped toward town.




CHAPTER TWO


When her clock blared Monday morning, Vicki set the snooze alarm to give herself another ten minutes. She stretched, rolled over, and pushed her face into the warm pocket of her pillow.


This was usually one of her favourite times of the day, a time to snuggle in the cozy warmth of her bed and let her mind roam.


Today, however, she felt uneasy, even a little frightened.


She knew it was because of what happened to Steve and Darlene.


It gave her a cold feeling inside.


She didn’t feel sorry for them. Not exactly. After all, they had done it to themselves if it was true what Cynthia’d said. No one does seventy on River Road. And if they were really nude when they hit the bridge, that was even worse. They’d been speeding and screwing around. It was no better than suicide.


Besides which, neither of them was any great shakes as a human being. Steve may have been a hunk and he was a pretty good quarterback if you happened to care, but he was also so conceited it made you want to throw up. Darlene was not only conceited, but she used her looks like a weapon to torment half the guys in school.


Vicki knew she wouldn’t miss either one of them.


But they were dead.


Dead.


It made her feel really cold inside.


Lying here thinking about it wasn’t making it any better.


She got up and shut off the snooze alarm. She stretched, hitched up her drooping pyjama pants, and stepped to her bedroom window.


Looked beautiful out there. The sky was clear and pale blue. Off in the distance, Mr Blain was on his dock, squatting down to untie his outboard.


The warm morning breeze stirred Vicki’s pyjamas. The light fabric caressed her skin.


She heard the hum of insects, birdsongs and the cackle of a loon. A butterfly dipped past her window.


She thought how wonderful it was, and then thought about how Darlene and Steve would never see another morning.


She pictured Darlene in a dark narrow coffin, trapped under six feet of dirt. That seemed worse, somehow, than getting cremated like Steve.


She started to wonder whether she’d rather be cremated than buried. If you could feel the fire …


Shivering, she turned away from the window. She went to the closet and put on her robe and told herself as she hurried from her room that they’re both in Heaven. She wasn’t real sure about Heaven, but it beat thinking about them being just dead forever.


In the hallway, she smelled coffee. She wondered how anything that smelled so good could taste so bitter.


Dad was at the breakfast table with his coffee. Mom, at the stove, looked over her shoulder as Vicki walked in. ‘You want your egg fried or scrambled?’ she asked.


‘Fried, I guess.’


It all seemed so normal.


‘Morning, Pops.’


‘I’ll Pops you!’


She bent over, put an arm around his shoulders, and kissed his cheek. He hadn’t shaved yet.


She’d heard somewhere that whiskers kept growing for a while after a man’s dead.


He patted Vicki’s rump.


He’s going to die someday, she thought. Mom, too.


Knock if off, she told herself. They’re only thirty-eight, for godsake.


She gave him an extra squeeze, then straightened up and looked at her mother. Mom was breaking an egg into the skillet. She wore the blue robe Dad gave her two Christmases ago.


If I go around hugging everyone, Vicki thought, they’ll figure I’m going weird.


So she sat in her usual chair and took a drink of orange juice. Dad watched her.


‘Did you sleep all right?’ he asked.


‘Sure.’


‘Bad dreams?’


She shrugged.


‘We heard you talking in your sleep last night,’ Mom said from the stove.


‘Really? Did I say anything spectacular?’


‘Just jibberish,’ Dad told her.


Mom said, ‘You sounded pretty upset.’


‘I don’t know. I don’t remember.’


‘If you’re upset about something …’


‘I’m fine, Mom. Really.’


‘Like missing your period,’ Dad said.


Vicki felt her face go hot. ‘Very funny.’


‘So that isn’t the problem, I take it?’


‘Not hardly.’


Mom brought the plate over. The fried egg rested on a slab of toast, the way Vicki liked it. There were two strips of bacon. While she cut up her breakfast and mixed it all together, Mom poured more coffee into Dad’s cup. She gave herself a refill and sat down.


‘It was a lovely service yesterday. You really should’ve gone with us.’


‘Would’ve helped get it out of your system,’ Dad said.


‘My system’s just fine, thank you.’


‘Your science project could’ve waited,’ Mom told her. ‘You still have all week before the Fair.’


‘I didn’t like it hanging over my head. Besides, Darlene’s parents were your friends, not mine.’


‘They asked about you,’ Mom said.


‘Great,’ she muttered. She got a piece of bacon onto her fork, stabbed the tines through a chunk of eggwhite and yolk-sodden toast, and stuffed them info her mouth. They didn’t taste as good as usual.


Thanks for ruining my breakfast, folks.


‘Well,’ Dad said, ‘it was your decision.’


‘Mine, but wrong.’


‘It would’ve been nice if you’d gone,’ Mom said.


‘Fine. Next time any kids get themselves wiped out doing seventy while they’re screwing, I’ll be sure to attend their funerals.’


Mom’s face turned scarlet.


Dad raised his eyebrows and looked somewhat amused.


‘That’s a terrible thing to say.’


‘I’m sorry, Mom.’


‘If you could’ve seen her poor parents …’ Mom pressed her lower lip between her teeth. There were tears in her eyes. ‘Their only daughter …’


‘I know. I’m sorry.’


‘All I could think about was how I’d feel if that had been you.’


Now Dad’s eyes were red.


‘It wasn’t me.’


‘It could’ve been.’


‘Sure, it could’ve been. Yeah. If I looked like Darlene and was head cheerleader and had all the guys drooling all over my body and had a red-hot boyfriend who thought it was cool to see how fast he can drive on a narrow road while I’m doing God-knows-what to him. Could’ve been me. Right! But I’m not a knockout and guys like Steve Kraft don’t know or care that I exist and the only guy who does care is too timid and smart to drive like a maniac and if he ever did I’d pull out the damned ignition key and make him eat it.’


She stopped. She nodded her head once, hard, and jammed another bite of food into her mouth.


‘So there,’ Dad said. He still had wet eyes, but his mouth wore a tilted smile.


Mom’s mouth hung open. She looked a trifle stunned and bewildered, but at least the weeping had stopped.


Dad got up from the table. ‘Unfortunately, I have a living to earn. Now, don’t you ladies launch into any tirades without me, okay?’


He stepped behind Vicki’s chair and put his hands on her shoulders. ‘You are too a knockout,’ he said.


‘Right. Sure.’


Mom nodded in agreement. ‘You shouldn’t belittle yourself, honey. You’re a very attractive young woman – and very bright. Your father and I are both very proud of you. There’s no reason in the world why you should ever feel the least bit jealous or envious of someone like Darlene.’


‘I don’t envy her, that’s for sure.’


‘Good,’ Mom said. She didn’t get it.


Dad did. He kissed the top of Vicki’s head, muttered, ‘Beast,’ and left.


The rest of breakfast tasted just fine.


Getting things off your chest, she thought, must improve the appetite.


‘Alice is here,’ Mom called a few moments after Vicki heard the doorbell.


‘I’ll be out in a minute.’ She finished tying her white Nikes, bounced up from the bed, and slung her book bag onto her back as she hurried from her room.


It was good to see Ace. It was always good to see her, but especially this morning.


‘I know,’ Ace was saying to Mom. ‘It’s a terrible tragedy.’ She nodded a greeting to Vicki. Her face looked solemn. ‘It’s especially terrible for her loved ones.’


‘Awful,’ Mom said. Though she was Vicki’s size and Vicki hardly considered herself a shrimp, she seemed small and fragile beside Ace.


Nearly everyone did.


Alice ‘Ace’ Mason was the tallest girl in the senior class, but plenty of boys had more height than she did – and most of them seemed smaller in her presence.


Imposing, Vicki thought. That’s what she is.


And, at the moment, posing.


She turned sorrowful eyes to Vicki and said, ‘I suppose we’d better get going. Have a nice day, Mrs Chandler.’


Vicki gave her mother a quick kiss on the cheek, then followed Ace outside. They reached the sidewalk. They were halfway down the block when Ace looked at Vicki with bright mischievous eyes.


‘Where’s your black threads, Vicks?’ she asked in her usual brash voice.


‘Where’re yours?’


She snorted. ‘Black panties, hon.’ She took a long stride and swung her rump in Vicki’s direction.


She wore white shorts that hugged her buttocks. A dark triangle and narrow waistband showed through the material.


‘They really are black.’


‘You can see them?’ She twisted around and looked for herself. ‘Well shitski.’


‘Sexy, too.’


‘Ordered them special. Want me to get you some?’


‘Right. What happens when Mom does the wash?’


‘We’ll get her some, too. Drive your dad crazy with lust.’


‘Please.’


‘We order now, you’ll get them in time for the dance.’


‘Thanks anyway.’


‘Give Henry a treat.’


‘As close as Henry’ll get to my underpants, I could be wearing polka-dot boxer shorts.’


‘Poor guy. I can see he’ll be having a memorable night.’


‘How was your weekend?’ Vicki asked, hoping to get away from the subject of Henry.


‘Caught some rays. Aunt Lucy was her usual kick in the head. Wish I’d been here, though. Missed out on all the excitement. Your mom says you blew your chance to see Darlene get planted.’


‘Couldn’t go. No black panties.’


‘We’ll fix that. How about she was giving him head when they wiped out?’


‘You’re kidding. Where’d you hear that?’


‘Thought it was common knowledge.’


‘Nobody told me.’


Ace halted on the deserted sidewalk, looked all around as if to make sure nobody was within earshot, then bowed her head toward Vicki. ‘Did you hear she was butt-naked?’


‘Yeah. Cynthia called me Saturday morning. She overheard her mother on the phone with Thelma Clemens. She said Steve got burnt to a crisp and Darlene got thrown through the windshield – and how she was naked and how her head got … cut off.’


‘That’s all?’ Ace asked.


From the gleeful look in her eyes, Vicki knew a major detail was missing from Cynthia’s verson. ‘What?’ she asked.


‘Well, I talked to Roger last night and his brother’s best pals with Joey Milbourne. Joey’s supposed to be the guy that found her head. It was way on the other side of the bridge under some bushes? Well, he’s the biggest jerk-off ever to wear a badge, next to Pollock, and maybe he just made this up so he’d have a good story to tell, but he told Roger’s brother that when he found Darlene’s head …’ Ace stopped talking and looked around again.


‘Come on.’


‘You sure you haven’t heard this?’


‘Quit goofing around and tell me.’


‘She had Steve’s dick in her mouth.’


‘What?’


Ace bared her teeth and chomped them together.


‘Holy shit,’ Vicki muttered.


‘When she bit it, she really bit it.’


Vicki cracked up and shoved Ace away from her.


‘What a way to go!’ Ace blurted through her own laughter.


‘Makes me hurt,’ Vicki gasped.


‘You ain’t even got one.’


‘Well, if I did …’


‘He came and went.’


‘Ace, Ace!’ She wiped her eyes. ‘Stop it!’


‘At least Darlene got a last meal.’


‘Knockwurst!’ Vicki squealed. ‘Hold the sauerkraut!’


‘More of a hot dog from what I heard. More of a cocktail weenie.’


‘Oh, God. Stop it, Ace.’


‘Me?’


Later, Vicki felt miserable with guilt. It was bad enough to feel no particular sorrow about the demise of her classmates. It seemed unforgivably gross to have joked and laughed hysterically about it.


During fourth period study hall, she passed a note to Ace. The note said, ‘He went to St Peter without his.’


Ace read it and snorted.


Mr Silverstein, who had been busy grading papers, jerked his head up. ‘Miss Mason, would you like to share with the rest of us?’


‘Nah, I don’t think so.’


‘Is that a note I see clutched in your hand?’


‘Nothing in my hand,’ Ace told him. ‘See?’ She blatantly stuffed the note into her mouth, and held up both hands as she began to chew.


The performance drew applause from about half the kids in the room. Mr Silverstein shook his head. He frowned at Ace as if debating whether to pursue the matter, apparently decided not to risk it, offered a lame, ‘Well, let’s all try to keep it down; this is a study hall, not a sideshow,’ and went back to grading papers.


Ace removed the sodden ball of paper from her mouth. She tossed it at Melvin Dobbs, who was sitting in the next row over, two desks up. It stuck to the back of his neck. Vicki tried to hold back her laugh. The air blew out her nose.


Normally, she felt a certain amount of sympathy for Melvin. He was a weird kid, odd enough to make himself the target of choice for everyone in the mood to cause trouble. Vicki wished Ace had thrown the spitball at someone else, but she couldn’t help laughing.


Melvin flinched when the wet glob struck his neck. He sat up straight, picked it off his skin, then carefully plucked the wad open and studied it.


Oh great, Vicki thought.


Melvin turned around. He stared at Ace with his bulgy, half-shut eyes. Then he balled up the paper. He sniffed it, licked his thick lips, and stuffed the paper into his mouth. He chewed it slowly, smiling a bit and rolling his eyes as if really savouring the taste. Finally, he swallowed.


Vicki managed not to gag.


When the bell rang, she joined up with Ace.


Ace rolled her eyes, imitating Melvin. ‘You see him chew it down?’


‘I almost lost my breakfast.’


‘That guy is strange.’


In the hallway on their way to the cafeteria, they saw Melvin ahead of them. He was walking stooped over, pumping vigorously with one arm while his other arm hung straight down with the weight of his briefcase. His pink shirt was untucked in the rear. It draped the seat of his gaudy plaid shorts.


‘Got another piece of paper?’ Ace asked.


‘What for?’


‘Maybe he’d like a second helping.’


Just then, Randy Montclair took a long sideways stride, cutting in front of Ace, and swatted the back of Melvin’s head. ‘Fucked up my appetite, you pig,’ he said, and gave the kid another whack. Melvin cowered, but kept walking.


Randy had been in study hall. Obviously, he’d watched Melvin devour the spitball.


Doug, his buddy, skipped along beside him, laughing. ‘Give him another!’


‘Scum.’ Randy slapped Melvin again.


‘Knock it off!’ Vicki snapped.


Still pursuing Melvin, he glanced over his shoulder. His lip curled out. ‘Butt out.’


‘Just leave him alone.’


Ignoring her, he backhanded Melvin’s low head.


Vicki shrugged out of her book bag. Holding it by the straps, she swung it at Randy. The loaded satchel slammed into his shoulder. He staggered sideways, knocking into Doug. They almost went down, but not quite.


Then they were facing Vicki.


They didn’t look happy.


‘Just leave him alone,’ she said. ‘All right?’


Scowling, Randy waved a fist in front of her nose.


‘Oh, I’m so scared.’


But not much. Not with Ace beside her.


‘If you weren’t a girl, I’d knock your face in.’


Doug looked as if he might echo his friend’s remark, but he glanced at Ace and kept his mouth shut.


‘Take a leap, guys,’ Ace said.


Randy’s scowl dissolved. He looked up at Ace. ‘Just tell Vicki to keep her nose outa my business.’


Ace raised her eyebrows. ‘I didn’t hear the magic word.’


Randy muttered something inaudible and stepped out of the way, shoving Doug as if all this were somehow Doug’s fault.


Vicki and Ace left them behind.


‘Thanks,’ Vicki said.


‘You owe me a Ding-dong.’


‘Only Twinkies today.’


‘A Twinkie will do just fine. You all of a sudden Melvin’s bodyguard or something?’


‘It was my note he ate.’


‘It was my spit.’


‘It makes him your blood-brother,’ Vicki explained.


‘Gawd! Get a lobotomy, girl!’




CHAPTER THREE


On Saturday morning, Vicki’s father helped load her science project into the trunk, and drove her to the Community Center.


The Spring Science Fair was one of the town’s frequent events like the Antique Show, the Gun Show, and the Handicrafts Show that seemed to exist mostly for the sake of giving the residents of Ellsworth something unique to do on their weekends.


Most of the other shows brought in merchants and visitors from out of town, which was good for the motels and restaurants. But not the Science Fair. It was a showcase for the efforts of the local kids, who had to attend and demonstrate their creations if they wanted a passing mark in their school science classes. The kids and teachers got in free. It was $2.00 a head for everyone else, and it seemed that nobody in the entire town could bear to miss it.


Not only because most of the kids participating had a whole slew of relations, but because things never failed to go wrong and provide the folks with gossip – which seemed to be their chief recreation.


‘Just think,’ Dad said, ‘this is your last Science Fair.’


‘And not a moment too soon.’


It would be her twelfth – one a year since first grade. In the early years, she’d enjoyed the fair and looked forward to it almost gleefully. Her first project had been a chicken egg and a 100 watt lightbulb to warm it up. Later on, she’d made an electro-magnet with a nail and a dry-cell battery.


‘Remember your volcano?’ Dad asked. He, too, was apparently remembering the good old days.


‘God, that was a disaster.’


When Vicki was in sixth grade, she’d made a terrific-looking volcano out of plaster of Paris and stood it on a platform concealing a dry chemical fire extinguisher. Every now and then, she gave the extinguisher a honk, shooting a white cloud out of the volcano’s crater. The volcano actually trembled each time she triggered an eruption. But when the judges showed up, she wanted to give them an eruption to remember so she kept the lever down. The horn blared. All around, people cringed and covered their ears – then vanished behind the wall of white cast out by the extinguisher. The volcano shuddered. It all looked just great – what Vicki could see of it through the fog – until her hand slipped and the horn lost its perfect positioning beneath the crater and the powerful discharge blasted out the front of her volcano throwing plaster at the judges like shrapnel.


‘You were the hit of the show,’ Dad said.


‘At least I didn’t kill anyone.’


‘I’d like to have seen a reprise of that. You could’ve resurrected the volcano for your final project.’


‘Now that I’m a big girl,’ Vicki told him, ‘I don’t get quite the same joy out of humiliating myself.’


Joy. She remembered the way she had cried afterwards. Everyone for godsake clapping hadn’t made it any better.


‘Displaying the parts of a dismantled rat,’ Dad said, ‘doesn’t have half the flair of blowing up a volcano. Though it does have a certain gross-out potential.’


‘I figured I might as well do something useful this year.’


‘Just give you a few more years, you’ll be cutting up cadavers.’


‘Don’t remind me.’


‘Maybe you should go into law.’


‘I’d rather heal people than screw them.’


Laughing, Dad swung the car into the parking lot of the Community Center. Though it was still early, most of the parking spaces near the open doors of the arena were already taken. Parents and kids were busy unloading tables and projects from cars, vans and pickup trucks. Dad drove as close to the door as he could get, which was a good distance away, and parked.


They went around to the trunk. When Dad opened it, the pungent aroma of formaldehyde swelled out. Vicki reached in. She picked up the dissection tray. The surgical gloves and implements she planned to use for her procedure were inside the tray. She handed it to her father, and lifted out the bottle containing the rat she would be dissecting during the course of the Fair. With that securely clamped under one arm, she took out the wooden display case in which the parts of a previously ‘dismantled’ rat were carefully mounted and labelled.


‘Hiya, Vicki.’


The voice sounded familiar, but she couldn’t quite place it. She turned around.


‘Melvin.’


His wide head was tilted to one side, and he blinked and smiled as he rubbed his hands together. ‘Use some help?’ he asked.


‘Good man,’ Dad said. ‘So, they gave you a day off, huh?’


‘Yep.’


‘Think they can get along without you?’


He rolled his head around.


‘Guess your father’ll have to pump the gas himself, huh?’


‘And wipe the windshields, too,’ Melvin added.


Dad slipped the card-table out of the trunk and handed it to him.


‘Don’t you have your own project to set up?’ Vicki asked.


‘Done it already,’ he said.


Dad shut the trunk, and the three of them started across the parking lot toward the arena. Melvin walked in the lead, balancing the table on top of his head.


He hadn’t spoken a word to Vicki after the incident with Randy Montclair in the hallway on Monday. Though she hadn’t relished the prospect of a conversation with him, she’d expected at least a word of thanks. Finally, she had decided that he was probably unaware of what she’d done. That didn’t seem so likely, now. Offering to help carry her project was apparently his way of showing appreciation.


When he reached the door, he slid the table off his head, held it against his chest with both hands, and sidestepped through the entrance.


Vicki and her father followed him. The area set aside for the high school seniors was at the far end. She spotted Ace, who looked busy unloading a carton onto a table. Melvin knew enough to head for the big girl. He lowered the card-table in the open space beside Ace’s display. When she said something to him, he darted a thumb over his shoulder. Ace saw Vicki approaching, and nodded.


Melvin folded out the legs and set the table upright.


‘Thanks a lot for the help,’ Vicki told him.


A corner of his mouth slid up. He nodded and blushed and turned away. A few shambling steps took him to the other side of the space that had been left open for a walkway between the two rows of projects. He slipped a tattered paperback book out of a rear pocket of his baggy shorts, then sat on a stool facing the girls, and began to read. The book was Frankenstein.


‘Want me to help you set up?’ Dad asked.


‘No, that’s all right. Thanks.’


‘Okay. We’ll be back later. Have fun.’


He said good-bye to Ace, then walked away.


Vicki set her bottled rat on the table.


‘I see you brought your lunch,’ Ace said.


‘You’ve got the bread, cheese and beverages. We’ll have a feast.’


Ace’s bread and cheese, neatly arranged atop her table, were coated with mould. She also had jars of coffee, red wine and apple juice. Each jar looked as if someone had dumped in a handful of fuzz from a vacuum cleaner bag. A pair of hand-lettered posters, joined together with tape, listed mould’s beneficial uses.


‘You’ll get a blue ribbon for sure,’ Vicki said.


‘Eat my shorts.’


Vicki went ahead with her preparations. She opened her wooden display case and propped it up near the back of her table. Then she emptied her dissection tray and put on surgical gloves. She started to open the jar containing the formaldehyde and rat.


‘Spare me, would you?’ Ace said. ‘The thing doesn’t start for half an hour. Wait’ll you’ve got an audience, for godsake.’


Vicki shrugged. ‘Why not?’ She put the bottle down and pulled the gloves off.


Ace was busy unfolding the two chairs she had brought from home. She set them up side by side with the backs to their tables. Both girls sat down.


Melvin, across from them, glanced up then resumed reading.


‘What do you suppose he’s got?’ Ace asked in a quiet voice.


‘Maybe he made that megaphone.’


The megaphone rested on the floor beside his stool. It didn’t look homemade.


Behind him was an enclosure the size of an outhouse: a framework draped with blue bedsheets.


‘What’ve you got in there?’ Ace called over to him.


He raised his head and grinned. ‘It’s a surprise.’


‘You got another car engine this year?’


‘Maybe.’


‘Come on, be a sport and give us a peek.’


‘You’ll see. I gotta wait for the right time.’


‘When’s that?’


‘Not till the judges show up.’


‘You’re kidding.’


He shrugged his round shoulders, ‘It’s kind of a one-shot deal,’ he said, and went back to reading.


‘Turkey,’ Ace muttered.


Vicki and Ace talked about other things for a while. When Ace’s boyfriend, Rob, showed up, Vicki left her seat and wandered over to Henry’s display. Not because she especially wanted to visit with him. But he was the closest thing Vicki had to a boyfriend, and he was taking her to the senior dance next week so she felt it would be weird of her to ignore him.


She found him seated at his computer, hunched over the keyboard, avidly pecking out commands that made Humphrey dance and wink though nobody seemed to be watching the performance.


Humphrey was a marionette, about three feet tall, decked out in a top hat and tails. He did his numbers beside Henry’s computer, and looked somewhat as if he’d been impaled on the plastic pipe that ran from the control box to his rump.


‘Howdy, Humphrey,’ Vicki said.


The marionette waved to her and gave his legs a couple of spastic kicks.


Henry, seated on a swivel chair, swung around and looked up at Vicki. Behind his glasses, his eyes were wide with eagerness. They always seemed that way, as if Henry were perpetually on the verge of making a startling announcement.


‘How’re things?’ Vicki asked.


‘Oh, fine.’


‘Nifty outfit,’ she said. Henry wore a bow tie and black dinner jacket. His outfit was identical to Humphrey’s, though Henry wore no top hat. His hat rested on the table beside his keyboard, ready to be donned when the spectators started wandering by.


‘You look very lovely this morning,’ he said.


‘Thanks.’ Vicki wasn’t especially pleased by the compliment. A day rarely went by that Henry didn’t make a similar comment. But she’d never seen him really look her over. The words just came out like a programmed response to her arrival – as if he realised he ought to feign some interest in her physical appearance.


We’ve really got a red-hot romance cooking here, she thought.


But she supposed it was her fault as much as Henry’s. Their relationship had started on an intellectual level when they’d been teamed up as lab partners in physiology last year, and neither of them had made any effort to get physical. They had gone out together at least a dozen times, and never even kissed. It was as if neither of them had bodies.


Vicki sometimes wondered what might happen if she should embrace him and kiss him hard and squirm against him, really let him know she was a woman, not just a discussion partner. Henry might suddenly turn into a lusting animal.


The idea didn’t have much appeal.


So she’d done nothing to change the nature of the relationship – such as it was. She liked Henry, and he did fine in the role of boyfriend until something better might come along.


Which didn’t seem too likely in the immediate future.


Of all the guys she could think of, there was not a single one who really interested her.


Thanks to Paul. When he moved away, it all fell apart.


She realised that Henry was talking to her. ‘What?’ she asked. ‘My mind was wandering.’


‘Did it wander someplace interesting?’


Someplace empty, she thought.


‘No,’ she said. ‘What were you saying?’


‘I thought that perhaps we might meet during the lunch break. We should discuss our plans for next Friday.’


‘Sure. That’d be fine.’ She glanced at her wristwatch. ‘Well, it’s about time for the fun to start. I’d better get back to my rats.’


‘Ciao,’ Henry said, and swivelled around to face his computer. His fingers fluttered over the keyboard, and Humphrey waved and winked.


Vicki walked back toward her table. Ace and Rob were standing in front of the chairs, facing each other, holding hands. Ace was nodding as she listened to him. Though three inches taller than Rob, she somehow always seemed less, imposing when they were together, as if his presence transformed her into someone more feminine and vulnerable.


Vicki didn’t want to intrude on the intimacy she sensed. She turned to her table and picked up her surgical gloves.


She wished she hadn’t thought about Paul.


Sometimes she went for days at a time without thinking about him.


Her parents had called it ‘puppy love,’ which seemed like a way to make her feelings for Paul sound less important. Vicki had thought of it as love, and still did. When she’d been with Paul, she’d felt special and beautiful and full. Whether they were just sitting together in class, or holding hands in a movie, or spending a whole day exploring the woods or swimming or boating on the river, each moment seemed golden.


But his father was a Master Sergeant in the Marines. Paul showed up at Ellsworth High in the fall of Vicki’s sophomore year. They met at once and fell in love and had just that school year and the following summer. Then new orders came down, and Paul left with his family for a base in South Carolina.


They’d had almost exactly one year together. It had been over so fast.


It was as if the best part of her life ended when Paul went away. ‘You’ll get over it,’ her parents had said. She supposed she did get over it. In a way. More like getting used to it. The loss seemed always there, deep inside, a shadow that made every day a little less bright – a loss that would rise to the surface every time she was reminded of Paul.


A time like now.


Pulling on her gloves, she felt a hollow ache in her chest.


No point in getting yourself all upset, she thought. Hell, I’ll probably meet some terrific guy at college in the fall.


Sure.


She unscrewed the lid of the jar, lifted out the rat with tongs and placed it on the dissection tray.


‘That’s really disgusting,’ Ace said. ‘Barforama.’


‘Your mould is appetising?’


Ace watched over her shoulder as she pinned the rat’s paws to the waxy bottom of the tray.


‘What’s Rob up to?’ Vicki asked.


‘He’s taking me to the drive-in tonight.’


‘What’s playing?’


‘Who cares?’ Ace said, and let out a couple of cheery snorts.


Vicki alternated between exposing the vitals of her rat and sitting on the chair to chat with Ace, whose project was a display with no performance. They spent a lot of time watching Melvin ward off curious spectators wanting to see what was hidden inside his enclosure of bedsheets.


He explained that it was a ‘one-shot deal’ and that they should be sure to hurry back when he made the announcement with his megaphone.


‘He’s sure getting me curious,’ Vicki said.


‘Maybe he’s got a guillotine in there and he’ll do us all a favour and lop off his ugly head.’


‘You think he’s got the brains to make a guillotine?’


‘If he had any brains, he’d be dangerous.’


Vicki was beginning to look forward to lunch by the time the four judges reached the project next to Melvin’s. She checked her wristwatch. A quarter till twelve. At noon, there would be an hour-long break. Some of the parents, she knew from past Science Fairs, would have tables set up just outside the doors with beer and wine for the adults, soft drinks, hot dogs and pizza and tacos – all kinds of good stuff. Though she wasn’t especially eager to spend the lunch hour with Henry, she was definitely hungry. Her mouth had been watering all morning because of the formaldehyde, which simply did that to you even if you were bent over cutting up a dead rat.


Ace patted her knee. ‘The moment, ladies and gentlemen, is upon us.’


The judges stopped in front of Melvin. He climbed off his stool, picked up the megaphone, and flipped a switch. A high piercing whine stabbed Vicki’s ears, then faded.


‘Attention, everyone,’ Melvin announced, his voice sounding tinny and loud. ‘Come one, come all. Come and see Melvin’s Amazing Miracle Machine.’ As he spoke, he swayed from side to side and rolled his head. ‘You don’t want to miss it. Nosirree.’


‘What a moron,’ Ace whispered.


He did have a rather moronic look on his face, which wasn’t all that unusual for Melvin.


Spectators were beginning to come over.


‘Come and see it,’ Melvin went on. ‘The Amazing Miracle Machine. Hurry, hurry. Step right up. You’ve never seen anything like it. You don’t want to miss it. Come one, come all.’


Mr Peters, the principal and head judge, stepped up to Melvin and said something – probably telling him to get on with it.


Melvin nodded, put the megaphone to his mouth, and said, ‘The show is about to begin!’


By now, a substantial crowd was gathered in front of Melvin’s display. Vicki followed Ace’s example, and stood on the seat of her chair. From there, she had a fine view.


Melvin set his megaphone on the floor beside his stool. He stepped to a corner of his enclosure, hooked back one of the sheets enough to let him slip through, and vanished.


Nothing happened.


Everyone waited. More people showed up. There were murmured questions, heads shaking.


Mr Peters checked his wristwatch. ‘We haven’t got all day, Melvin,’ he said.


‘Is everybody ready?’ Melvin finally called out. His voice sounded flat without the amplifier.


‘Do it, doufuss,’ Ace yelled.


A few people turned and looked up at her, some laughing, others frowning.


‘And now – Melvin’s Amazing Miracle Machine!’


The sheet across the front of the framework fell to the floor.


People gasped and went silent.


Vicki stared. For a moment, she didn’t understand what she was seeing. Then, she couldn’t believe it.


Surrounding Melvin and his ‘project’ were coils of razor-edged concertina wire. A poster at the rear proclaimed. ‘I AM THE RESURRECTION AND THE LIFE.’ In the centre, on a platform at least a foot high, rested a wheelchair.


In the wheelchair sat the corpse of Darlene Morgan. She wore the cheerleader outfit in which she had been buried: a pleated green skirt, a golden pullover sweater with a raised green E on its chest for Ellsworth High.


Her neck was wrapped in bandages to hold her head on. Her head was tipped back, her mouth hanging open. Her eyes were shut. Her face looked grey.


Between her feet was a car battery, jumper cables clamped to its posts. Melvin raised the other ends of the cables over head and bumped the clamps together. Current flashed and crackled.


Vicki, stunned, felt herself swaying. She grabbed Ace’s arm to steady herself.


Somebody started to scream. Then everyone seemed to be yelling or shrieking.


‘My God!’


‘Stop him!’


‘What’s he doing?’


‘Melvin, for godsake!’


‘Do something!’


Instead of trying to stop Melvin, the people at the front of the group were backing away.


Melvin went on with business as if he were alone.


He clamped a jumper cable to each of Darlene’s thumbs, then leaped aside, shouting, ‘RISE! RISE! COME ON, BITCH, RISE!’


Darlene didn’t rise. She just sat there. The battery charge seemed to have no effect at all.


‘I COMMAND YOU TO RISE!’ Melvin yelled. He rushed behind the wheelchair, grabbed its handles and shook it as if trying to stir her into action. ‘COME ON! GET UP!’


Darlene shimmied and swayed. Her head wobbled. She didn’t get up.


‘UP! UP! I COMMAND YOU!’


Mr Peters leaped over the tangle of concertina wire.


Melvin jerked the handles ups. The wheelchair tipped forward, hurling Darlene from her seat. Mr Peters yelped as the body tumbled at him. He ducked under it.


Darlene flopped onto him. Her head came off, rolled down his back, and dropped face-first into the razor wire.


Melvin gave the screaming crowd a big, idiotic grin.





Homecoming




CHAPTER FOUR


You’ll be living here, Vicki told herself. You can’t avoid him forever, so you might as well go ahead and get it over with.


There was enough gas left to reach Ace’s, so she didn’t absolutely have to stop. But that would leave the U-Haul with an empty tank and she needed to drive forty miles to Blayton tomorrow once she finished unloading at the new apartment Ace had found for her.


Maybe the Arco station at the other end of town would still be open. It used to close down early, but its hours might’ve changed.


Just go ahead and stop at Melvin’s, she thought.


Though she was still at least a mile from the Ellsworth city limits, the decision made her heart thud faster. The steering wheel felt slick in her hands. Cool trickles slid down her sides all the way to the waistband of her shorts. She wiped a hand on the front of her blouse, then fastened the two top buttons she had opened earlier to let the air in.


Maybe he won’t even be on duty, she thought. He could’ve hired a kid, or someone, to run the place. God knows, he could afford to.


He shouldn’t have come back to Ellsworth. What was he, a glutton for punishment? He’d been an outcast even before he flipped out at the Science Far, and nobody was ever likely to let him forget the Darlene Morgan business.


When Ace told her on the phone last year that Melvin had returned, she’d been so appalled that she had given a lot of thought to changing her own plans. As much as she looked forward to returning to Ellsworth once she finished her residency, the idea of living in the same town as Melvin made her queasy. Maybe he was ‘stable’, maybe he would never do anything crazy again, but she knew that every time she saw him she would remember his Amazing Miracle Machine.


Still, Ellsworth was home. Even though her parents had moved to Blayton during her first year at medical school, it was Ellsworth that she longed for: the quiet, familiar streets of her childhood, the shops she used to visit, the woods and river, her friends. It was where she had been carefree and happy and where she had fallen in love.


Knowing that Melvin Dobbs had returned there after his release from the institution took away some of the town’s nostalgic glow.


It might have been enough to make Vicki change her plans about returning. Except for one thing.


A $25,000.00 loan from Dr Gaines, offered to Vicki, and accepted, on the condition that she return to Ellsworth and help him in his family practice until the loan was paid back. A great deal, especially since she had always hoped to practice in Ellsworth. And she’d looked forward to working with Charlie Gaines, a charming old guy she liked a lot.


Her obligation to the doctor removed any real possibility of avoiding Ellsworth, where she wanted to live anyway, so she had resigned herself to an eventual encounter with Melvin.


The encounter had been eventual a year ago.


Now, it was imminent.


Vicki felt sick.


Calm down, she told herself. It’s no big deal. He’s not going to do anything to me.


Rounding the bend in River Road, she saw the lighted service station ahead. There was Melvin standing slouched in front of a car, apparently writing its licence plate number on a credit card receipt.


The way he was dressed, he might have looked ridiculous. He wore a baggy, bright Hawaiian shirt, plaid Bermuda shorts and dark socks that sagged around his ankles. But he didn’t look ridiculous; there was nothing funny about it. Vicki doubted that anything about Melvin, however odd, could ever strike her as amusing.


Her courage faltered.


Go to the Arco tomorrow, she thought.


But that would only postpone the inevitable. Better to face a nasty situation than to put it off and keep dwelling on it.


She slowed down, let out a shaky breath and swung off the road. The car was pulling away from the full-service island. She started for the self-service pumps, then changed her mind. This would be bad enough without having to get out of the truck. Especially the way she was dressed. So she drove to the full service area and shut off the engine.


Melvin hobbled over to her window, peered in, and tipped his head to one side. His lower eye narrowed. Up close, his face looked heavier than she remembered. Uglier, too. His eyes seemed bigger and farther apart, his black eyebrows bushier, his lips thicker. His long hair was combed straight back over the top of his head, and slicked down.


‘I know you,’ he said.


‘Vicki Chandler. How are you doing, Melvin?’


He leaned closer. He’d been eating garlic. ‘Vicki. Gosh.’ His head bobbed and he smiled. ‘Last time I saw you, you was standing on a chair looking green.’ He chuckled, puffing his garlic breath into her face.


She wondered if it was a good sign that he could talk about that day, laugh about it.


‘Well,’ she said, ‘I was a little shocked.’


‘I guess you wasn’t the only one.’ He winked. ‘That was the whole point, you know.’


‘The whole point?’


‘Giving Darlene a jump-start like that. Shoot, you don’t think I thought it’d work, do you? No way. Only a crazy person’d think it’d work. Dead’s dead, know what I mean?’


‘Sure looked like you were trying,’ Vicki said, astonished that he was discussing this with her, explaining himself.


‘Put on a good show, didn’t I?’


‘Why’d you do it?’


‘Got tired of being pestered. You remember how the kids used to pester me. You was always nice. You was about the only one didn’t used to talk mean or knock me around. I figured it this way. I figured they was always after me on account of me being kind of different, so what I’d do, I’d shock their pants off and they’d be so scared of me they’d leave off.’ He sniffed, and rubbed his nose. ‘’Course, I learned my lesson. I shouldn’t of done it. Made me look like a crazy person.’


You are a crazy person, Vicki thought. Or at least you were.


‘I’m sorry about your parents,’ Vicki said.


‘Thank you. They was pig vomit.’


‘I could use a fill-up, Melvin. Unleaded.’


‘They left me sitting pretty, that’s about all the good I can say for them. Want me to check under the hood?’


‘No, that’s all right.’


He left the window, and Vicki took a deep breath.


Whatever they did to him in the institution, she thought, it sure hadn’t changed him much.


In the side mirror, she saw him remove the gas cap and insert the nozzle of the pump. Then he came back to her window.


‘You here for a visit, or what?’ he asked.


She was surprised he didn’t know. On the other hand, people probably didn’t spend a lot of time chatting with him. ‘I’ll be working at Dr Gaines’s office.’


‘What’ll you do there?’


‘I’m a physician now.’


‘A doctor?’


‘Yeah.’


‘No fooling. I got no use for doctors. Messing with people, you know?’


‘I guess you’ve seen your share of them.’


‘None as pretty as you, that’s a fact.’


‘Thanks,’ she muttered.


‘You married?’


‘Not yet.’


‘Saving yourself for me?’ He laughed and rubbed his nose. ‘Just a joke. I like to make jokes, sometimes. I used to have the orderlies and nurses cracking up. The patients didn’t laugh much, they was too doped up. They didn’t do much but drool.’ He laughed at that one.


Vicki heard the gas pump click off.


‘That be cash or charge?’ he asked.


‘Cash.’


He went away. While he was gone, Vicki lifted her handbag off the passenger seat and took out two twenties. Her hand was shaking badly, and the bills fluttered when she held them out the window to Melvin. He wandered off to get change.


Almost over, she thought. It wasn’t so bad.


Wasn’t so good, either.


When he returned, Vicki rested her wrist on the window sill to keep her hand from trembling. He counted the coins and bills into her palm.


‘I’m real glad you’re back,’ he said.


‘Thanks.’ She tucked the money into the pocket of her blouse, and saw Melvin watch her do it.


‘Hope you’ll come around again anytime you need a fill-up.’


She nodded.


‘Don’t you be scared of me. Okay?’


‘I’m not scared of you, Melvin.’


‘Sure you are. They all are. Shoot, I’d go out of business if it wasn’t for strangers passing through. Way folks around here act, you’d think I’m the one that killed Darlene. I never hurt her. All I just did was dig her up and play a little prank. But I don’t want you scared of me. Okay?’


‘Fine,’ she said, forcing a smile. ‘So long, now. I’ll see you around.’


He stepped away from the side of the truck. Vicki started the engine and pulled forward. She swung the truck onto River Road.


You could almost feel sorry for the guy, she thought.


The same way you could almost laugh at his peculiar appearance and mannerisms.


Except she didn’t find him amusing or sympathetic.


Pig vomit. That’s what he called his dead parents. You can’t feel sorry for a guy who’d say such a thing. Or for a guy who’d pull such a sick stunt with Darlene.


Sure, kids gave him a hard time. But that was no excuse. A lot of people get teased and don’t go out and dig up a dead girl and put on a show with her body.


And he asked if I was saving myself for him.


Ace came to the door in a bright yellow nightshirt with Minnie Mouse on the front, and threw her arms around Vicki. Stepping back, she said, ‘God, it’s been a while.’


‘Three years next month since my last visit,’ Vicki told her.


‘It’s a shame the way you’ve aged.’


‘You and the horse you rode in on.’


She grabbed up Vicki’s suitcase and led the way through the house. ‘How was the trip?’


‘Endless.’


‘We’ll have a few snorts.’


‘Sounds good.’


Ace swung the suitcase onto the bed in the guestroom. Then they went into the kitchen. ‘Vodka and tonic?’


‘Great.’ Vicki sat at the table. ‘Where’s Jerry? Or shouldn’t I ask?’


‘Gave him the boot.’


‘You’re kidding. Everything was fine when we talked.’


‘Well, a lot can happen in a week. He popped the big one Wednesday night. Can you imagine? The alimony and child support he’s forking out, and he wants to marry me? That’s a laugh. I’d be supporting him, the damn free-loader.’


She brought the drinks to the table, and sat down across from Vicki.


They raised their glasses.


‘To living hard,’ Ace said, ‘dying young, and having a great-looking corpse.’


‘Charming,’ Vicki said. But she drank to it. Then she said, ‘So you turned Jerry down?’


‘I tossed him out on his bald ass.’


‘Seems rather harsh.’


‘He was no prize, anyway.’


‘You’re awfully picky for a gal in the springtime of her spinsterhood.’


Ace gave her the finger.


‘Can’t be many left.’


‘Hon, there’s plenty of fish in the sea. I’ve got no trouble hooking them. The problem is, I can’t seem to land a keeper.’


‘Jerry sounded pretty good to me.’


‘This from the gal who dated Henry Peterson.’


Vicki rolled her eyes. ‘Don’t remind me. So what else has been going on?’


They talked and drank. It was after three a.m. when they quit.


Vicki staggered into the guest room. She sat down beside her suitcase on the bed, and flopped backward. Coins spilled out of her blouse pocket. They rested on her chest, and fell off her shoulder when she swung her legs up to remove her shoes and socks. She tugged down her shorts and panties, and kicked them away. Opening the buttons of her blouse, she noticed that her fingers were a little tingly. She would have to sit up to take the blouse off. She supposed she could sit up, but she didn’t look forward to the attempt. To postpone it, she plucked the folded bills out of her pocket and let them fall onto the bed behind her shoulder. Then, moaning, she pushed herself up. She stood, slipped her blouse off and let it fall to the floor.
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