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This is what his father always called him whenever he’d done something bad: “Where were you when this happened, Boy? What did you think you were doing, Boy?”

He took that word inside himself and it became the name for all his bad desires. It was Boy who made him play pranks that weren’t funny to anybody, Boy who made him cheat on tests when he felt like it in school, even though he always knew the answers and didn’t have to cheat. It was Boy who made him stand and watch from the closet when his parents thought he was in bed and he saw them do the dog thing, Father’s belly so loose and jiggly, Mother so white and weak and dead while it happened, her breasts flopped out flat to either side like fish. It was the worst thing Boy had ever made him do, to watch that, and to his surprise Boy didn’t like it, no, Boy hated it even worse than he did, to see Father be so bad.

I will never do that, said Boy inside him. It’s ugly to kill a woman like that and then make her still be alive afterward so you can do it all again.

From then on when he looked at big women with their breasts and their secrets and their faces that could turn dead looking at a man, Boy went away. Boy didn’t want to be part of that game.

But that didn’t mean that Boy was gone, no, nor silent neither. Boy was still there, and he got his way sometimes, yes; and he found new things to want. Only Boy wasn’t careful. Boy only wanted what he wanted until he got it and then he went back into hiding and left him to take care of everything, to take all the blame for what Boy had done even though he hadn’t wanted to do it in the first place.

Now none of his people would let him near their children because of the things Boy had decided he had to do. Damn you Boy! Die and damn you!

But they promised not to tell, says Boy. The children said they wouldn’t tell but then they did.

What do you expect, you stupid ugly Boy? What do you expect, you evil Boy? Didn’t you ever think maybe there’s another Boy inside them that makes them lie to you and promise not to tell but then they break their word because their Boy made them? And now here you are, and that’ll show you, Boy, because nobody will let you near their children anymore so you’ll just have to chew on yourself when you get hungry and drink yourself when you get dry.

No I won’t, says Boy. I’ll make a place and I’ll take them there and I won’t ever believe them when they promise not to tell. I’ll take them there and nobody will know where they are and they’ll never come back and so they’ll never tell.

You won’t do anything like that, Boy, because I won’t let you.

And Boy just laughed and laughed inside him, and he knew that he would do it all, he would prepare the hiding place and then he would go and find them for Boy and bring them back, and Boy would do what he wanted. Boy would not be afraid. Boy would do everything he thought of doing, because he knew that they would never leave and they would never tell.

That was why those little boys in Steuben started disappearing, and why not one of them was found till Christmas Eve in 1983.
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This is the car they drove from Vigor, Indiana, to Steuben, North Carolina: a silvery-gray Renault 18i deluxe wagon, an ’81 model with about forty thousand miles on it, twenty-five thousand of which they had put on it themselves. The paint was just beginning to get tiny rust-colored pockmarks in it, but the wiring had blown about fifteen fuses and they’d had to put three new drive axles in it because it was designed so that when a ball bearing wore out you had to replace the whole assembly. It couldn’t climb a hill at fifty-five, but it could seat two adults in the leather bucket seats and three kids across the back. Step Fletcher was driving, had been driving since they finally got away from the house well after noon. Empty house. He was still hearing echoes all the way to Indianapolis. Somewhere along the way he must have passed the moving van, but he didn’t notice it or didn’t recognize it or maybe the driver had pulled into a McDonald’s somewhere or a gas station as they drove on by.

The others all fell asleep soon after they crossed the Ohio River. After Step had talked so much about flatboats and Indian wars, the kids were disappointed in it. It was the bridge that impressed them. And then they fell asleep. DeAnne stayed awake a little longer, but then she squeezed his hand and nestled down into the pillow she had jammed into the corner between the seat back and the window.

Just how it always goes, thought Step. She stays awake the whole time I’m wide awake and then, just as I get sleepy and maybe need to have her spell me for a while at the wheel, she goes to sleep.

He pushed the tape the rest of the way into the player. It was the sweet junky sound of “The E Street Shuffle.” He hadn’t listened to that in a while. DeAnne must have had it playing while she ran the last-minute errands in Vigor. Step had played that album on their second date. It was kind of a test. DeAnne was so serious about religion, he had to know if she could put up with his slightly wild taste in music. A lot of Mormon girls would have missed the sexual innuendos entirely, of course, but DeAnne was probably smarter than Step was, and so she not only noticed the bit about girls promising to unsnap their jeans and the fairies in a real bitch fight, she also got the part about hooking onto the midnight train, but she didn’t get upset, she just laughed, and he knew it was going to be OK, she was religious but not a prig and that meant that he wouldn’t have to pretend to be perfect in order to be with her. Ten years ago, 1973. Now they had three kids in the back of the Renault 18i wagon, probably the worst car ever sold in America, and they were heading for Steuben, North Carolina, where Step had a job.

A good job. Thirty thousand a year, which wasn’t bad for a brand new history Ph.D. in a recession year. Except that he wasn’t teaching history, he wasn’t writing history, the job was putting together manuals for a computer software company. Not even programming—he couldn’t even get hired for that, even though Hacker Snack was the best-selling game for the Atari back in ‘81. For a while there it had looked like his career was made as a game designer. They had so much money they figured they could afford for him to go back to school and finish his doctorate. Then the recession came, and the lousy Commodore 64 was killing the Atari in the stores, and suddenly his game was out of print and nobody wanted him except as a manual writer.

So Springsteen played along to his semi-depressed mood as Step wound the car up into the mountains, the sun setting in the west as the road angled them mostly east into the darkness. I should be happy, he told himself. I got the degree, I got a good job, and nothing says I can’t do another game in my spare time, even if I have to do it on the stupid 64. It could be worse. I could have got a job programming Apples.

Despite what he said to encourage himself, the words still tasted like failure in his mouth. Thirty-two years old, three kids, and I’m on the downhill slope. Used to work for myself, and now I have to work for somebody else. Just like my dad with his sign company that went bust. At least he had the scar on his back from the operation that took out a vertebra. Me, I got no visible wounds. I was riding high one day, and then the next day we found out that our royalties would be only $7,000 instead of $40,000 like the last time, and we scrambled around looking for work and we’ve got debts coming out of our ears and I’m going to be just as broke as my folks for the rest of my life and it’s my own damned fault. Wage slave like my dad.

Just so I don’t have the shame of my wife having to take some lousy swingshift job like Mom did. Fine if she wants to get a job, that’s fine, but not if she has to.

Yet he knew even as he thought of it that that was what would happen next—they wouldn’t be able to sell the house in Vigor and she’d have to get a job just to keep up the payments on it. We were fools to buy a house, but we thought it would be a good investment. There wasn’t a recession when we moved there, and I had a good royalty income. Fools, thinking it could just go on forever. Nothing lasts.

Feeling sorry for himself kept him awake enough to keep driving for an hour. The tape was on its second time through when he started down the steep descent toward Frankfort. Good thing. Bound to be a motel in the state capital. I can make it that far, and DeAnne won’t have to wake up till we get there.

“Dad,” said Stevie from the back seat.

“Yes?” said Step—softly, so he’d know not to talk loudly enough to waken the others.

“Betsy threw up,” said Stevie.

“Just a little bit, or is it serious?”

“Just a little,” said Stevie.

Then a vast, deep urping sound came from the back seat.

“Now it’s serious,” said Stevie.

Damn damn damn, said Step silently. “Thanks for telling me, Steve.”

The sound came again, even as he pulled off the road, and now he could smell the bitter tang of gastric juices. One of the kids almost always threw up on every long trip they took, but usually they did it in the first hour.

“Why are we stopping?” DeAnne, just waking up, had a hint of panic in her voice. She didn’t like it when something unexpected happened, and always feared the worst.

Springsteen had just sung about the fish lady and the junk man, so for the first time in a long time, Step remembered where his pet name for DeAnne had come from. “Hey, Fish Lady, take a sniff and see.”

“Oh, no, which one of them?”

“Betsy Wetsy,” said Stevie from the back. Another old joke—DeAnne used to get impatient with him for the irreverent nicknames he gave the kids. She hated the nickname Betsy, but because of the joke, the name had stuck and now that was what Betsy called herself.

“More like Betsy Pukesy,” said Step. Stevie laughed.

Stevie had a good laugh. It made Step smile, and suddenly it was no big deal that he was about to be up to his elbows in toddler vomit.

Step had parked on the shoulder, well off, so that he could open Betsy’s door without putting his butt out into traffic. Even so, he didn’t like feeling the wind of the cars as they whooshed past. What a way to die—smeared like pâté on the back door of the car, a sort of roadkill canapé. For a moment he thought of what it would mean for the kids, if he died on the road right in front of their eyes. The little ones would probably not remember him, or how he died. But Stevie would see, Stevie would remember. It was the first time Step had really thought of it that way—Stevie was now old enough that he would remember everything that happened. Almost eight years old, and his life was now real, because he would remember it.

He would remember how Dad reacted when Betsy threw up, how Dad didn’t swear or get mad or anything, how Dad helped clean up the mess instead of standing there helplessly while Mom took care of it. That was a sort of vow he made before he got married, that there would be no job in their family that was so disgusting or difficult that DeAnne could do it and he couldn’t. He had matched her, diaper for diaper, with all three kids, and a little vomit in the car would never faze him.

Actually, a lot of vomit. Betsy, white-faced and wan, managed a smile.

By now DeAnne was outside and around the car, pulling baby wipes out of the plastic jar. “Here,” she said. “Hand her out to me and I’ll change her clothes while you clean up the car.”

In a moment DeAnne was holding a dripping Betsy out in front of her, taking her around the car to her seat, where she had already spread a cloth diaper to protect the leather.

Robbie, the four-year-old, was awake now, too, holding out his arm. He had been sitting in the middle, right next to Betsy, and there was a streak of vomit on his sleeve. “Wasn’t that sweet of your sister, to share with you,” said Step. He wiped down Robbie’s sleeve. “There you go, Road Bug.”

“It stinks.”

“I’m not surprised,” said Step. “Bear it proudly, like a wound acquired in battle.”

“Was that a joke, Daddy?” said Robbie.

“It was wit,” said Step. Robbie was trying to learn how to tell jokes. Step had given him the funny-once lecture recently, so Robbie wasn’t telling the same joke over and over again, but the different kinds of humor still baffled him and he was trying to sort them out. If Stevie’s experience was a fair sample, it would take years.

DeAnne spoke to Robbie from the front seat. “We’ll change your shirt as soon as your father has finished wiping up Betsy’s booster seat.”

Step wasn’t having much success cleaning down inside the buckle of Betsy’s seat belt. “The only way our seat belts will ever match again,” he said, “is if Betsy contrives to throw up on all the rest of them.”

“Move her around in the car and maybe she’ll have it all covered by the time we get to North Carolina,” said Stevie.

“She doesn’t throw up that often,” said DeAnne.

“It was a joke, Mom,” said Stevie.

“No, it was wit,” said Robbie.

So he was getting it.

The baby wipes were no match for Betsy’s prodigious output. They ran out long before the seat was clean enough for occupancy.

“When they hear you’re pregnant for the fourth time,” said Step, “I think Johnson and Johnson’s stock will go up ten points.”

“There’s more wipes in the big gray bag in the back,” said DeAnne. “Make sure you buy the stock before you announce it.”

Step walked around to the back of what the Renault people called a “deluxe wagon,” unlocked the swing-up door, and swung it up. Even with the bag zipped open he couldn’t find the baby wipes. “Hey, Fish Lady, where’d you pack the wipes?”

“In the bag somewhere, probably deep,” she called. “While you’re in there, I need a Huggie for Betsy. She’s wet and as long as I’ve got her undressed I might as well do the whole job.”

He gave the diaper to Stevie to pass forward, and then finally found the baby wipes. He was just stepping back so he could close the wagon when he realized that there was somebody standing behind and to the left of him. A man, with big boots. A cop. Somehow a patrol car had managed to pull up behind them and Step hadn’t heard it, hadn’t even noticed it was there.

“What’s the trouble here?” asked the patrolman.

“My two-year-old threw up all over the back seat,” said Step.

“You know the shoulder of the freeway is only to be used for emergencies,” said the cop.

For a moment it didn’t register on Step what the cop’s remark implied. “You mean that you don’t think that a child throwing up in the back seat is an emergency?”

The patrolman fixed him with a steady gaze for a moment. Step knew the look. It meant, Ain’t you cute, and he had seen it often back when he used to get speeding tickets before his license was suspended back in ’74 and DeAnne had to drive them everywhere. Step knew that he shouldn’t say anything, because no matter what he said to policemen, it always made things worse.

DeAnne came to his rescue. She came around the car carrying Betsy’s soaked and stinking clothes. “Officer, I think if you had these in your car for about thirty seconds you’d pull off the road, too.”

The cop looked at her, surprised, and then grinned. “Ma’am, I guess you got a point. Just hurry it up. It’s not safe to be stopped here. People come down this road too fast sometimes, and they take this curve wide.”

“Thanks for your concern, Officer,” said Step.

The patrolman narrowed his eyes. “Just doing my job,” he said, rather nastily, and walked back to his car.

Step turned to DeAnne. “What did I say?”

“Get me a Ziploc bag out of there, please,” she said. “If I have to smell these any longer I’m going to faint.”

He handed her the plastic bag and she stuffed the messy clothes into it. “All I said to him was ‘Thanks for your concern,’ and he acted like I told him his mother had never been married.”

She leaned close to him and said softly, affectionately, “Step, when you say ‘Thank you for your concern’ it always sounds like you’re just accidently leaving off the word butthead.”

“I wasn’t being sarcastic,” said Step. “Everybody always thinks I’m being sarcastic when I’m not.”

“I wouldn’t know,” said DeAnne. “I’ve never been there when you weren’t being sarcastic.”

“You think you know too much, Fish Lady.”

“You don’t know anywhere near enough, Junk Man.”

He kissed her. “Give me a minute and I’ll be ready to put our Betsy Wetsy doll back in her place.”

He heard her muttering as she went back to her door: “Her name is Elizabeth.” He grinned.

Step got back to wiping down Betsy’s seat.

“I didn’t even hear that cop come up,” said Stevie.

“Cop?” asked Robbie.

“Go back to sleep, Road Bug,” said Step.

“Did we get a ticket, Daddy?” asked Robbie.

“He just wanted to make sure we were all right,” said Step.

“He wanted us to move our butts out of here,” said Stevie.

“Step!” said DeAnne.

“It was Stevie who said it, not me,” said Step.

“He wouldn’t talk that way if he didn’t learn it from you,” said DeAnne.

“Is he still there?” asked Step.

Stevie half-stood in order to see over the junk on the back deck. “Yep,” he said.

“I didn’t hear him either,” said Step. “I just turned around and there he was.”

“What if it wasn’t a cop and you just turned around and it was a bad guy?” asked Stevie.

“He gets his morbid imagination from you,” said DeAnne.

“Nobody would do anything to us out on the open highway like this where anybody passing by could see.”

“It’s dark,” said Stevie. “People drive by so fast.”

“Well, nothing happened,” said DeAnne, rather testily. “I don’t like talking about things like that.”

“If it was a bad guy Daddy would’ve popped him one in the nose!” said Robbie.

“Yeah, right,” said Step.

“Daddy wouldn’t let anything bad happen,” said Robbie.

“That’s right,” said DeAnne. “Neither would Mommy.”

“The seat’s clean,” said Step. “And the belt’s as clean as it’s going to get in this lifetime.”

“I’ll bring her around.”

“Climb over!” cried Betsy merrily, and before DeAnne could grab her, she had clambered through the gap between the bucket seats. She buckled her own seat belt, looked up at Step, and grinned.

“Well done, my little Wetsy doll.” He leaned in and kissed her forehead, then closed the door and got back in to the driver’s seat. The cop was still behind them, which made him paranoid about making sure he didn’t do anything wrong. He signaled. He drove just under the speed limit. The last thing they needed was a court date in some out-of-the-way Kentucky town.

“How much farther to Frankfort?” asked DeAnne.

“Maybe half an hour, probably less,” said Step.

“Oh, I must have slept a long way.”

“An hour maybe.”

“You’re such a hero to drive the whole way,” she said.

“Give me a medal later,” he said.

“I will.”

He turned the stereo back up a little. Everybody might have been asleep again, it was so quiet in the car. Then Stevie spoke up.

“Daddy, if it was a bad guy, would you pop him one?”

What was he supposed to say, Yessiree, my boy, I’d pop him so hard he’d be wearing his nose on the back of his head for the rest of his life? Was that what was needed, to make Stevie feel safe? To make him proud of his father? Or should he tell the truth—that he had never hit anyone in anger in his life, that he had never hit a living soul with a doubled-up fist.

No, my son, my approach to fighting has always been to make a joke and walk away, and if they wouldn’t let me go, then I ran like hell.

“It depends,” said Step.

“On what?”

“On whether I thought that popping him would make things better or worse.”

“Oh.”

“I mean, if he’s a foot taller than me and weighs three hundred pounds and has a tire iron, I think popping him wouldn’t be a good idea. I think in a case like that I’d be inclined to offer him my wallet so he’d go away.”

“But what if he wanted to murder us all?”

DeAnne spoke up without turning her head out of her pillow. “Then your father would kill him, and if he didn’t, I would,” she said mildly.

“What if he killed both of you first?” asked Stevie. “And then came and wanted to kill Robbie and Betsy?”

“Stevie,” said DeAnne, “Heavenly Father won’t let anything like that happen to you.”

That was more than Step could stand. “God doesn’t work that way,” he said. “He doesn’t stop evil people from committing their crimes.”

“He’s asking us if he’s safe,” said DeAnne.

“Yes, Stevie, you’re safe, as safe as anybody ever is who’s alive in this world. But you were asking about what if somebody really terrible wanted to do something vicious to our whole family, and the truth is that if somebody is truly, deeply evil, then sometimes good people can’t stop him until he’s done a lot of bad things. That’s just the way it happens sometimes.”

“Okay,” said Stevie. “But God would get him for it, right?”

“In the long run, yes,” said Step. “And I’ll tell you this—the only way anybody will ever get to you or the other kids or to your mother, for that matter, is if I’m already dead. I promise you that.”

“Okay,” said Stevie.

“There aren’t that many really evil people in the world,” said Step. “I don’t think you need to worry about this.”

“Okay,” said Stevie.

“I mean, why did you ask about this stuff?”

“He had a gun.”

“Of course he had a gun, dear,” said DeAnne. “He’s a policeman. He has a gun so he can protect people like us from those bad people.”

“I wish we could always have a policeman with us,” said Stevie.

“Yeah, that’d be nice, wouldn’t it?” said Step. Right, nice like a hemorrhoid. I’d have to drive fifty-five all the time.

Stevie had apparently exhausted his questions.

A few moments later, Step felt DeAnne’s hand on his thigh, patting him. He glanced over at her. “Sorry,” he whispered. “I didn’t mean to contradict you.”

“You were right,” she said softly.

He smiled at her and held her hand for a moment, until he needed both hands on the wheel for a turn.

Still, all the rest of the way into Frankfort he couldn’t get Stevie’s questions out of his mind. Nor could he forget his own answers. He had stopped DeAnne from teaching Stevie that God would always protect him from bad people, but then he had gone on and promised that he would give his life before any harm ever came to the children. But was that true? Did he have that kind of courage? He thought of parents in concentration camps who watched their children get killed before their eyes, and yet they could do nothing. And even if he tried, what good would Step be able to do against somebody bent on violence? Step had no skill in fighting, and he was pretty sure it wasn’t one of those things that you just know how to do. Any half-assed hoodlum would make short work of Step, and here he had kids who were looking to him for protection. I should study karate or something. Kung fu. Or buy a gun so that when Stevie is fourteen he can find it where it’s hidden and play around with it and end up killing himself or Robbie or some friend of his or something.

No, thought Step. None of the above. I won’t do any of those things, because I’m a civilized man living in a civilized society, and if the barbarians ever knock on my door I’ll be helpless.

They pulled into Frankfort and there was a Holiday Inn with a vacancy sign. Step took it as a good omen. Officially he didn’t believe in omens. But what the heck, it made him feel better to take it that way, and so he did.
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This is the house they moved into: The only cheap wood siding in a neighborhood of red brick. No basement, no garage, not even a roof over the carport. Brown latticework around the base of the house like the skirting around a mobile home. Blue carpet in the living room, which wasn’t going to look too good with their furniture, an old-fashioned green velvet love seat and overstuffed chair Step had bought from Deseret Industries when he was in college back at BYU. But it had four bedrooms, which meant one for Step and DeAnne, one for the boys, one for Betsy and the new baby when it came in July, and one for Step’s office, because they still hoped he could do some programming on the side and then they could go back to living the way they wanted to, and in a better place than this.

In the meantime, the movers had piled the living room six feet high with more boxes than they could ever unpack and put away in a place this size, and they had a single weekend to get settled before work started for Step and school started for Stevie. Monday, the deadline, the drop-dead day. Nobody was looking forward to it with much joy, least of all Stevie.

DeAnne was aware of Stevie’s anxiety all through the weekend of moving in and unpacking. Stevie mostly tended Robbie and Elizabeth, except when Step or DeAnne called for him to run some errand from one end of the house to the other. As always, Stevie was quiet and helpful—he took his responsibilities as the eldest child very seriously.

Or maybe he just seemed serious, because he kept his feelings to himself until he had sorted them out, or until they had built up to a point where he couldn’t contain them. So DeAnne knew that it was a real worry for him when he came into the kitchen and stood there silently for a long time until she said, “Want to tell me something or am I just too pretty for words?” which was what she always said, only he didn’t smile, he just stood there a moment more and then he said, “Mom, can’t I just stay home for another couple of days?”

“Stevie, I know it’s scary, but you just need to plunge right in. You’ll make friends right away and everything’ll be fine.”

“I didn’t make friends right away at my old school.”

That was true enough—DeAnne remembered the consultations with Stevie’s kindergarten teacher. Stevie didn’t really play with anybody until November of that year, and he didn’t have any actual friends until first grade. If it weren’t for his friends at church, DeAnne would have worried that Stevie was too socially immature for school. But with the kids at church he was almost wild sometimes, running around the meetinghouse like a movie-western Indian until Step intervened and gathered him up and brought him to the car. No, Stevie knew how to play, and he knew how to make friends. He just didn’t make friends easily. He wasn’t like Robbie, who would walk up and talk to anybody, kid or adult. Of course Stevie was worried about school. DeAnne was worried for him, too.

“But that was your first school ever,” she said. “You know the routine now.”

“When Barry Wimmer moved in after Thanksgiving,” he said, “everybody was really rotten to him.”

“Were you?”

“No.”

“So not everybody.”

“They made fun of everything he did,” said Stevie.

“Kids can be like that sometimes.”

“They’re going to do that to me now,” said Stevie.

This was excruciating. She wanted to say, You’re right, they’re going to be a bunch of little jerks, because that’s the way kids are at that age, except you, because you were born not knowing how to hurt anybody else, you were born with compassion, only that also means that when people are cruel to you it cuts you deep. You won’t understand that you have to walk right up to the ones who are being hateful and laugh in their faces and earn their respect. Instead you’ll try to figure out what you did to make them mad at you.

For a moment she toyed with putting it to him in exactly those terms. But it would hardly help him if she confirmed all his worst fears. He’d never get to sleep if she did that.

“What if they were unkind to you, Stevie? What would you do?”

He thought about that for a while. “Barry cried,” he said.

“Did that make it better?”

“No,” said Stevie. “They made fun of him crying. Ricky followed him around saying ‘boo hoo hoo’ all the time from then on. He was still doing it on my last day there.”

“So,” said DeAnne, partly to get him to talk, partly because she had no idea what to say.

“I don’t think I’ll cry,” said Stevie.

“I’m glad,” said DeAnne.

“I’ll just make them go away.”

“I don’t think that’ll work, Stevie. The more you try to make them leave, the more they’ll stick around.”

“No, I don’t mean make them go away. I mean make them go away.”

“Do you want to hand me that roll of paper towels?”

He did.

“I’m not sure I’m clear on the difference between making them go away and making them go away.”

“You know. Like when Dad’s programming. He makes everything go away.”

So he understood that about his father, and thought it might be useful. “You’ll just concentrate on your schoolwork?”

“Or whatever,” said Stevie. “It’s hard to concentrate on schoolwork because it’s so dumb.”

“Maybe it won’t be so dumb at this school.”

“Maybe.”

“I wish I could promise you that everything will be perfect, but I really don’t think they’ll treat you the way that Barry Wimmer got treated.” DeAnne thought back to the couple of times she’d seen the boy when she brought treats or some project or a forgotten lunch to school. “Barry’s the kind of kid who … how can I put it? He’s a walking victim.”

“Am I a victim?” asked Stevie.

“Not a chance,” said DeAnne. “You’re too strong.”

“Not really,” he said, looking at his hands.

“I don’t mean your body, Stevie. I mean your spirit is too strong. You know what you’re doing. You know what you’re about. You aren’t looking to these kids to tell you who you are. You know who you are.”

“I guess.”

“Come on, who are you?” It was an old game, but he still enjoyed playing along, even though the original purpose of it—preparing him to identify himself in case he got lost—was long since accomplished.

“Stephen Bolivar Fletcher.”

“And who is that?”

“Firstborn child and first son of the Junk Man and the Fish Lady.”

Of all his regular answers, that was her favorite, partly because the first time he ever said that, he had this sly little smile as if he knew he was intruding into grownup territory, as if he knew that his parents’ pet names for each other were older than he was and in some sense had caused him to exist. As if he had some unconscious awareness that those names, even spoken in jest, had sexual undertones that he couldn’t possibly understand but nevertheless knew all about.

“And don’t you forget it,” she said cheerfully.

“I won’t,” he said.

“Mom,” he said.

“Yes?”

“Please can’t I stay home just a couple more days?” She sighed. “I really don’t think so, Stevie. But I’ll talk to your dad.”

“He’ll just say the same thing.”

“Probably. We parents are like that.”

The worst moment was at breakfast on Monday. The kids were eating their hot cereal while Step was downing his Rice Krispies, looking over the newspaper as he ate. “This is almost as bad a newspaper as the one in Vigor,” he said.

“You aren’t going to get the Washington Post unless you live in Washington,” said DeAnne.

“I don’t want the Washington Post. I’d settle for the Salt Lake Tribune. Salt Lake is still a two-newspaper town, and here Steuben can’t even support a paper that puts the international news on the front page.”

“Does it have Cathy? Does it have Miss Manners? Does it have Ann Landers?”

“OK, so it has everything we need to make us happy.”

There was a honk outside.

“They’re early,” said Step. “Do you think I have time to brush my teeth?”

“Do you think you could stand to get through the day if you didn’t?”

He rushed from the table.

“Who’s early?” asked Stevie.

“Your dad’s car pool. For the first week or so one of the men from work is picking him up in the morning and bringing him home at night so we’ll have the car to run errands and stuff.”

Stevie looked horrified. “Mom,” he said. “What about school?”

“That’s the point. You’ll be riding the bus after today, but your dad’s carpooling so I’ll have the car to take you to school.”

“Isn’t Dad taking me for my first day?”

Too late she remembered that when Stevie started kindergarten, she had still been recovering from Elizabeth’s birth, and it was Step who took Stevie to his first day of school.

“Does it really matter which one of us takes you?”

The look of panic in his eyes was more of an answer than his whispered “No.”

Step came back into the kitchen, carrying his attaché case—his jail-in-a-box, he called it.

“Step,” said DeAnne, “I think Stevie was expecting you to take him to school this morning.”

“Oh, man,” he said, “I didn’t think.” His face got that look of inward anger that DeAnne knew all too well. “Isn’t it great that I’ve got this job so I can’t even take my kid to school on his first day.”

“It’s your first day, too.”

He knelt down beside Stevie’s chair. Stevie was looking down into his mush. “Stevie, I should’ve planned it better. But I didn’t, and now I’ve got this guy outside waiting for me and …”

The doorbell rang.

“Geez louise,” said Step.

“You’ve got to go,” said DeAnne. “Stevie’ll be all right, you’ll see. Right, Stevie?”

“Right,” said Stevie softly.

Step kissed Stevie on the cheek and then Betsy was saying “Me too me too” and he kissed both the other kids and then grabbed his case and headed for the front door.

DeAnne tried to reassure Stevie. “I’m sorry, but this is how your dad is earning the money we live on now, and he can’t very well …”

“I know, Mom,” said Stevie.

“We’ll head for school and you’ll meet the principal and …”

Step strode back into the kitchen. “I explained to him that we had a crisis and tomorrow he’ll find me waiting on the curb for him, but today I’m going to be late. Got to take my son to second grade.”

DeAnne was half delighted, half appalled. She knew perfectly well that in his own way, Step dreaded going back to an eight-to-five job as much as Stevie dreaded starting a new school. “This’ll really impress ’em, Junk Man,” she said, smiling grimly. “Missing your car pool and showing up late on your first day.”

“Might as well get used to the idea that I’m a father first and a computer manual writer eighth.”

“What comes between first and eighth?” asked Stevie, who was obviously delighted.

“Everything else,” said Step.

“You’d better call,” said DeAnne.

Step got on the phone and she knew at once that it wasn’t working the way he had so glibly assumed it would.

“Bad,” he said when he was done. “They have a staff meeting at eight-thirty and they were planning to introduce me there and everybody has sort of scheduled everything around my being there on time this morning.”

“But now your ride is gone,” DeAnne pointed out, trying not to be mean about it.

Step was kneeling by Stevie’s chair again. “I can’t help it, Door Man.”

“I know,” said Stevie.

“I tried,” said Step. “But the family really needs me to keep this job, especially since we moved all the way to North Carolina so I could get it.”

Stevie nodded, trying to look game about the whole thing.

“I do my job for the family,” said Step, “and you do yours.”

“What’s mine?” asked Stevie. He looked hopeful.

“Toughing it out and going to school,” said Step.

Apparently he had been hoping for an alternate assignment. But he swallowed hard and nodded again. Then he thought of something. “How will you get there now that your ride is gone?”

“He’ll fly,” offered Robbie.

“No,” said DeAnne, “that’s your mother the witch who knows how to fly.”

“I guess we’ll all pile into the car together and you’ll take me to work on the way to taking you to school.”

“Couldn’t you take me to school on the way to taking you to work?” asked Stevie.

“Sorry, Door Man,” said Step. “That would be backtracking. Geography is against it. The clock is against it. All of time and space are against it. Einstein is against it.”
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When they got to Eight Bits Inc., Step leaned into the back seat and kissed Stevie good-bye, and even though Stevie was well into the age where parents’ kisses aren’t welcome, this time he made no fuss. While Step was giving Robbie and Elizabeth the traditional noisy smack, DeAnne looked over the one-story red-brick building where Step was going to be spending his time.

It was one of those ugly flat-roofed things that businesses build when they have only so much money and they need walls and a roof. That was actually a good sign, because it suggested that the owner of the company had no delusions of being in the “big time,” spending all the company’s cash from the first hit programs on gewgaws that would mean nothing at all when slack times came. If only we’d been so careful, thought DeAnne, when the money from Hacker Snack started flowing in. Not that we spent it on nothing. A Ph.D. in history, that was something. And helping out family here and there. And a beta-format VCR for which they could not find rental tapes in Steuben, North Carolina.

“Bye, Fish Lady,” said Step.

“Good luck, Junk Man,” said DeAnne.

She watched him go into the building. He was striding boldly, almost jauntily. She liked the look of him, always had. He exuded confidence without ever looking as if he wanted to make sure everyone else knew how confident he was, like a salesman who had memorized a book on power walking. But this time she knew that, for once, his confidence was a lie. Just walking into this building spoke of failure in Step’s heart, despite the fact that the top people at Eight Bits had been so impressed that Step Fletcher himself had actually applied for a job with them. The very fact that they were so impressed was really a symbol to Step of how far he had fallen—he was now working for the kind of company that would never have imagined they could get someone as accomplished in the field as he was.

“Am I going to be late, Mom?” asked Stevie.

Step was inside the building now, and there was no reason to wait. DeAnne put the car in gear and pulled off the shoulder, onto Palladium Road. “You were going to be late getting into class no matter what,” she said. We have to go by the principal’s office and sign you in.”

“So I’ve got to walk in right in front of everybody,” he said.

“Maybe the door will be in the back of the room,” said DeAnne. “Then you’ll be behind everybody.”

“I’m not joking, Mom.”

“It’s scary, I know,” she said. “But the principal is really nice, and I’m sure she’s picked out a wonderful teacher for you.”

“Can’t I just meet the principal today and then come to school tomorrow at the regular time?”

“Stevie, the other kids are going to notice that you’re new, no matter what. And if you just showed up tomorrow, how would you know where to sit? You’d end up standing there feeling like an idiot. By going in today, you’ll get a seat assigned to you right away and people will explain to you the things you need to know.”

“Still.”

“Stevie, there’s a law that says we have to have you in school.”

“Wow,” said Robbie. “You could go to jail for letting Stevie stay home?”

“Not really. But we abide by the law in our family.”

“Daddy doesn’t,” said Robbie. “He drives too fast all the time.”

“Your father thinks the speed limits all mean ‘give or take ten miles per hour.’”

“Will they put Daddy in jail?” asked Robbie.

“No. But they might take his license away.”

“They almost did once before, didn’t they?” asked Stevie.

“Your father had a year of probation once,” said DeAnne. “But it was before any of you kids were born. He really is an excellent driver, and he always drives safely.” Not for the first time, DeAnne wondered whether Step would change his driving habits if he could actually hear how the kids noticed his speeding. It was hard enough teaching children right from wrong without having to include ambiguities, like laws that Daddy felt he didn’t have to obey because he didn’t speed fast enough to get tickets. She could see herself explaining to her kids when they got to be teenagers and started dating, Now, you’re supposed to be chaste, which means that you can do whatever you want as long as you don’t do anything that will get somebody pregnant. But Step couldn’t—or wouldn’t—see the relationship between traffic laws and the commandments. “Laws of men and laws of God are two different things,” Step always said, “and our kids are all smart enough to know the difference.”

Ah well. Marriage meant that you had to live with the fact that your spouse’s foibles would rub off on the kids. She knew how it annoyed Step that the kids had inherited her attitude toward shoes—they just couldn’t keep them on their feet. Step was always walking into a room and either stepping on somebody’s shoes, tripping over them, or—when he noticed them soon enough—placekicking them into the hall or putting them under the offender’s pillow. “The difference between civilized people and barbarians,” he would say, “is that civilized people wear shoes.” Step had to live with barefoot barbarians, and DeAnne had to answer questions about why Daddy broke the law all the time. Not exactly a fair trade—she couldn’t see that there were any moral implications to bare feet—but she lived with it, grumbling now and then, and so did he.

To get to Western Allemania Primary School you had to drive past the high school, also called Western Allemania. Yellow buses had been herded into a large parking lot, waiting for the end of the school day. What she liked least about sending Stevie to this school was that the little kids had to ride the same buses as the high-schoolers and the drivers were high school students, as well. The idea of a seventeen-year-old having the responsibility for not only keeping all the children on the bus alive, but also maintaining discipline—well, what could she do? The principal had looked at her oddly and said, “Mrs. Fletcher, that’s the way we do things in North Carolina.”

She drove down the hill into the turnaround in front of the school. Before and after school the turnaround was reserved for buses—parents who were picking up their kids had to drive on a completely different road to a small parking lot at the top of a hill about two hundred yards from the school and wait for their kids. She pointed out the hill to Stevie as she was getting Elizabeth out of her booster seat. “Whenever I pick you up, you go up that stairway leading to the top of that hill. I’ll be there for you.”

“OK,” said Stevie.

“And if something ever happened, like the car breaking down, and I’m not there, then you head right back down to the school and go straight to the principal’s office and wait there until I come in and get you.”

“Why can’t I just wait up there?” asked Stevie.

“Because this isn’t a safe world,” said DeAnne. “And what if somebody comes to you and says, ‘Your mother asked me to pick you up and take you home’?”

“I don’t go with them.”

“There’s more to it than that, Stevie.”

“I get away from that person right away and head straight for the nearest person in authority.”

“At school that means Dr. Mariner. And if you’re not at school?”

“If the person is following me then I don’t hide, I run right out into the open, where there are the most people, and if he comes near me I scream at the top of my voice, ‘He’s not my father!’ Or ‘She’s not my mother! Help me!”

“Very good.”

“I know all that, too,” said Robbie.

“I know I know,” said Betsy.

“I wish I didn’t have to teach you things like this,” said DeAnne. “But there are bad people in the world. Not many of them, but we have to be careful. Now, what if I really did send somebody to pick you up, because maybe there was an accident and I had one of the other kids at the hospital or something?”

“The password,” said Stevie.

“And what is it?”

“Maggots,” said Stevie.

“Little oozy baby fly worms!” yelled Robbie. Step had thought up the password, of course.

“Quiet, Road Bug, this is serious,” said DeAnne. “And do you ask them about the password?”

“No. I don’t even tell them that there is a password. But I never go with anybody unless he says, ‘Your parents told me to tell you Maggots.’”

“Right,” said DeAnne.

“If they don’t say that, then they’re a liar and I refuse to go and I scream and scream if they try to take me anyway.”

“Right,” said DeAnne.

“Mom,” said Stevie.

“What?”

“What if nobody hears me scream?”

“You should never be in a place where nobody can hear you yell for help, Stevie,” she said. “But please don’t worry too much about this. If you do all that you’re supposed to, I’ll do all that I’m supposed to, and so nothing will go wrong. OK?”

“Mom, I’m scared to go in.”

Great, thought DeAnne. And I just went through a kidnapping-prevention catechism, to add a whole new layer of terror to the day. “Come on, Stevie. Dr. Mariner is a wonderful kind lady and you’ll like her.”

Dr. Mariner did have a knack for putting kids at ease, and within a few moments Stevie was smiling at her and then laughing when she told a joke. But the fear returned when, after only a few minutes in the office, Dr. Mariner took Stevie by the hand and said, “Let’s go to class now.”

Stevie withdrew his hand and immediately rushed to stand by DeAnne. “Can’t Mom walk me to class?”

“Certainly she can, if she wants,” said Dr. Mariner. “Your teacher’s name is Mrs. Jones. That’s an easy name, right?”

“Mrs. Jones,” said Stevie. He repeated the name several times, under his breath. Mrs. Jones. Mrs. Jones.

DeAnne let Dr. Mariner lead the parade through the corridors, for all the world like a tour guide. She pointed out where the kindergarten and first-grade classes were, and then brought Stevie along to the vestibule that Mrs. Jones’s classroom shared with another. It was time for Stevie to go into the class. He clung tighter to DeAnne’s hand.

“Do you really want your mother and brother and sister coming into class with you on the first day?” asked DeAnne.

Stevie shook his head violently.

DeAnne shifted Elizabeth’s weight on her hip and squatted down beside him. “Sometimes you just have to drink the cup,” she said.

He nodded, remembering. It was when he was only three and had a bad stomach flu, and didn’t want to drink the prescription Tylenol syrup that she had to give him to help bring the fever down. Step had knelt beside his bed and told him the story of Christ praying in Gethsemane. Sometimes you just have to drink the cup, Step had said then, and Stevie had drunk it without another murmur.

It worked the same way now. He tightened his face and nodded to show that he understood. Then he turned and walked through the door that Dr. Mariner was holding open for him. His stride was so like Step’s had been earlier today, trying to be brave. DeAnne felt a lump in her throat for both of them.

Inside the classroom, there were immediate cries of “New boy! New boy!” She caught a glimpse of the teacher, Mrs. Jones, who was turning without enthusiasm to look in Stevie’s direction. Then Dr. Mariner swung the door shut.
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This is the company where Step worked: Ray Keene had been the computer systems guy at UNC-Steuben when the Commodore 64 started showing up in Kmarts. Ray saw right away that it was the 64 that was going to put computers in every home in America, if somebody had the brains to come up with cheap software so people could do something with the machine. Commodore sure wasn’t coming up with the right combinations—in Ray’s opinion all the software they offered was second-rate and way too expensive. So he came up with Scribe 64 and sold it for twenty-nine bucks, discounted to nineteen bucks including postage if you ordered it direct from Eight Bits Inc.

There were a couple of bad times early on. Right at first, Ray’s lack of business experience nearly killed the company—he was paying so much for packaging that in fact he was actually losing 22c with each unit sold. So when he ran out of that first run of a thousand boxes, he began shipping in a much smaller box with no printing on the outside, just a sticker that said “The only word processor you’ll ever need—$29” and began making four dollars a unit. It sold even faster, and the profit per unit got even better, and one day his wife said, “Ray, I got no house left, it’s all Eight Bits Inc. Either me and the kids move out or the company does.”

That’s when Ray Keene bought the ugly building on Palladium. It had originally been a climate-controlled clean shop for the assembly of calculators in the mid-70s, but it had been standing empty for a couple of years and the owner sold it to Ray at a price that said he was just glad to get it off his hands. Ray had the whole thing rewired and half the big factory space cut up into offices. There weren’t any windows and the place was ugly but everybody in the company, which was up to ten employees by then, was so happy to have enough room to turn around that they loved it like a mama loves an ugly baby.

When Step came down for interviews six weeks before, all he got from everybody was that sense of exuberance and excitement. But this first day at work there was something else. Ray Keene had remodeled his office since Step was there before, and it showed signs that Ray had apparently read that book about power that was on the lists the year before. Ray now sat behind a massive desk in a rock-back chair while all the chairs that visitors had to sit on were hard and too low and didn’t have enough space from front to back, so that you always felt like you were sitting on the edge of the seat because, in fact, you were.

“You won’t report to me,” said Ray. “I’ve made Dicky Northanger the vice-president in charge of the creative end of things, and you’ll report to him, but send me memos from time to time. We’ll be hiring an assistant for you as soon as we can, but for now all the manuals for all our software will come through you, but pass it all by Dicky for final approval.”

Dicky Northanger was the guy who used to do all the manuals. He was the first person Ray Keene had hired, and he and Ray were now great buddies, going every Sunday afternoon to pick up the New York Times at the Magazine Rack bookstore. He was genial, heavyset, and middle-aged, probably the oldest man in the company, and Step didn’t see any problem with reporting to him. But he felt a vague sense of disappointment, since the job had been represented to him as one that would report directly to Ray. Of course Ray couldn’t have everybody report to him, but the company only had twenty-five employees right now, and it seemed weird in a company that size that Step was already being told that he was not to contact Ray except by memo.

After Step met with Ray alone for that half hour of physical discomfort, they went straight on in to a staff meeting, where the new health plan was explained to everybody and, as an incidental at the end, Step and a new guy in the art department were introduced around. Dicky introduced him, and Step was a little embarrassed when Dicky made a great point of talking about what a genius Step was for having programmed Hacker Snack—and then, even more embarrassing, he pointed out to everyone in excruciating detail that Step would report only to him, and that while Step must have access to every programmer at every stage of development of all software, he had no authority over anyone and no one was to ask him for advice about anything to do with programming. Step was here solely to write manuals.

Why don’t you just cut off my balls and hold them up for everyone to admire? thought Step.

Then he went straight in to a meeting with Bob, the “vice-president in charge of finance”—he had been the bookkeeper until job inflation struck Eight Bits, apparently within the past six weeks. He was a lean, weathered-looking man in cowboy boots who had more of a Texas twang than a southern drawl, and the first thing he did was slide a two-page contract across the desk for Step to sign.

“What is this?” Step asked, for he had already signed the employment contract.

“A confidentiality agreement,” said the cowboy accountant. “Industry standard.”

Step read it anyway, though Cowboy Bob kept shuffling papers to show his impatience with Step’s taking so much of his time. And sure enough, it turned out to be a lot more than a confidentiality agreement. “This contract buys all rights to anything I do in programming for the rest of my natural life,” said Step.

“Well, not exactly,” said Cowboy Bob.

“I just came from a meeting where I was specifically and totally excluded from all programming here at Eight Bits.”

“Eight Bits Inc.”

“So why should I sign a contract giving Eight Bits Inc. all rights to any programming I come up with during my time here? I won’t do any programming, right?”

“Oh, that was just Dicky,” said Cowboy Bob. “He got jealous because even though you were coming in to write the manuals, everybody knew you were the most successful programmer ever to set foot on the premises, so he’s just making sure everybody knows that he’s your boss. In fact Ray and I expect that you’ll sort of do quality control over all the software, because Dicky isn’t that good a programmer and he kind of makes changes in all the programs and then they end up getting released with bugs. Sometimes. Just between you and me, of course.”

“Dicky just forbade anyone to ask my advice about programming,” said Step.

“Yeah, well, just don’t rub his nose in it, that’s all me and Ray expect from you.”

“So you’re telling me that in fact, besides manual writing, I’m to be the quality control officer, only I can’t tell my direct supervisor that that’s what I’m doing and I have to carry on all such activities behind his back?”

“That’s why we’re paying you thirty thou a year, my friend.”

“And in the meantime, I’m supposed to sign over every idea I ever have to Eight Bits … Inc.? Why not just everything I come up with related to software being developed in-house?”

“This agreement is a condition of employment, Step,” said Cowboy Bob. He still seemed friendly and genial, but if this had been a saloon in a western, the tone of his voice would have sent half the customers out into the street to avoid getting hit over the head with a breakaway chair.

“This agreement makes me promise that if I leave here I’ll never enter into competition with Eight Bits Inc.”

“Our lawyer said that was a real good idea.”

“Well, try this. I came here to write manuals, not to develop software. I’ll help out with quality control if Ray wants me to, but I want it to be out in the open so I don’t have to skulk around like a spy. And I won’t sign this agreement until it’s rewritten to limit the non-competition clause to one year, to protect my rights in all software I wrote prior to coming here, and to protect my rights in all software I might write after leaving here.”

“No way,” said Cowboy Bob.

Step stood up. His knees were trembling and he felt a little faint, but he also knew that there was no way he could sign that agreement. “I just moved my family to Steuben on the strength of a contract with Eight Bits that said nothing about this. As far as I’m concerned, this paper means that you are in material breach of our contract. So if your lawyer won’t revise this agreement, he’ll be talking to my lawyer about getting from Eight Bits the costs of moving here, the costs of moving back, and, if we can get the court to agree to it, and I think we can, a year’s salary. You have my phone number.”

Step could not believe that he was already quitting and it was only eleven in the morning, but in a way it was almost a relief. The scene in Ray’s office and Dicky’s display in the staff meeting had already made Step so wary of the future here that having an excuse to leave sounded just fine to him. But his bold talk about what a lawyer could get for him was just talk—even if it worked out that way, litigation would drag on until they were long past financial inconvenience. It wasn’t just the mortgage on the house in Vigor and the cost of moving here. It was the fact that they had expected to pay last year’s taxes out of the royalty check this past fall, and so now they were deeply in debt to the IRS, and even bankruptcy couldn’t get them out of that. Quitting this job would be such a devastating blow that they’d probably end up slithering back to Orem, Utah, to live in DeAnne’s parents’ basement while the IRS auctioned off everything they owned.

And still it felt pretty good to be walking toward the door in Cowboy Bob’s office.

“Wait a minute, Step,” said Cowboy Bob.

Step turned around. The vice-president of finance was reaching into a drawer of his desk and pulling out another paper. “Since you didn’t like that first one, try this one before you walk out on us and we have to sue you for breach.”

Step came back and took the paper out of his hand. He read it without sitting down. To his disbelief, it was a version of the agreement that could only have been written for him—it excluded prior software, it excluded programming on computers for which Eight Bits Inc. was not publishing software, and the noncompetition clause was for exactly one year.

“You already had this written,” said Step.

“Yep,” said Cowboy Bob.

“So why did you show me that other?”

“Because you might’ve signed it.” Cowboy Bob grinned. “This is business, Step.”

Step stood there looking at him, debating inside himself whether he wanted even to live on the same planet with this guy, let alone work with him.

“We’ve met every one of your objections, Step,” Cowboy Bob prodded him.

“I’m just wondering whether there’s another paper in that drawer.”

“There is. It has our lawyer’s phone number on it. How do I put this kindly, Step? Sign or be sued.”

“Gee, Bob, is this the way you talk to all the boys?”

“Look at it this way, Step. You won’t be working with me. The only thing you’ll know about me is that I sign your paycheck, and after you get a few of those you’ll like me just fine. You’re pissed off now, but that’ll pass, and in six months maybe we’ll have a couple of beers together and laugh about how mad you were this first day.”

“I don’t drink,” said Step.

“Yeah, I forgot, you’re a Mormon,” said Cowboy Bob. “Well, then, that’s out. Because looking at you, I’d say you could never forgive me without a couple of beers in you.”

He said it with such a twinkle in his eye that Step couldn’t help but smile. So Cowboy Bob knew he was a son-of-a-bitch, and didn’t particularly mind. Well, Bob, I know you’re a son-of-a-bitch, and I guess I don’t mind that much either.

Step laid the paper down on the desk, signed it, and walked out.

It was nearly noon, and even though he was probably supposed to go find Dicky and ask where his office was, Step needed to stand outside this building for a minute and decide whether to scream or cry or laugh.

On the way to the staff meeting he had seen a back corridor that led to a door on the north side of the building—Dicky had told him in passing that everybody in the staff used that door, since that’s where the parking lot was. That’s where Step headed now.

The scenery wasn’t all that pretty outside—just a narrow parking lot, a high chainlink fence with barbed wire on the top, and then an overgrown pasture where the only things still grazing were old tires and a rusting refrigerator with the door off. Ray’s Mercedes was in the only assigned parking place in the lot, directly across from the north door. Step felt a sudden urge to go pee on the tires like a dog, but he was satisfied just to imagine doing it.

I’ve been a free man for the past five years, he said to himself, not working for anybody. Living on student loans, I taught myself programming on the Atari just to get history out of my mind, and I ended up creating a program that gave some pleasure to a lot of people and it made me about a hundred thousand dollars in a year and a half. All that money is gone, I owe taxes on it that I can’t pay, and I’ve just signed a contract to work for a company with byzantine internal politics, an owner on a power trip, a vice-president of finance who thinks that being in business means screwing anybody who’ll let you screw him, and a supervisor who’s so incompetent that they want me to clean up after him without letting him know I’m doing it. All for thirty thousand dollars a year. Twenty-five hundred a month. That’s the price of my soul.

But it was no worse than what his dad had gone through, over the years. A sign company that went belly-up when Dad broke his back, and yet Dad refused to declare bankruptcy and paid it all off, slowly, over the space of ten years, during which time he went back to school, got his B.A., taught at San Jose State for a while, and ended up working at Lockheed designing training programs for missile operators. If Dad had ever had half as much money as I made last year, he would have made sure he was set up as a free man forever. He would have had money in the bank against a rainy day. I spent it like it was going to last forever, and now I’m right where my dad was, all those years at Lockheed, saying yessir to assholes and moonlighting weekends at a camera store in the Hillsdale Mall. Never heard him complain, except that he apologized to Mom when she had to go back to work as a secretary in the public schools.

That’s why I signed that paper, Step realized. So I don’t have to make that same apology to DeAnne.

And if I don’t find a way to make some extra money in the next year or so, the IRS is going to put us in that situation anyhow.

The anxiety, the desperation, the memory of his father’s defeats—it all surged through him and burned in his throat and he thought, If I let myself get emotional about all this, it’ll show on my face when I go back inside. He swallowed hard and breathed deeply, slowly, forcing himself to calm down.

Somebody opened the door behind him and came outside. Step didn’t turn around at first, half afraid and half hoping that it was Cowboy Bob or even Ray Keene himself, worried about him, wanting to smooth things over with him.

It was just a kid, looked to be still in high school, who wandered a few yards away from him and lit up a cigarette. He took a deep drag, let the smoke out slow, and puffed it into rings.

“How long did it take you to learn how to do that?” asked Step.

The kid turned to face him. He had black-frame coke-bottle glasses so his eyes looked like they were swimming around in a specimen jar. “I been blowing rings since my mom taught me how when I was ten.”

“Your mom taught you how to blow smoke rings? When you were ten?”

The kid laughed. “This is tobacco country, Mr. Fletcher, and my people are all tobacco people. My mama used to blow smoke in my face when I was a baby, so I’d grow up knowing the difference between the cheap weed in Reynolds cigarettes and the good stuff in E&Es.”

Step hoped that his shudder didn’t show. When he and DeAnne were house-hunting, they had had to rule out the whole eastern edge of town, where the Eldredge & Emerson Tobacco Company kept the air filled with the pungence of tar and nicotine, like being trapped forever on an elevator with someone who put out his cigarette just before stepping on.

What business did Mormons have moving into tobacco country? Especially since DeAnne was so allergic to tobacco smoke that it made her throw up even when she wasn’t pregnant. The idea of somebody blowing smoke in a baby’s face made Step angry. There’s things you just don’t do to children, if you have any decency. And teaching a ten-year-old to blow smoke rings …

“I don’t want to sound like some kind of dumb fan or nothing, Mr. Fletcher, but I thought Hacker Snack was the best game anybody ever did on the Atari.”

“Thanks,” said Step.

“Of course, your A.I. routines really sucked.”

It hit Step like a blow, that forced change from shyly, genially accepting a compliment to suddenly having to take criticism.

“A.I.?” he asked.

“You know—artificial intelligence.”

“I know what A.I. stands for,” said Step. “I just don’t recall ever trying to incorporate any of it into my game.”

“I mean, you know, the way the bad guys home in on the player,” he said. “The machine intelligence routines.

Way too predictable. It stayed too easy to dodge them until you finally beat the player down with sheer speed. Like bludgeoning them to death.”

“Hey, thanks,” said Step.

“No, really, I loved the game, I just wished you had kept the bad guys moving in a kind of semi-random way, so the player wouldn’t catch on that they were homing in. So you couldn’t quite be sure where they were going to go. Then the game would have stayed fun into much higher levels, and you would never have had to include that killer speed level where you can’t outrun the bad guys.”

“There is no killer speed level,” said Step.

“Really?”

“Not if you find all the back doors out of the different rooms.”

It was the kid’s turn to look embarrassed. “Back doors?”

“Hacker Snack isn’t an arcade game, it’s a puzzle game,” said Step. “Don’t tell me you were trying to outrun those little suckers at every level.”

“I got up to half a million points doing it that way,” said the kid.

“That is the most incredible thing I ever heard. You should’ve been creamed before you got twenty thousand points. You must have the reflexes of a bat.”

The kid grinned. “I’m the best damn video wizard you’ll ever meet,” he said. “You got to show me those back doors.”

“And you got to show me what you mean about randomizing.”

“Come on inside, I’ve got your game up on one of my machines, just in case you came by.”

“You got an Atari here?”

“Hey, there’s not a soul here who doesn’t know the Atari is ten times the computer the 64 is. The only reason we’re all writing 64 software is that millions of them are getting bought and the Atari is still going for like a thousand dollars which means nobody buys it.”

Step followed him into the building. “How come you came outside to smoke?” he asked. “I notice people smoking in most of the offices.”

“Not in mine,” said the kid. “I don’t let anybody smoke around the machines. Fouls them up. Like pouring Cokes on them.”

The kid didn’t let anybody smoke around any of the machines?

“What’s your name?” Step asked.

“My parents call me Bubba, I was baptized Roland McIntyre, but I kind of think of myself as Saladin Gallowglass.” He glanced back over his shoulder at Step and grinned. “You ever play D&D?”

“My brother tried to teach me Dungeons and Dragons one time, but after five hours the game itself hadn’t actually started.”

“Then he’s a piss-poor dungeonmaster, if you ask me, no offense of course since he’s your brother. A good dungeonmaster can get you into the game in half an hour and make it move along like you were watching a movie. Almost. Here’s your office, by the way.”

It was an empty room. They had known he was coming, and there wasn’t even a desk inside.

“They had a desk in here but I made them move it out,” said Bubba Roland Saladin Gallowglass. “I told them you weren’t here to write prissy little maiden-aunt letters to your nieces and nephews, you were here to write manuals and for that you needed a full computer setup, complete with a word processor and at least one of every computer we do software for. So they’re coming in this afternoon to put up a computer counter like the one I’ve got here. This is my office. You’ll be sharing with me till yours is ready, if you don’t mind.”

Step walked into hacker heaven. Two desk-height counters ran along both the long walls of the room, with a couple of shelves above them. The lower shelf held monitors for a half-dozen computers, and the upper shelf held books and papers and stacks of disks. And the counter itself was crowded with 64s, a couple of VICs, a TI, a Radio Shack Color Computer, even one of those crummy little Timex computers. Also an old monochrome Pet, which was apparently used as a word processor. And an Atari, with Hacker Snack up and running in demonstration mode. Except that the demonstration mode was supposed to have the game at level one, and this one was running at level twenty.

“You broke into the code,” said Step.

“I like to use the game as a screen saver, because everything shifts on it. But level twenty has the prettiest colors.”

“That was copy-protected six ways from Tuesday.”

“Yeah, well, it was a ten-minute job to break the scheme and another hour or so to disassemble the code.” Bubba Roland Saladin Gallowglass looked proud of himself, and Step couldn’t disagree with him. Step was a pretty good programmer, but this kid was a true hacker, a boy genius of code. And somehow this same kid had the authority to make Eight Bits Inc. remodel Step’s office.

“What’s your job here, anyway?” asked Step.

“Oh, I just hang around and do some programming. I’m really supposed to be a student at UNC-S, but I’m sort of between semesters right now.”

“Spring break?”

“Yeah, for about a year now. I tried taking computer classes but they wanted to teach me COBOL, if you can believe it. Had to have FORTRAN or I couldn’t graduate. Like making you study dinosaur anatomy in med school. A bunch of us are going to Richmond for the David Bowie concert this weekend. Want to come?”

Flattered at the invitation, Step had to decline. “We’re still unpacking, and I’m more into good old-fashioned American rock and roll. Bowie’s too disco for me.”

“Oh, he’s past disco now. He’s past glitter, too. He’s sort of in punk mode.”

“Yeah, well …”

“I think of my D&D character, you know, Saladin Gallowglass, I think of him as looking like David Bowie. Or like Sting.”

“Sting?” asked Step.

“With the Police,” said the kid. When Step still showed no sign of comprehension, the kid shook his head and went on. “I understand you’re going to be doing kind of quality control for us.”

“From what Dicky said this morning,” said Step, “I have to get him to unzip my fly when I pee.”

The kid giggled. “That’s Dickhead for you. No, Ray told me that you’re a precious resource. The only way he could get Dickhead to accept the idea of hiring you was to promise that you’d have nothing to do with programming, but in fact he wants your fingers in everything. He thinks of you as the computer wizard of the universe.”

“Well, I’m not,” said Step. “I’m a historian who taught myself programming in my spare time.”

“All good programmers are self-taught, at least in the home computer business,” said the kid.

“Look, what do I actually call you?”

“Around here they call me Roland and you probably should, too,” said the kid.

“But what would you prefer?”

He grinned. “Like I said, I think of myself as Saladin Gallowglass.”

“So is Gallowglass all right, or is that too formal?”

“Gallowglass is great, Mr. Fletcher.”

“Call me Step.”

“Hey, Step.”

“Mind if I ask, how old are you?”

“Twenty-two.”

“And if you’re just a common ordinary programmer, how come Ray Keene tells you stuff that he doesn’t tell Dicky?”

“Oh, I suppose because he’s known me longer. I used to hang around his house and I learned programming on his Commodore Pet when I was, like, sixteen.”

It dawned on Step: In all his interviews and meetings, no one had ever mentioned the existence of this wunderkind, and no one had ever told him who it was who actually coded the original software that had earned Ray Keene a Mercedes and a power office.

“You wrote Scribe 64, didn’t you?”

Gallowglass smiled shyly. “Every line of it,” he said.

“And I’ll bet you’re the one who keeps doing the upgrades.”

“I’m working on a sixty-character screen right now,” he said. “I have to use a sort of virtual screen memory and background character mapping, but it’s going pretty well. I have this idea of using character memory as the virtual screen memory, since that means that I’m not actually using up RAM for the mapping.”

“I don’t know enough about 64 architecture yet to know what you’re talking about,” said Step. “But I hope I’m not too nosy if I ask you, since you are the person who actually created Scribe 64, how come you aren’t vice-president of something?”

“Ray takes care of me,” said Gallowglass. “I kind of make more money than God. And I’m not exactly management material.”

“I’d be interested to know how much God makes, someday,” said Step.

“And someday maybe I’ll tell you.” Gallowglass grinned. “What about you? Got any kids?”

“Three, with a fourth on the way.”

“How old are they?”

“Stephen’s almost eight, Robert is nearly five, Elizabeth is two, and the new one is negative five months now.”

“I’ll tell you, I really get along great with kids,” said Gallowglass. “If you want me to tend the kids for you sometime, let me know.”

“Yeah, right. A programmer who makes more money than God, and I’m going to call him up to babysit for me.”

“I mean it, I really like kids, and I get kind of lonely sometimes.”

“You don’t live with your folks?”

“Dad hates me,” said Gallowglass. “I live by myself.”

“Hates you? Come on.”

“No, I mean it, he says it whenever I go home. I walk in the door, he says, ‘Damn but I hate you, do you have to keep coming back here?’ Mom’s OK though. Hey, we’re just a good old southern family.”

“Sorry. I wasn’t trying to pry or anything,” said Step.

Gallowglass laughed. “I haven’t seen a grown man blush in a long time,” he said.

This poor kid, thought Step. A sweet, brilliant, nice kid, and not only does his dad hate him, not only did his mom blow smoke in his face as a baby, but also he’s getting seriously ripped off by the very people that he trusts most in all the world. None of my business, I know, but this kid ought to at least know that something else is possible. “Let me tell you something,” said Step. “The difference between royalties and bonuses is that a royalty is yours by right, by law, even after you leave the company, while a bonus is a gift and if Ray ever feels like not giving it to you, then that’s just too bad for you.”

Gallowglass looked at him steadily through those bottle-bottom lenses.

“I just thought you ought to know that,” said Step. “In case you ever want to write another piece of software. Maybe on the next one, they’ll mention your name somewhere in the manual. It’s something we programmers don’t get much of—credit for what we do.”

“You had your name on Hacker Snack,” observed Gallowglass.

“I turned down two software publishers because they wouldn’t write that into the contract,” said Step. “That’s why you folks here at Eight Bits knew my name. But until this very moment, no one here ever mentioned your name. In fact, I kind of got the impression that Ray wrote Scribe 64 himself.”

“You did?” asked Gallowglass.

“Not that he ever said so,” said Step.

“Ray can’t program a computer to print his name on the screen,” said Gallowglass.

“Yeah, well, I didn’t know that,” said Step. “He never told me. Hey, not his fault if I got the wrong impression. The main thing is that I think it’s important for programmers to get credit for what we do. Like an author getting his name on his own book.”

“You weren’t the first to get your name above the title, you know,” said Gallowglass. “Doug Duncan got his name on Russian Front even before you.”

“Yeah,” said Step. “I already had my contract signed before Russian Front came out, but he was the first to get his game out that way.”

“I met him at CES last year,” said Gallowglass.

“Yeah?”

“I did him like I did you—told him it was a great game but then I laid into one of the flaws in the game.”

“Oh, is this something you do to everybody?” asked Step.

“Sure.”

“Where’d you learn that technique, from How to Win Friends and Influence People?”

Gallowglass giggled. “I just like to see how people react to it. You took it just fine. In fact, best ever. You actually listened to a kid with glasses and a pocket protector and you didn’t know me from shit on the sidewalk.”

“What did Duncan do?”

“Well, let’s just say that Doug Duncan is the kind of guy who never, ever forgives anybody who dares to suggest that anything he ever did was somewhat less than perfect. He actually got me kicked off a panel at a conference six months later. Said he’d leave and not do his thing there if I was given a microphone at the conference. He never forgives and he never forgets.”

“Maybe that would have taught you not to criticize strangers.”

“Hey, it’s my flaming-asshole test, and Duncan leaves a trail of ashes wherever he goes.”

Step had to laugh. He liked this kid. Maybe a lot. Though if Dicky had overheard their conversation about royalties and credit for programmers, both of them would probably be in trouble. “Hey, uh, how soundproof is this office?” asked Step.

“How the hell should I know?” asked Gallowglass. “But with all these games on, who do you think can hear us?”

Step thought, but did not say, that the games in the room made them talk louder, while the noise they made wouldn’t interfere half as much with someone outside the room who wanted to listen in.

Someone knocked on the door.

“Come in!” yelled Gallowglass.

It was Dicky, and for a moment Step felt that rush of guilt that comes when you’ve just been caught. Dicky had been listening.

“So there you are,” said Dicky. “I’ve been looking all over for you.”

“Me?” said Step.

“I wondered if you wanted to go for lunch with me.”

“He can’t,” said Gallowglass immediately. “He’s going to lunch with me, so I can get him up to speed on the new features in Scribe 64.”

“And I have to get him up to speed on everything else,” said Dicky, looking a bit stern.

“Hey, leave me out of this,” said Step. “This is my first day, I’ll go wherever I’m told.”

But Dicky and Gallowglass gazed at each other for a few long moments more, until at last Dicky said, “Come see me after lunch.”

“Sure,” said Step. “But you’re my supervisor, Mr. Northanger, so my schedule is yours to command.”

“Call me Dicky,” said Dicky.

“Not Richard?” asked Step.

“Is there something wrong with Dicky?” asked Dicky.

“No,” said Step. “I just thought—”

“Dicky is not a nickname for Richard,” said Dicky. “It’s the name I was christened with.”

“I’m sorry,” said Step.

“And meeting with you after lunch is what I prefer.” Dicky closed the door behind him.

“Man, you’re a champion suck-up,” said Gallowglass.

Step turned on him. “What are you trying to do, get my supervisor permanently pissed off at me on my first day on the job?”

“Don’t take Dicky so seriously,” said Gallowglass. “He can’t touch a program without introducing a bug into it. The guy’s worthless.”

Apparently Gallowglass had no concept of the kind of trouble that Dicky could make for a man in Step’s position. This kid’s relationship was with the owner, and he was the programmer of the bread-and-butter program that was paying everybody’s salaries, so he really could treat Dicky however he liked. But that didn’t mean Dicky liked it. In fact, if this had gone on very long, by now Dicky probably seethed at anything Gallowglass did or said. And he’d take it out on whoever was closest to Gallowglass who actually needed his job.

Step.

“Do me a favor,” said Step. “Don’t do anything to get Dicky any more ticked off at me than he is.”

“Sure,” said Gallowglass. “Don’t get mad. It’s really OK, I promise you. You’re in like Flynn around here, everybody’s really excited you’re actually here. You’ll see, it’ll be great.”

“No sweat then,” said Step, though Gallowglass was probably wrong.

“And I really would be glad to tend your kids for you.”

“Thanks,” said Step.

“I’m really good at it. And I’m not afraid to change diapers.”

“Sure,” said Step. “I’ll talk to DeAnne about it.”

“OK. Squeet.”

“What?”

“Squeet. It’s just a word we use around here. It means Let’s go eat, only the way you say it when you say it real fast. Squeet.”

“Sure, fine,” said Step. “Squeet.”
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This is why DeAnne, a westerner all her life, was unpacking boxes in the family room of a house in Steuben, North Carolina: Her earliest memories were of growing up in Los Angeles, in a poorer part of town back in the fifties, when gangs did not yet rule and blacks were still colored people who were just starting to march and had not yet rioted. Her neighborhood and school friends were of an array of races and nationalities. She barely noticed this until she left.

Her father got his doctorate and went to teach at Brigham Young University—the “Y.” She was eight years old when she first went to school in Orem, Utah. All the children in her class were white, all of them were Mormon, and many of them were the same children she saw at church on Sunday. This was the fall of 1962, and the conversation among the children turned, eventually, to civil rights and Martin Luther King. Deeny was stunned to hear some of the other children speak of “niggers,” a word she had thought was like any other word written on walls—one knew it existed but never said it where God could hear.

When they saw how upset Deeny was, they laughed, and some said things that were even nastier—that all colored people stank and were stupid, that they all stole and carried razor blades. She furiously told them that it wasn’t true, that her best friend Debbie in Los Angeles was colored and she was as smart as anybody and she didn’t stink and the only kid who ever stole anything from them was a white boy. This made them angry. They said terrible things to her and shoved her and poked her and pinched her, and she came home from school in tears. Her parents reassured her that she was right, but she never forgot the ugly face of bigotry, and how angry the other children got when someone stood up against them.

It was no accident that when Step decided to go on for a doctorate in history, they didn’t even apply to a school west of the Mississippi. DeAnne was determined that her children would not grow up in Utah, where everyone they knew would be Mormon and white, and where children could come to believe terrible lies about anyone who wasn’t just like them. Step agreed with her—as he put it, they didn’t want to raise their kids where Mormons were too thick on the ground.

That was fine in theory, but the reality was this depressingly dark family room in this shabby house in Steuben, North Carolina. And Stevie had to walk into class today as a complete stranger, with no sense of connection.

In Utah, Stevie would have known all these children already, from the neighborhood, from church. He would share in the same pattern of life, would know what to expect from them. We’ve given our children a wonderful variety of strangeness, just as we planned, thought DeAnne, but at the same time we’ve deprived them of a sense of belonging where they live. They’re foreigners here. We are foreigners here.

I am a stranger, and this is a strange, strange land.

Robbie and Elizabeth were down for their naps. For Elizabeth that meant serious hard sleeping; for Robbie, it meant lying in bed reading the jokes and puzzles in his favorite volume of Childcraft. Enough that they were pinned down and quiet. It gave her a chance to be alone, to empty the boxes, one by one … to brood about her life and whether she was a good mother and a good wife and a good Mormon and even a good person, which she secretly knew she was not and never could be, no matter how she seemed to others, because none of them, not even Step, knew what she was really like inside. How weak she was, how frightened, how uncertain of everything in her life except the Church—that was the thing that did not change, the foundation of her life. Everything else was changeable. Even Step—she knew that she didn’t really know him, that always there was the chance that someday he would surprise her, that she would turn to face her husband and find a stranger in his place, a stranger who didn’t approve of her and didn’t want her in his life anymore. DeAnne knew that to hold on to any good thing in her life—her husband, her children—she had to do the right thing, every time. It was the selvage of the fabric of her life. If only she could be sure, from day to day, from hour to hour, what the right thing was.

The doorbell rang.

It was a thirtyish woman, slender as Jane Fonda, a bit shorter than DeAnne. She had three kids in tow, the oldest a boy about Robbie’s age, and somehow—perhaps because of the kids, perhaps because of her practical cover-everything clothing, perhaps just because of her confident, cheerful face with hardly a speck of makeup on it—DeAnne knew that this woman was a Mormon. Or, if she wasn’t, should be.

“Sister Fletcher?” said the woman.

She was Mormon. “Yes,” said DeAnne.

“I’m Jenny Cooper, spelled with a w as if it was cow-per, only it isn’t.”

“Like the poet,” said DeAnne.

Jenny grinned. “I knew it! I’ve lived here six years, and now when I’ve only got three-and-a-half months left before we move to Arizona, now somebody finally moves in who’s actually heard of William Cowper.”

Wouldn’t you know it, thought DeAnne. I’m already starting to like her, and she’s moving away. “Come in, please. My kids are napping, but as long as we stay in the family room—”

“Your kids nap? Let’s trade,” said Jenny as she strode in. She gave no sign of noticing or caring whether her kids followed her inside or not. “I know you’re busy moving in but I brought a razor knife and I fed and watered my herd before we came, so show me where the boxes are.”

“I’m doing books today,” said DeAnne, leading her into the family room. “But you don’t really have to help.”

“Alphabetical order?”

“Eventually,” said DeAnne. “But it’s enough if you sort of group them together. Jenny, how in the world did you know my name? We didn’t even go to church on Sunday.”

“I noticed that,” said Jenny. “A few weeks ago the bishop says that he got a call from Brother Something-or-other from Vigor, Indiana, who was going to move into a house in the ward on the first weekend in March. I figure, they’ll need help moving in, so I waited for you to show up at Church, only you didn’t come. So, this is what I thought: If they were inactive, Brother Something wouldn’t have called. So either they didn’t actually move on schedule, or they’re the kind of proud, stubborn, self-willed, stuck-up people who wouldn’t dream of asking for help and so they skipped their first Sunday and plan to show up next week, with everything all unpacked and put away, and when people offer to help, they’ll say, ‘Already done, thanks just the same.’”

DeAnne laughed. “You got us pegged, all right.”

“So, I had the Sunday school hour—I don’t go to gospel doctrine class, the teacher and I don’t see eye to eye—and I ducked into the clerk’s office, looked up the Vigor Ward in the Church directory, and made a long distance call to your home ward. Talked to your ward clerk, and asked him if they had any ward members who had just moved to Steuben, North Carolina, and he said, Yes, of course, the Fletchers, and they were the most wonderful people, Sister Fletcher had been the education counselor in Relief Society and Brother Fletcher was the elders quorum president and conducted the choir, they had three kids and a fourth due in July, and they were great speakers, we ought to get them both to talk in sacrament meeting as often as possible—”
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