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Chapter One


The summer I was sixteen, the Travelling Vampire Show came to town.


I heard about it first from my two best friends, Rusty and Slim.


Rusty’s real name was Russell, which he pretty much hated.


Slim’s real name was Frances. She had to put up with it from her parents and teachers, but not from other kids. She’d tell them, ‘Frances is a talking mule.’ Asked what she wanted to be called, her answer pretty much depended on what book she happened to be reading. She’d say, ‘Nancy’ or ‘Holmes’ or ‘Scout’ or ‘Zock’ or ‘Phoebe.’ All last summer, she wanted to be called Dagny. Now, it was Slim. A name like that, I figured maybe she’d started reading westerns. But I didn’t ask.


My name is Dwight, by the way. Named after the Commander of the Allied Expeditionary Forces in Europe. He didn’t get elected President until after I’d already been born and named.


Anyway, it was a hot August morning, school wouldn’t be starting again for another month, and I was out in front of our house mowing the lawn with a push mower. We must’ve been the only family in Grandville that didn’t have a power mower. Not that we couldn’t afford one. Dad was the town’s chief of police and Mom taught English at the high school. So we had the money for a power mower, or even a riding mower, but not the inclination.


Not Dad, anyway. Long before anyone ever heard of language like ‘noise pollution,’ Dad was doing everything in his power to prevent this or that ‘godawful racket.’


Also, he was opposed to any sort of device that might make life easier on me or my two brothers. He wanted us to work hard, sweat and suffer. He’d lived through the Great Depression and World War Two, so he knew all about suffering. According to him, ‘kids these days’ve got it too easy.’ So he did what he could to make life tougher on us.


That’s why I was out there pushing the mower, sweating my ass off, when along came Rusty and Slim.


It was one of those gray mornings when the sun is just a dim glow through the clouds and you know by the smell that rain’s on the way and you wish it would hurry up and get here because the day is so damn hot and muggy.


My T-shirt was off. When I saw Rusty and Slim coming toward me, I suddenly felt a little embarrassed about being without it. Which was sort of strange, considering how much time we’d spent together in our swimming suits. I had an urge to run and snag it off the porch rail and put it on. But I stayed where I was, instead, and waited for them in just my jeans and sneakers.


‘Hi, guys,’ I called.


‘What’s up?’ Rusty greeted me. He meant it, of course, as a sexual innuendo. It was the sort of lame stuff he cherished.


‘Not much,’ I said.


‘Are you working hard, or hardly working?’


Slim and I both wrinkled our noses.


Then Slim looked at my sweaty bare torso and said, ‘It’s too hot to be mowing your lawn.’


‘Tell that to my dad.’


‘Let me at him.’


‘He’s at work.’


‘He’s getting off lucky,’ Slim said.


We were all smiling, knowing she was kidding around. She liked my dad – liked both my parents a whole lot, though she wasn’t crazy about my brothers.


‘So how long’ll it take you to finish the yard?’ Rusty asked.


‘I can quit for a while. I’ve just gotta have it done by the time Dad gets home from work.’


‘Come on with us,’ Slim said.


I gave a quick nod and ran across the grass. Nobody else was home: Dad at work, Mom away on her weekly shopping trip to the grocery store and my brothers (one single and one married) no longer living at our house.


As I charged up the porch stairs, I called over my shoulder, ‘Right back.’ I whipped my T-shirt off the railing, rushed into the house and raced upstairs to my bedroom.


With the T-shirt, I wiped the sweat off my face and chest. Then I stepped up to the mirror and grabbed my comb. Thanks to Dad, my hair was too short. No son of mine’s gonna go around looking like a girl. I wasn’t allowed to have much in the way of sideburns, either. No son of mine’s gonna traipse around looking like a hood. Thanks to him, I hardly had enough hair to bother combing. But it was mussed and matted down with sweat, so I combed it anyway – making sure my ‘part’ was straight as a razor, then giving the front a little curly flip.


After that, I grabbed my wallet off the dresser, shoved it into a back pocket of my jeans, hurried to the closet and pulled a short-sleeved shirt off its hanger. I put it on as I hurried downstairs.


Rusty and Slim were waiting on the porch.


I finished fastening my buttons, then opened the screen door.


‘Where we going?’ I asked.


‘You’ll see,’ Slim said.


I shut the door and followed my friends down the porch stairs.


Rusty was wearing an old shirt and blue jeans. That’s pretty much what we all wore when we weren’t dressed up for school or church. You hardly ever caught guys our age wearing shorts. Shorts were for little kids, old farts, and girls.


Slim was wearing shorts. They were cut-off blue jeans, so faded they were almost white, with frayed denim dangling and swaying like a fringe around her thighs. She also wore a white T-shirt. It was big and loose and untucked, so it hung over her butt in the back. Her white swimsuit top showed through the thin fabric. It was a skimpy, bikini-type thing that tied behind her back and at the nape of her neck. She was wearing it instead of a bra. It was probably more comfortable than a bra, and definitely more practical.


Mostly, in the summer, we all wore swimsuits instead of underwear. You never knew when you might end up at the municipal pool or at the river . . . or even when you might get caught in a downpour.


I had my trunks on under my jeans that morning. They were sort of soggy with sweat from mowing the lawn, and they clinged to my butt as I walked down the street with Rusty and Slim.


‘So what’s the plan?’ I asked after a while.


Slim looked at me and hoisted an eyebrow. ‘Stage one’s already been executed.’


‘Huh?’ I asked.


‘We freed you from the chains of oppression.’


‘Can’t be mowing the yard on a day like this,’ Rusty explained.


‘Well, thanks for liberating me.’


‘Think nothing of it,’ Rusty said.


‘Our pleasure,’ Slim said, and patted me on the back.


It was just a buddy-pat, but it gave me a sickish excited lonely feeling. I’d been getting that way a lot, that summer, when I was around Slim. It didn’t necessarily involve touching, either. Sometimes, I could just be looking at her and start to feel funny.


I kept it to myself, though.


‘Stage two,’ Slim said, ‘we see what’s going on at Janks Field.’


I felt a little chill crawl up my back.


‘Scared?’ Rusty asked.


‘Oh, yeah. Ooooo, I’m shaking.’


I was, but not so much that it showed. I hoped.


‘We don’t have to go there,’ Slim said.


‘I’m going,’ said Rusty. ‘If you guys are chicken, I’ll go by myself.’


‘What’s the big deal about Janks Field?’ I asked.


‘This,’ said Rusty.


The three of us had been walking abreast with Slim in the middle. Now, Rusty hustled around behind us and came over to my side. He pulled a piece of paper out of the back pocket of his jeans. Unfolding it, he said, ‘These’re all over town.’


The way he held the paper open in front of me, I knew I wasn’t supposed to touch it. It seemed to be a poster or flier, but it was bouncing around too much for me to read it. So I stopped walking. We all stopped.


Slim came in close so she could look at the paper, too. It had four torn corners. Apparently, Rusty had ripped the poster off a wall or tree or something.


It looked like this:
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Amazed and excited, I shook my head and murmured ‘Wow’ a time or two while I read the poster.


But things changed when I got toward the bottom.


I felt a surge of alarm, followed by a mixture of relief and disappointment.


Mostly relief.


‘Oh, man,’ I muttered, trying to sound dismayed. ‘What a bummer.’





Chapter Two


‘A bummer?’ Rusty asked. ‘You outa your mind, man? We’ve got us a travelling vampire show! A real live female vampire, right here in Grandville! And it says she’s gorgeous! See that? Gorgeous! Beguiling! A stunning beauty! And she’s a vampire! Look what it says! She stalks volunteers from the audience and bites their necks! She sups on their blood!’


‘Bitchin’,’ Slim said.


‘Might be bitchin’ if we could see her,’ I said, trying to seem gloomy about the situation. ‘But there’s no way we can get into a show like that.’


Eyes narrow, Rusty shook his head. ‘That’s how come we’re going over there now.’


‘Oh,’ I said.


Sometimes, when Rusty came out with stuff like that, ‘Oh’ was about the best I could do.


‘You know?’ he asked.


‘I guess so.’ I had no idea.


‘We’ll look the place over,’ Slim said. ‘Just see what we can see.’


‘Maybe we’ll get to see her,’ Rusty said. He seemed pretty excited.


‘Don’t get your hopes up,’ Slim told him.


‘We might,’ he insisted. ‘I mean, she’s gotta be around. Somebody put all those posters up, you know? And the show is tonight. They’re probably over at Janks Field getting things ready right now.’


‘That’s probably true,’ Slim said. ‘But don’t count on feasting your eyes on the gorgeous and stunning Valeria.’


He blinked at Slim, disappointment and vague confusion on his face. Then he turned his eyes to me, apparently seeking an ally.


I looked at Slim.


She raised both eyebrows and one corner of her mouth.


The goofy expression made me ache and laugh at the same time. Forcing my eyes away from her, I said to Rusty, ‘The gal’s a vampire, moron.’


‘Huh?’


‘Valeria. She’s supposed to be a vampire.’


‘Yeah, so?’ he asked, as if impatient for the punch line.


‘So you think we’re gonna maybe sneak up on Janks Field and catch her sunbathing?’


‘Oh!’


He got it.


Slim and I laughed. Rusty stood there, red in the face but bobbing his head and chuckling. Then he said, ‘She’s gotta be in her casket, right?’


‘Right!’ Slim and I said in unison.


Rusty laughed pretty hard about that. And we joined in. Then we resumed our journey.


After a while, Rusty drew out in front by a stride or two, turned his head to look back at us, and said, ‘But seriously, maybe we will catch her sunbathing.’


‘Are you nuts?’ Slim asked.


‘In the nude!’


‘Oh, you’d like that.’


‘You bet.’


Scowling, I shook my head. ‘All you’d see is a little pile of ashes. And the first breeze that comes along . . .’


Slim started to sing like Peter, Paul and Mary, ‘The vammmmpire, my friend, is blowwwwing in the wind . . .’


‘And even if she didn’t burn to a crisp at the first touch of sunlight,’ I said, ‘she’d sure as hell know better than to put on her vampire show with a suntan.’


‘Good point,’ Slim said. ‘She’s gotta look pale.’


‘She could cover her tan with makeup,’ Rusty explained.


‘That’s a point,’ Slim agreed. ‘She probably uses a ton of makeup, anyway, to give her a convincing palor of undeadness. So why not a tan underneath it?’


‘An all-over tan,’ Rusty said, leering.


‘We’ve gotta find you a girl,’ Slim said.


I suddenly wondered how Slim would look sunbathing in the nude, stretched out on her back with her hands folded under her head, her eyes shut, her skin slick and golden all the way down. It excited me to imagine her that way, but it made me feel guilty, too.


To push it out of my mind, I said, ‘How about Valeria?’


‘There ya go,’ Slim said. ‘I hear she’s stunning.’


‘I’ll take her,’ Rusty said.


‘You haven’t even seen her yet,’ I pointed out.


‘I don’t care.’


‘Don’t believe everything you read,’ Slim told him. ‘Valeria might turn out to be a pug-ugly, hideous hag.’


‘I bet she’s incredible,’ Rusty said. ‘She has to be.’


‘Wishful thinking,’ I said.


Smiling as if he knew a secret, he asked, ‘Wanta put your money where your mouth is?’


‘Five bucks says she’s not gorgeous.’


‘I haven’t got five bucks,’ Rusty said.


Which came as no surprise. His parents gave him an allowance of two bucks a week, which he was always quick to spend. I did better, myself, getting paid per chore and also doing some part-time yard work for a couple of neighbors.


‘How much?’ I asked.


‘Don’t bet, you guys,’ Slim said. ‘Somebody’ll end up losing . . .’


‘Yeah,’ Rusty said. ‘He will. You wanta go in with me?’


‘You’ve gotta be kidding,’ Slim said.


‘Come on. You’re always loaded.’


‘That’s ’cause I don’t squander my money foolishly.’


‘But this is a sure thing.’


‘How do you figure that?’ Slim asked.


‘Easy. This Travelling Vampire Show? Valeria’s the main attraction, right?’


‘Sounds like she’s the only attraction,’ I threw in.


‘And we all know it’s bullshit, right? I mean, she’s no more a vampire than I am. So she has to be gorgeous or you’d end up without any customers. I mean, you might be able to get away with having her be a fake vampire. Nobody’s gonna expect a real one of those, anyway. But . . .’


‘Some people might,’ I broke in.


‘Nobody with half a brain,’ he said.


‘I’m not so sure of that,’ Slim said.


We both stared at her.


‘Maybe vampires do exist,’ she said, a sparkle of mischief in her eyes.


‘Get real,’ Rusty said.


‘Can you prove they don’t?’


‘Why would I wanta prove that? Everybody knows they don’t exist.’


‘Not me,’ said Slim.


‘Bullshit.’ He turned to me. ‘What about you, Dwight?’


‘I’m with Slim.’


‘Big surprise.’


‘She’s smarter than both of us put together,’ I said. Then I blushed because of the way she looked at me. ‘Well, you are.’


‘Nah. I just read a lot. And I like to keep my mind open.’ Smiling at Rusty, she added, ‘It’s easy to have an open mind since I’ve only got half a brain.’


‘I didn’t mean you,’ he said. ‘But I’m starting to wonder.’


‘To set your mind at ease, I doubt very much that Valeria is a vampire. I suppose there’s a remote possibility, but it seems highly unlikely.’


‘Now you’re talking.’


‘I also agree that, since she probably isn’t a vampire, she’d better be beautiful.’


Rusty beamed. ‘So, you want to back my bet?’


‘Can’t. You’ll need someone to take a good, objective look at her and decide who wins. That’d better be me. I’ll decide the winner.’


‘Fine with me,’ I said.


‘I guess that’ll be okay,’ said Rusty.


‘Don’t look so worried,’ Slim told him.


‘Well, you always take Dwight’s side about everything.’


‘Only when his side is the “right” side. And I have a feeling that you might win this one.’


‘Thanks a lot,’ I told her.


‘But I promise to be fair.’


‘I know,’ I said.


‘So what’re we gonna wager?’ Rusty asked me.


‘How much money do you want to lose?’ I asked him.


I wasn’t very confident about winning, anymore. He’d made a pretty good argument; if Valeria isn’t a vampire, she has to be beautiful or there’d be no show. But I saw a hole in his case.


Valeria didn’t have to be a real vampire for the show to work. She didn’t need to be incredibly gorgeous, either. The Travelling Vampire Show might be successful anyway . . . if it was really and truly exciting or scary.


‘Let’s leave money out of the wager,’ Slim suggested. ‘Suppose the loser has to do something gross?’


Rusty grinned. ‘Like kiss the winner’s ass?’


‘Something along those lines.’


I frowned at Rusty. ‘I’m not kissing your ass.’


‘It doesn’t have to be that,’ Slim said.


‘How about the loser kisses hers?’ He nodded at Slim.


Her ass? The loser?


Slim’s face went red. ‘Nobody’s kissing my ass. Or my anything else, for that matter.’


‘There goes my next idea,’ Rusty said, and laughed. He could be a pretty crude guy.


‘Why don’t we just forget the whole thing?’ I suggested.


‘Chicken,’ Rusty said. ‘You just know you’re gonna lose.’


‘We might not even get to see her.’


‘If we can’t see her,’ Slim said, ‘the wager’s off.’


‘We don’t even have a wager.’


‘I’ve got it!’ Rusty said. ‘The winner gets to spit in the loser’s mouth.’


Slim’s mouth fell open and she blinked at him. ‘Are you brain-damaged?’ she asked.


‘You got a better idea?’


‘Any idea would be better than that.’


‘Like what?’ he asked. ‘Let’s hear you come up with something?’


‘All right.’


‘Let’s hear it.’


Frowning as if deep in thought, Slim glanced from Rusty to me a few times. Then she said, ‘Okay. The loser gets his hair shaved off.’


In that regard, Rusty had a lot more to lose than I did. He had a head of hair that would’ve put Elvis Presley to shame, and he was mighty proud of it.


Nose wrinkled, he muttered, ‘I don’t know.’


‘You said it’s a sure thing,’ I reminded him.


‘Yeah, but . . . I don’t know, man. My hair.’ He reached up and stroked it. ‘I don’t wanta go around looking like a dork.’


‘It’ll grow back,’ I said.


‘Eventually,’ added Slim.


‘Anyway, I’m not gonna let Dwight anywhere near me with a razor.’


‘I’ll do the shaving,’ Slim said.


Hearing that, I suddenly didn’t want to win this wager. I hoped Valeria would be the most amazingly beautiful woman in the world.


‘How about it?’ Slim asked.


‘Count me in,’ I said.


I could tell by the look on Rusty’s face that he wanted to back out. But honor was at stake, so he sighed and said, ‘All right. It’s a bet.’





Chapter Three


The dirt road leading through the forest to Janks Field was usually unmarked. Today, though, posters for The Travelling Vampire Show were nailed to trees on both sides of the turn-off. And a large sign – the side of a cardboard box nailed to a tree – pointed the way with a red-painted arrow. Above the arrow, somebody had painted VAMPIRE SHOW in big, drippy red letters. Below the arrow, in smaller drippy letters, was written, ‘MIDNITE.’


‘Nice, professional job,’ Slim commented.


‘We probably aren’t dealing with mental giants,’ I said.


‘WHY ARE YOU TALKING SO QUIET?’ Rusty boomed out, making us both jump.


We whirled around and watched him laugh.


‘Good one,’ Slim said, looking peeved.


‘A riot,’ I said.


‘YOU TWO AREN’T NERVOUS, ARE YOU?’


Slim grimaced. ‘Would you pipe down?’


‘WHAT’RE YOU SCARED OF?’


I wanted to bash him one in the face, but I held back. I don’t think I’ve mentioned it yet, but Rusty wasn’t exactly in the best of shape. Not a total lardass, but pudgy and soft and not exactly capable of fighting back.


Which might seem like an advantage if you want to slug a guy in the puss. But I knew it would make me feel lousy. And he was my best friend, after all – other than Slim.


Grinning, he boomed, ‘CAT GOT YOUR TONGUE?’


Slim pinched his side.


He gasped, ‘OW!’ and twisted away. ‘That hurt!’


‘Keep it down,’ Slim said.


‘Jeez.’


‘We’re gonna have to be sneaky going in,’ she explained, ‘or they’ll toss our butts out and we’ll never get a chance to see Valeria.’


‘Or don’t you want to see her?’ I asked Rusty.


‘Jeez, guys, I was just screwing around.’


‘Let’s hope nobody heard you,’ Slim said.


‘Nobody heard me. We’re miles from Janks Field.’


‘More like a few hundred yards,’ I told him.


‘And sound really carries around here,’ Slim added.


‘Okay, okay, I get the point.’


The dirt road wasn’t as wide as Route 3, so we didn’t walk abreast. Slim took the lead. Rusty and I stayed pretty much beside each other.


There was no sunlight. Of course, there hadn’t been any sunlight before we entered the woods – just a gray gloom. But now, with trees all around and above us, the gloom was deeper, darker. Things looked the way they do when you’re out after supper on a summer night and you can see just fine, so far, but you’ve only got maybe half an hour before it’ll be too dark for playing ball.


‘If it gets much darker,’ I said, ‘Valeria won’t need her casket.’


Rusty put a finger to his lips and went, ‘Shhhhh.’


I gave him the finger.


He smirked.


After that, I kept my mouth shut.


Our shoes were almost silent on the dirt road except when one of us stepped on a twig. Rusty was breathing fairly hard. Every so often, he muttered stuff under his breath.


A very quiet tune seemed to be coming from Slim. ‘De dum, de doo, de do-doo . . .’ It blended in with the sounds all around us of buzzing flies and mosquitos and bees, bird tweets, and the endless flutters and rustling scurries of unseen creatures. ‘De-dum, de do, de doo.’


Rusty made no attempt to shush her.


But suddenly he said, ‘Wait up.’


Slim halted.


When we caught up to her, Rusty said in a hushed voice, ‘I gotta take a leak.’


Slim nodded. ‘Pick a tree,’ she said.


He glanced from Slim to me. ‘Don’t go anywhere, okay?’


‘We’ll stay right here,’ she told him.


I nodded.


‘Okay,’ he said. ‘I’ll be back in a minute.’ He stepped off the dirt road and made his way into the trees.


‘Do you have to go?’ Slim asked me.


‘Nah.’


‘Me neither.’ She pursed her lips and blew softly through them. Then she said, ‘Sure is hot in here.’


‘Yeah,’ I muttered. I was broiled and drenched and itchy, my clothes sticking to me.


Slim’s short blonde hair was matted down in coils against her scalp and forehead. Sweat ran down her face. As I watched, a drip gathered at the tip of her nose and fell. Her white T-shirt was clinging to her skin and I could see through it.


‘This vampire better be worth it,’ she said.


‘Too bad we won’t get to see her.’


Slim gave me half a smile. ‘If she’s in her casket, we’ll have to bust her out of it. We’re not gonna put ourselves through all this and not get a look at her.’


‘I don’t know,’ I said.


‘Don’t know what?’ she asked, and peeled her T-shirt off. In spite of her bikini top, she seemed to be mostly bare skin from the waist up. She wadded her T-shirt and mopped the sweat off her face.


I looked the other way.


‘What don’t you know?’ she asked.


For a moment, I wasn’t sure what we’d been talking about. Then I remembered. I said, ‘She isn’t gonna be by herself. I don’t think so, anyway.’


‘You’re probably right.’ Lowering the shirt away from her face, she smiled and said, ‘She needs casket handlers.’


‘Right.’


‘Probably has a whole crew.’ She wiped her chest, her arms.


‘And they might not be model citizens,’ I said.


Laughing softly, she lowered her head and began to wipe the sweat off her belly and sides. I sneaked a glance at her breasts. The thin pouches of her bikini top were stretched smooth with them. Around the edges of the fabric, I glimpsed pale slopes of skin.


‘We’ll have to be careful,’ I said.


‘Yeah. If they look really scurvy, we’d better forget the whole thing.’


Hearing footsteps, we both turned our heads and saw Rusty trudging toward us.


Slim continued to rub at herself with the balled shirt. I wanted her to put it back on, but I didn’t say anything.


‘All set,’ Rusty said. I saw him check her out. ‘What’s going on?’


‘Nothing much,’ Slim told him. ‘Just waiting for you.’


‘We’re thinking we’ll have to be really careful,’ I explained. ‘Valeria’s gonna have . . .’


‘Casket keepers,’ Slim threw in.


Rusty smiled and nodded.


‘No telling how many people might be with the show,’ I said.


‘And it’s likely a scurrrrvy lot,’ added Slim with a bit of Long John Silver in her voice.


‘They go around with a travelling vampire show,’ Rusty said, ‘they’ve gotta be at least a little strange.’


‘And maybe dangerous,’ I said.


Rusty suddenly frowned. ‘You guys aren’t gonna chicken out, are you?’ Before either of us had a chance to answer, he said, ‘’Cause I’m going irregardless.’


‘Irregardless ain’t a word, Einstein,’ Slim told him.


‘Is too.’


She wasn’t one to argue. She just gave him a funny smile, then pulled her T-shirt on. ‘Let’s go.’


After that, none of us said anything. We weren’t that far from Janks Field, so I think we were starting to get more nervous.


Janks Field was the sort of place that made you nervous no matter what.


First off, nothing grows there. It’s a big patch of hard bare dirt surrounded by thick, green woods. But it’s not bare on purpose. Nobody clears the field. As far as anyone knows, it’s always been that way.


I’ve heard people say the dirt there is poison. I think they’re wrong about that, though. Janks Field has more than its share of wildlife – the sort that lives in holes in the ground – ants, spiders, snakes, and so on.


Some people say aliens landed there, and that’s why nothing will grow.


Sure thing.


Others say the field is cursed. I might go along with that. You might, too, after you know more about it.


The reason they call the place Janks Field isn’t because it belongs to anyone named Janks. It doesn’t, and never did. It’s called that because of Tommy Janks and what he did there in 1954.


I was just a little kid at the time, so nobody told me much. But I do remember people acting funny the summer it all happened. Dad, being chief of police, wasn’t home very often. Mom, usually cheerful, seemed oddly nervous. And sometimes I overheard scattered talk about missing girls. This went on for most of the summer. Then something big happened and everyone went crazy. All the grown-ups were pale and whispering and I caught bits and pieces like, ‘Some kind of monster . . .’ and ‘Dear God . . .’ and ‘their poor parents . . .’ and ‘always knew there was something off about him.’


As it turns out, some Boy Scouts had hiked into the field and found Tommy Janks sitting by a campfire. He was a deaf mute, so he never heard them coming. They caught him with a gob of meat on the end of a stick. He was roasting it over the fire. It turned out to be the heart of one of the missing girls.


Must’ve been awful, walking into a scene like that.


Those Boy Scouts became instant heroes. We envied them, hated them, and longed to be their friends. Not because they captured Tommy Janks (my dad did that), but because they got to see him cooking that heart over the fire. Those scouts were legends in their own time.


One of them, years later, ended up committing suicide and another . . .


That’s another story. I’ll stick to this one.


After my dad busted Tommy, he led a crew out to the field and they found the remains of twenty-three bodies buried there. Six belonged to the girls who’d disappeared that summer. The rest . . . they’d been there longer. Some, for maybe five years. Others, for more like twenty or thirty. I’ve heard that several of them might’ve been in the ground for a hundred years.


The field apparently hadn’t been a cemetery, though; nobody found signs of any grave markers or caskets. There were just a bunch of bodies – a lot of them in pieces – tossed into holes.


Tommy Janks got himself fried in the electric chair.


The clearing got itself called Janks Field.





Chapter Four


There hadn’t been a road to Janks Field, dirt or otherwise, at the time Tommy got caught cooking up the girl’s heart. But Dad managed to drive in with his Jeep. He made the first tire tracks into that awful place. By the time the bodies and bones had been removed and all the investigations were over, the tracks were worn in. And people have been driving out to Janks Field ever since.


First, it was to gawk at where all those bodies had been found.


Before long, though, teens from Grandville and other nearby towns realized that the field was perfect for making out. At least if you and your girl had the guts to drive in there at night.


Not only did people go there to park, but some pretty wild parties went on sometimes. A lot of booze and fights and sex. That’s what we heard, anyway.


We also heard rumors of witches and so on meeting at Janks Field to practice ‘black magic.’ They supposedly had naked orgies and performed sacrifices.


I sometimes thought it’d be pretty cool if they were sacrificing humans out there. I imagined bonfires, drums, nude and beautiful and sweaty girls leaping wildly around, chanting and waving knives. And a lovely, naked virgin tied to an altar, her body shiny with sweat, terror in her eyes as she waited to be sliced open in a blood sacrifice to the forces of darkness.


The whole notion really turned me on.


Turned Rusty on, too.


We used to talk about that sort of thing in hushed, excited voices. Not in front of Slim, though. I couldn’t have said any of that stuff with Slim listening. But also we figured, being a girl herself, she might not want to hang out with us if she knew we had fantasies like that.


Whenever I imagined the Janks Field witch orgies, I always pictured Slim as the virgin tied to the altar. (I didn’t mention that part to Rusty or anyone else.) Slim never got sacrificed because I came to her rescue in the nick of time and cut her free.


I don’t know if any humans actually were sacrificed at Janks Field back in those days. It was fun to think about, though: sexy and romantic and exciting. Whereas the sacrifice of animals, which apparently was going on, just seemed plain disgusting to us.


The animal sacrifices disgusted and worried just about everyone. For one thing, pets were disappearing. For another, people going to Janks Field for make-out sessions or wild parties didn’t appreciate tripping over the dismembered remains of Rover or Kitty. Also, they must’ve been worried that they might be next.


Something had to be done about Janks Field. Since it was outside the city limits of Grandville, the county council chose to deal with it. They tried to solve the problem by installing a chainlink fence around the field.


The fence remained intact for about a week.


But then a concerned citizen named Fargus Durge entered the picture. He said, ‘You don’t have orgies and pagan sacrifices going on in the town squares of Grandville or Bixton or Clarksburg, do you?’ Everyone agreed on that. ‘Well, what’s the difference between the town squares and Janks Field? The squares’re in the middle of town, that’s what. Whereas Janks Field, it’s all by itself out there in the middle of nowhere. It’s isolated! That’s how come it’s a magnet for every teenage hoodlum, weirdo, malcontent, deviate, sadist, satanist and sex-fiend in the county.’


His solution?


Make Janks Field less isolated by improving access to it and making it a center of legitimate activity.


The council not only saw his point, but provided some funding and put Fargus in charge.


They threw enough money at the problem to bring in a bulldozer and lay a dirt road where there’d only been tire tracks before. They also provided funds for a modest ‘stadium’ in the middle of Janks Field.


The stadium, Fargus’s brainchild, consisted of high bleachers on both sides of an arena.


A very small arena.


The county ran electricity in and put up banks of lights for ‘night games.’


On a mild June night a little over two years ago, Fargus’s stadium went into operation. It was open to the public unless otherwise booked for a special event. Anyone could use it day or night, because the lights were on a timer. They came on at sundown and stayed on all night, every night, as a deterrent to shenanigans.


Fargus’s ‘special events’ took place every Friday and Saturday night that summer. Because the arena was so small, there couldn’t be anything the size of basketball games, tennis matches, stage plays or band concerts.


The events had to be small enough to fit in.


So Fargus brought to the stadium a series of spectacular duds: a ping-pong tournament, a barbershop quartet, a juggling show, a piano solo, a poetry reading, an old fart doing card tricks.


Even though the events were free, almost nobody showed up for them.


Which was a good thing, in a way, because Fargus’s big plan for the stadium hadn’t included a parking lot. This was a major oversight, since most people drove to the events. They ended up parking their cars every which way on Janks Field. Not a big problem if only twenty or thirty people showed up.


But then one night toward the end of that summer, Fargus charged a five-dollar admission and brought in a night of boxing and about two hundred people drove in for it.


Things were so tight in Janks Field that some of them had to climb over the tops of cars and pickup trucks in order to reach the arena. Not only did the field get jammed tight, but so did the dirt road leading in.


Regardless, just about everyone somehow made it into the stands in time to see most of the boxing matches.


They loved the boxing.


But when it came time to leave, all hell broke loose. From what I heard, and my dad was there trying to keep order (not on duty, but moonlighting), the logjam of cars was solid. Not only were there way too many cars in the first place, but some of them got flat tires from the broken bottles and such that always littered the field.


Feeling trapped, the drivers and passengers, in Dad’s words, ‘went bughouse.’ It turned into a combination destruction derby/brawl/gang-bang.


By the time it was over, there were nineteen arrests, countless minor injuries, twelve people who needed to be hospitalized, eight rapes (multiple, in most cases), and four fatalities. One guy died of a heart attack, two were killed in knife-fights, and a six-month old baby, dropped to the ground by its mother during the melee, got its head run over by a Volkswagen bug.


After that, no more boxing matches at Janks Field.


No more ‘special events’ at all, duds or otherwise.


The stadium became known as Fargus’s Folly.


Fargus vanished.


Though the ‘night games’ were over, the huge, bright stadium lights continued to remain on from sunset till dawn to deter lovers, orgies and sacrifices.


And the grandstands and arena remained in place.


The Travelling Vampire Show would be the first official event to take place in Janks Field in almost two years – since the night of the parking disaster.


I suddenly wondered if it was official. Had somebody taken over Fargus’s old job and actually booked such a bizarre event?


Didn’t seem likely.


As far as I knew, the county had abandoned Janks Field. Except for paying the electric bills, they wanted nothing at all to do with the scene of all that mayhem.


I doubted that they would even allow a show to take place there – much less one featuring a ‘vampire.’


Unless maybe some palms got greased.


That’s how carnies got their permits, I’d heard. Just bribed the right people and nobody gave them trouble. A show like this would probably operate the same way.


Or maybe they hadn’t bothered.


Maybe they’d just shown up.


I must’ve let out a moan or something.


‘What is it?’ Slim asked, her voice little more than a whisper.


‘What’s a show like this doing at Janks Field?’ I asked.


Looking puzzled, Rusty said, ‘Why do you care?’


‘I just think it’s weird.’


‘It’s a great place for a vampire show,’ Slim said.


‘That’s for sure,’ said Rusty.


‘But how did they even know about it?’


Grinning, Rusty said, ‘Hey, maybe Valeria’s been here before. Know what I mean?’ He chuckled. ‘Maybe she’s done some prime sucking in these parts. Might even be the one who put some of those old stiffs in Janks Field.’


‘And she likes to come back for old time’s sake,’ Slim added.


‘But don’t you think it’s odd?’ I persisted. ‘Nobody just stumbles onto a place like Janks Field.’


‘Well, if you trip in a snake hole . . .’


Rusty laughed.


‘I mean it,’ I said.


‘Seriously?’ Slim asked. ‘Somebody came out in advance to set things up. Don’t you think so? And he probably asked around in town and found out about the place. That’s all. No big mystery.’


‘I still think it’s weird,’ I said.


‘Weird is what you want,’ said Slim, ‘when you run a Travelling Vampire Show.’


‘I guess so.’


‘The only thing that really counts,’ Rusty said, ‘is that they’re here.’


But they weren’t.


Or didn’t seem to be.


We followed Slim out of the forest. The dirt road vanished and we found ourselves standing at the edge of Janks Field.


Way off to the right across the dry, gray plain stood the snack stand and bleachers. Overlooking them, gray against the gray sky, were the panels of stadium lights.


We saw no cars, no trucks, no vans.


We saw no people.


We saw no vampires.





Chapter Five


We started walking across the field.


‘Guess we beat ’em here,’ Slim said, her voice hushed.


‘Looks that way,’ said Rusty. He also spoke softly, the way you might talk late at night when sneaking through a graveyard. He looked at his wristwatch. ‘It’s only ten-thirty.’


‘Still,’ I said, ‘you’d think they’d be here by now. Don’t they have to set up for the show?’


‘Who knows?’ Rusty said.


‘How do we know someone isn’t here?’ Slim asked, a look on her face as if she might be kidding around.


‘I don’t see anyone,’ Rusty said.


‘Let’s just be ready to beat it,’ I said.


They glanced at me so I would know they got both meanings. Usually, such a remark would inspire some wisecracks. Not this time, though.


‘If anything happens,’ Slim said, ‘we stay together.’


Rusty and I nodded.


We walked slowly, expecting trouble. You always expected trouble at Janks Field, but you never knew what it might be or where it might come from.


The place was creepy enough just because it looked so desolate and because a lot of very bad stuff had happened there. Bad things still happened. Every time I went to Janks Field with Rusty and Slim, we ran into trouble. We’d been scared witless, had accidents, gotten ourselves banged up, bit, stung and chased by various forms of wildlife (human and otherwise).


Janks Field was just that way.


So we expected trouble. We wanted to see it coming, but we didn’t know where to look.


We tried to look everywhere: at the grandstands ahead of us, at the mouth of the dirt road behind us, at the gloomy borders of the forest that surrounded the whole field, and at the gray, dusty ground.


We especially kept watch on the ground. Not because so many people had been found buried in it over the years, but because of its physical dangers. Though fairly flat and level, it was scattered with rocks and broken glass and holes.


The rocks were trecherous like icebergs. Just a small, sharp corner might be sticking up, but if your foot hits it, you find out that most of it is buried. The rock stays put and you go down.


You don’t want to go down in Janks Field. (Forget the double meaning.) If you go down, you’ll come up in much worse shape.


Even if you’re lucky enough to escape bites from spiders or snakes, you’ll probably land on jutting rocks and broken glass.


The field was carpeted with the smashed remains of bottles from countless solo drinking bouts, trysts, wild parties, orgies, satanic festivities and what have you. The pieces were hard to see on gray days like this but, whenever the sun was out, the sparkle and glare of the broken bottles was almost blinding.


Of course, you never walked barefoot on Janks Field. And you dreaded a fall.


But falls were almost impossible to avoid. If you didn’t trip on a jutting rock, you would probably stumble in a hole. There were snake holes, gopher holes, spider holes, shallow depressions from old graves, and even shovel holes. Though all the corpses had supposedly been removed back in 1954, fresh, open holes kept turning up. God knows why. But every time we explored Janks Field, we discovered a couple of new ones.


Those are some of the reasons we watched the ground ahead of our feet.


We also watched the more distant ground to make sure we weren’t about to get jumped. That sort of thing had happened to us a few times before in Janks Field. If it was going to happen again, we wanted to see it coming and haul ass.


Our heads swung from side to side as we made our way toward the stadium. Each of us, every so often, walked sideways and backward.


It was rough on the nerves.


And it suddenly got rougher when Slim, nodding her head to the left, said, ‘Here comes a dog.’


Rusty and I looked.


Rusty said, ‘Oh, shit.’


This was no Lassie, no Rin Tin Tin, no Lady or the Tramp. This was a knee-high bony yellow cur skulking toward us with an awkward sideways gait, its head low and its tail drooping.


‘I don’t like the look of this one,’ I said.


Rusty said, ‘Shit’ again.


‘No collar,’ I pointed out.


‘Gosh,’ Rusty said, full of sarcasm. ‘You think it might be a stray?’


‘Up yours,’ I told him.


‘At least it isn’t foaming at the mouth,’ said Slim, who always looked on the bright side.


‘What’ll we do?’ I asked.


‘Ignore it and keep walking,’ Slim said. ‘Maybe it’s just out here to enjoy a lovely stroll.’


‘My ass,’ Rusty said.


‘That’s what it’s here to enjoy,’ I pointed out.


‘Shit.’


‘That, too.’


‘Ha ha,’ Rusty said, unamused.


We picked up our pace slightly, knowing better than to run. Though we tried not to watch the dog, each of us glanced at it fairly often. It kept lurching closer.


‘Oh, God, this ain’t good,’ Rusty said.


We weren’t far from the stadium. In a race, we might beat the dog to it. But there was no fence, nothing to keep the dog out if we did get there first.


The bleachers wouldn’t be much help; the dog could probably climb them as well as we could.


We might escape by shinnying up one of the light poles, but the nearest of those was at least fifty feet away.


A lot closer than that was the snack stand. It used to sell BEER–SNACKS–SOUVENIRS, as announced by the long wooden sign above the front edge of its roof. But it hadn’t been open, far as I knew, since the night of the parking disaster.


We couldn’t get into it, that was for sure (we’d tried on other occasions), but its roof must’ve been about eight feet off the ground. Up there, we’d be safe from the dog.


‘Feel like climbing?’ Slim asked. She must’ve been thinking the same as me.


‘The snack stand?’ I asked.


‘Yeah.’


‘How?’ asked Rusty.


Slim and I glanced at each other. We could scurry up a wall of the shack and make it to the roof easily enough. We were fairly quick and agile and strong.


But not Rusty.


‘Any ideas?’ I asked Slim.


She shook her head and shrugged.


Suddenly, the dog lurched ahead of us, swung around and planted its feet. It lowered its head. Growling, it bared its upper teeth and drooled. It had a bulging, crazed left eye. And a black, gooey hole where its right eye should’ve been.


‘Oh, shit,’ Rusty muttered. ‘We’re screwed.’


‘Take it easy,’ Slim said. Her voice sounded calm. I didn’t know whether she was talking to Rusty or the dog. Or maybe to both of them.


‘We’re dead,’ Rusty said.


Glancing at him, Slim asked, ‘Have you got anything to feed it?’


‘Like what?’


‘Food?’


He shook his head very slightly. A drop of sweat fell off the tip of his nose.


‘Nothing?’ Slim asked.


‘You’ve always got food,’ I told him.


‘Do not.’


‘Are you sure?’ Slim asked.


‘I ate it back in the woods.’


‘Ate what?’ I asked.


‘My Snickers.’


‘You ate a Snickers in the woods?’


‘Yeah.’


‘How come we didn’t see you?’ I asked.


‘I ate it when I was taking my piss.’


‘Great,’ Slim muttered.


‘I didn’t have enough to share with you guys, so . . .’


‘Could’ve saved some for the Hound of the goddamn Baskervilles,’ Slim pointed out.


‘Didn’t know . . .’


The hound let out a fierce, rattling growl that sounded like it had a throat full of loose phlegm.


‘You got anything, Dwight?’ Slim asked.


‘Huh-uh.’


‘Me neither.’


‘What’re we gonna do?’ Rusty asked, a whine in his voice. ‘Man, if he bites us we’re gonna have to get rabies shots. They stick like a foot-long needle right into your stomach and . . .’


Slim eased herself down into a crouch and reached her open hands toward the dog. Its ears flattened against the sides of its skull. It snarled and drooled.


‘You sure you wanta do that?’ I asked her.


Ignoring me, she spoke to the dog in a soft, sing-song voice. ‘Hi there, boy. Hi, fella. You’re a good boy, aren’t you? You looking for some food? Huh? We’d give you some if we had any, wouldn’t we?’


‘It’s gonna bite your hand off,’ Rusty warned.


‘No, he won’t. He’s a good doggie. Aren’t you a good doggie, boy? Huh?’


The dog, hunkered down, kept growling and showing its teeth.


On the ground around us, I saw small pieces of broken glass, little stones, some cigarette butts, leaves and twigs that must’ve blown over from the woods, a pack of Lucky Strikes that was filthy and mashed flat, a few beer cans smashed as flat as the cigarette pack, a headless snake acrawl with ants, someone’s old sock . . . a lot of stuff, but nothing much good for a weapon.


Slim, still squatting with her hands out and speaking in the same quiet sing-song, said ‘You’re a nice doggie, aren’t you? Why don’t you guys see if you can climb the nice snack stand, huh, doggie? Yeahhh. That’s a good doggie. Maybe Dwight can give Rusty a nice little boost, and they can wait for me on top of the nice little snack stand? Is that a good idea? Huh, doggie? Yeah, I think so.’


Rusty and I looked at each other.


We were probably both thinking the same things.


We can’t run off and leave Slim with the dog. But she TOLD us to. When she says stuff, she means it. And she’s smarter than both of us put together, so maybe she has some sort of fabulous plan for dealing with the thing.


I rebelled enough to ask Slim, ‘You sure?’


She sing-sang, ‘I’m so sure, aren’t I, doggie? Are you sure, too? You’re such a good doggie. It’d be so nice if you two lame-brain dingleberries would do as I ask, wouldn’t it, fella?’


With that, Rusty and I started easing ourselves backward and sideways.


The dog took its eye off Slim and swiveled its head to watch us. The threats in its growl told us to stay put, but we kept moving.


With only one eye, it couldn’t watch both of us at once.


Ignoring Slim straight in front of it, the dog jerked its head from side to side like a frantic spectator at a tennis match. Its growl grew from threat to outrage, drowning out Slim’s quiet voice.


She reached to her waist, grabbed her T-shirt and skinned it up over her head.


The dog fixed its eye on her.


‘Go, guys!’ she yelled.


Rusty and I dashed for the snack stand. I slammed my side into its front wall to stop myself fast. As I ducked and interlocked my fingers, I saw Slim in a tug-o-war with the dog. She had her right knee on the ground. Her left leg was out in front of her, knee up, foot firm on the ground to brace herself against the dog’s pull.


Rusty planted a foot in my hands, stepped into them and leaped. I gave him a hard boost. Up he went. I half expected him to drop back down, but he didn’t. I didn’t bother to look. Instead, I kept my eyes on Slim and the dog.


The dog, teeth clamped on its end of her T-shirt, growled like a maniac, whipping its head from side to side and backpedaling with all four legs as if it wanted nothing more out of life than to rip the T-shirt out of Slim’s hands.


On both feet now, she stood with her legs spread, her knees bent, her weight backward. The stance, her shiny wet skin and her skimpy white swimsuit top, almost made her look as if she were water-skiing. But if she fell here, she wouldn’t be going into the nice cool river. And the dog would be on her in a flash, savaging her body instead of the T-shirt.


‘Get up here,’ Rusty called down to me.


Slim’s arms and shoulders jerked hard as the dog tugged.


She saw me watching. ‘Get on the roof!’ she yelled.


And as she yelled, the dog let go.


Slim gasped and stumbled backward, swinging her arms, the shirt flapping. Then she went down.


The dog attacked her.


Shouting like a madman, I ran at them. Slim was on her back. The dog stood on top of her, digging its hind paws into her hips while it fought to rip her apart with its claws and teeth. Slim, gasping and grunting, held on to its front legs and tried to keep the thing away from her neck and face.


I grabbed its tail with both hands.


I think I only meant to pull the dog off Slim and give her time to run for the shack. But, instead, I went slightly berserk.


As I jerked the dog away from her, I saw her scratches, her blood. That may be what did it.


Somehow I found myself swinging the dog by its tail. I was hanging on with both hands, spinning in circles. At first, the dog curled around and snapped at me. Its teeth couldn’t quite reach me, though.


Pretty soon, it stopped trying and just howled as I twirled around and around and around.


While I swung the dog, Slim got to her feet.


I caught glimpses of her as I spun.


She was there, gone, there, gone . . .


Then she was on the move toward the snack stand. Closer. Closer. Around I went again and glimpsed her leaping. Around again and Rusty was pulling her up by one arm. Next time around, I glimpsed the faded seat of her cut-off jeans. Then I saw her standing on the roof beside Rusty.


Around and around I went. Glimpse after glimpse, I saw them shoulder to shoulder up there, staring down at me.


I saw them again. Again. They looked stunned and worried.


I was awfully dizzy by then and my arms were getting tired. I thought maybe I’d better end things soon – maybe by slamming the canine into a wall of the snack stand. So I started working my way in that direction.


Rusty yelled, ‘Don’t bring it here!’


‘Just let it go!’ Slim called.


So I did.


Waiting until it was pointed away from the snack stand, I released its tail. The weight suddenly gone, I stumbled sideways, trying to stay on my feet.


I didn’t see the dog at first, but its howl climbed an octave or two.


Then, still staggering, I spotted it. Ears laid back, legs kicking, it flew headfirst, rolling through the air as if being turned on an invisible spit.


Far out across Janks Field, it slammed to the ground. Its howl ended with a cry of pain, and the dog vanished in a rising cloud of dust.


Slim’s voice came from behind me. She said, ‘My God, Dwight.’


And Rusty said, ‘Jesus H. Christ on a rubber crutch.’


Then, growling like a pissed-off grizzly bear, the dog came racing out of the dust cloud.


Rusty yelled, ‘Shit!’


Slim yelled, ‘Run!’


I squealed a wordless outcry of disbelief and panic and sprinted for the shack.





Chapter Six


Leaping, I grabbed the edge of the roof. Rusty and Slim caught me by the wrists and hauled me up so fast I felt weightless. An instant later, the dog slammed against the wall.


I sprawled on the tarpaper, gasping for air, my heart whamming.


While I tried to recover, Slim sat cross-legged beside me and patted my chest and said things like, ‘Wow,’ and ‘You saved my life,’ and ‘You were a wildman’ and so on, all of which made me feel pretty good.


While that went on, Rusty stood near the edge of the roof, leaning over the big wooden BEER–SNACKS–SOUVENIRS sign to keep an eye on the dog. He said, ‘It’s still down there’ and ‘I don’t think it’s even damaged from all that,’ and ‘How the shit are we gonna get outa here?’ And so on.


After a couple of minutes, I sat up and looked at Slim. There were scratches on her face, shoulders, chest, arms and on the backs of her hands. She even had claw marks on the top of her right breast, running down to the edge of her bikini top. Those weren’t bleeding, though. A lot of her scratches hadn’t gone in deeply enough to draw blood – but some had.


‘It really got you,’ I said.


‘At least it didn’t bite me. Thanks to you.’


Looking over his shoulder, Rusty said, ‘You’ll still have to get rabies shots.’ He sounded almost pleased by the idea.


‘Screw that,’ Slim said.


‘You will,’ Rusty insisted.


‘You want to take a look at my back?’ Slim asked me.


I crawled around behind her and winced. Her back, bare to the waist except for the tied strings of her bikini, was dirty and running with blood from her fall on the ground. In at least five places, bits of broken glass were still embedded in her skin.


‘Oh, man,’ I muttered.


Rusty came around for a look and said, ‘Good going.’


‘I try my best,’ said Slim, smiling.


I started picking the pieces of glass out of her.


‘You’re gonna need a tetanus shot, too,’ Rusty told her.


‘No way,’ Slim said.


‘Besides,’ I said, ‘she had a tetanus shot last year after that moron stabbed her.’


‘That’s right,’ Slim said.


‘And one shot lasts like five or ten years,’ I added.


‘Couldn’t hurt to get another,’ Rusty said. ‘Just to be on the safe side. And the rabies shots.’


After I pulled the pieces of glass out of Slim’s back, she was still bleeding. ‘You’d better lie down,’ I told her.


She stretched out flat on the roof, turned her head sideways and folded her arms under her face.


Her back looked as if it had been painted bright red. Blood was leaking from ten or twelve slits and gashes. Nowhere, however, was it gushing out.


‘Does it hurt much?’ I asked.


‘I’ve felt better. But I’ve felt a lot worse, too.’


‘I’ll bet,’ I said. I’d seen Slim get injured plenty of times and heard about other stuff – like some of things her father liked to do to her. Today’s cuts and scratches seemed pretty minor compared to a lot of that.


‘You’re gonna need stitches,’ Rusty informed her. ‘A lot of stitches.’


‘He’s probably right,’ I said.


‘I’ll be fine,’ she said.


‘Long as the bleeding stops,’ I said, and started to unbutton my shirt.


‘Unless infection sets in,’ said Rusty.


‘You’re sure the life of the goddamn party,’ Slim muttered.


‘Just being realistic.’


‘Why don’t you make yourself useful,’ I said, ‘and hop down and go get a doctor.’


‘Very funny.’


I took off my shirt, folded it a couple of times to make a pad, and pressed it gently against several of Slim’s cuts. The blood soaked through it, turning the checkered fabric red.


‘Your mom’s gonna kill you,’ Rusty said.


‘It’s an emergency.’ Where the blood on my shirt seemed worst, I pressed down firmly. Slim stiffened under my hands.


Rusty bent over us and watched for a while. Then he took off his own shirt, folded it, knelt on the other side of Slim and worked on her other cuts.


‘Applying pressure should make the bleeding stop,’ I explained.


‘I know that,’ Rusty said. ‘You weren’t the only Boy Scout around here.’


‘The only one with a first-aid merit badge.’


‘Screw you.’


‘Two Boy Scouts,’ Slim said, ‘and no first-aid kit. Very prepared.’


‘We used to be Scouts,’ Rusty explained.


‘Used to be prepared.’


‘Next time,’ I said, ‘we’ll make sure and bring some bandages along.’


‘The hell with that,’ said Slim. ‘Bring guns.’


Rusty and I laughed at that one.


After about five minutes, most of the bleeding seemed to be over. We kept pressing down on the cuts for a while, anyway.


Then Rusty looked at me and asked, ‘You were kidding when you said that about going for a doctor, right?’


‘What do you think?’ I said.


‘Just wanted to make sure. I mean, I figured you must be kidding, you know? ’Cause I would’ve done it if I had to. I mean, if Slim really had to have a doctor. Like if it was life or death, I would’ve jumped on down and done it, dog or no dog.’


It seemed like a strange thing for him to say.


Strange and sort of nice.


Slim said, ‘Thanks, Rusty.’


‘Yeah, well. It’s just the truth, that’s all. I mean, I’d do anything for you. For either of you.’


‘If you wanta do something for me,’ I said, ‘how about once in a while using underarm deodorant?’


Slim laughed and winced.


‘Screw you, man! If anybody stinks around here, it’s you.’


‘Nobody stinks,’ said Slim, the peacekeeper.


I checked underneath my bloody shirt again. Rusty looked under his, too. We both studied Slim’s back for a while.


‘Bleeding’s stopped,’ I announced.


‘Good deal,’ said Slim.


‘But it’ll probably start up again if you move around too much. You’d better just lay there for a while.’


‘Not like we’re going anyplace anyhow,’ Rusty said.


I stood up, stepped to the front of the roof and leaned forward to see over the top of the sign. The dog, already staring up at me, bared its teeth and rumbled a growl. ‘Get outa here!’ I shouted.


It leaped at me. I flinched and my heart lurched, but I held my position as the dog hit the wall about four feet up and tried to scramble higher. It worked its legs furiously, claws scratching at the old wood for a second or two. Then it fell, tumbled onto its side, flipped over and regained its feet and barked at me.


I muttered, ‘Up yours, bow-wow.’ Then I turned away.


Rusty, sitting cross-legged beside Slim, gave me a worried look. ‘What’re we gonna do?’ he asked.


‘Stay right here,’ I told him. ‘At least for now. Give Slim’s wounds a chance to dry up a little more. When we’re ready to go, we’ll figure out something about the dog.’


‘Maybe it’ll be gone by then,’ Slim said.


‘That’s a good one,’ Rusty said.


‘God, I’m being nice to it and the thing tries to rip my face off.’


‘Sometimes,’ I said, ‘being nice doesn’t work.’


‘You can say that again.’


‘Sometimes, being nice—’


‘Okay, okay,’ Rusty said.


I sat down beside Slim and turned my hands over. They were rust-colored and sticky. I wiped them on the legs of my jeans, but not much came off.


Rusty looked at his hands, too. They were as stained as mine. Frowning slightly, he brought his right hand close to his face. He stared at it for a few seconds, then raised his eyebrows and licked his palm.


‘Oh, that’s cute.’


Lying on her stomach with her face toward me, Slim couldn’t see Rusty. Rather than twisting around and maybe re-opening some of her cuts, she asked me, ‘What’s he doing?’


‘Licking your blood off his hand,’ I explained.


He did it again. Smiling, he said, ‘Not bad.’


‘Grade-A blood, buddy,’ Slim informed him.


‘I can tell.’ He sucked his red-stained forefinger. ‘Maybe those vampires’ve got something. Tasty stuff. Try some, Dwighty.’


I shook my head. ‘No thanks.’


‘Scared?’


‘I’ve got no problem with Slim’s blood.’


‘As well you shouldn’t,’ Slim pointed out.


‘But I just got done swinging a filthy damn cur around by its tail.’


‘Weenie,’ Rusty said, grinning and lapping at his hand.


‘Speaking of which,’ I said, ‘what’ve you been touching lately?’


Things dawned on him. He put his tongue back into his mouth and frowned at his hand. Looking a little sick, he shrugged his husky bare shoulders and said, ‘No big deal.’


A smile on what I could see of her face, Slim said, ‘I’m sure Rusty must’ve washed his hands after going to the bathroom.’


‘I didn’t piss on ’em, if that’s what you mean.’ Then he managed to blurt out, ‘Not much, anyway,’ before he burst into laughter.


Slim and I broke up, too, but she stopped laughing almost at once – either it hurt or she was afraid the rough movements might start her bleeding again.


After a minute or two of silence, Rusty asked Slim, ‘Want me to lick your back clean?’


‘God no!’


‘Christ, Rusty,’ I said.


‘What’s the big deal?’ he asked me. ‘I’m just offering to clean her up a little.’


‘With spit,’ Slim said. ‘No thanks.’


‘Get a grip,’ I told him.


Meeting my eyes, he said, ‘You can do it, too. You want to, don’t you?’


‘No!’


In fact, I did. Blood or no blood, the idea of sliding my tongue over the hot, smooth skin of Slim’s back took my breath away and made my heart pound fast. Under the layers of my jeans and swimming trunks, I got hard.


Nobody knew it but me, though.


‘You’re out of your gourd,’ I said. ‘I’m not licking her and neither are you.’


‘What’ll it hurt?’ Rusty asked.


‘Forget it,’ Slim told him.


‘Okay, okay. Jeez. I was just trying to help.’


‘Sure,’ I said.


‘’Cause you know what? If we don’t clean all that blood off Slim’s back, it’s gonna draw the vampire like a magnet.’


‘What?’ I gasped, amazed.


‘Points for originality,’ Slim said.


‘You think it won’t?’ Rusty asked.


‘I think there’s no such things as vampires,’ I said.


‘Me, too,’ said Rusty. ‘But what if we’re wrong? What if this Valeria is one? All this blood’s gonna bring her to us like chum brings sharks.’


Though I didn’t believe in vampires, I felt slightly nervous hearing him say those things. Because you never really know.


Do you?


Really?


Most of us tell ourselves we don’t believe in that sort of stuff, but maybe that’s because we’re afraid to think they might exist. Vampires, werewolves, ghosts, aliens from outer space, black magic, the devil, hell . . . maybe even God.


If they do exist, they might get us.


So we say they don’t.


‘That’s such bull,’ I said.


‘Maybe it is and maybe it isn’t,’ said Rusty.


‘Probably it is,’ Slim threw in.


So I said, ‘If Valeria is a vampire, which she isn’t . . . A, she’s not even here yet. And B, even if she gets here, she can’t do squat to us till after dark. And we’ll be long gone by then.’


‘Think so?’ Rusty asked.


‘I know so.’


Sure I did.





Chapter Seven


I eased myself down on my back. The tarpaper felt grainy against my bare skin, but at least it wasn’t scorching hot the way it might’ve been on a sunny day.


‘What’re you doing?’ Rusty asked.


‘What does it look like?’


‘We’ve gotta get out of here.’


I shut my eyes, folded my hands across my belly, and said, ‘What’s the big hurry?’


‘You wanta get caught up here when they show up?’


Slim asked, ‘Why not? We came to see Valeria, didn’t we?’


‘To get a look at her – not to get caught at it.’


‘I’d rather get caught at that,’ Slim said, ‘than get my butt chewed by Old Yeller.’


Rusty was silent for a while. Then he said with sort of a whine in his voice, ‘We can’t just stay up here.’


‘It isn’t just the dog,’ I told him. ‘The longer we wait, the less Slim’ll bleed on the way home.’


‘But they’re gonna show up.’


‘Maybe they’ll have bandages,’ Slim said.


‘Very funny.’


‘Let’s give it an hour,’ I suggested.


‘If we’re real quiet,’ Slim said, ‘maybe the dog’ll go away.’


‘Sure it will,’ Rusty muttered.


Then I heard some scuffing sounds. Turning my head, I opened my eyes. On the other side of Slim, Rusty was lying down. He let out a loud sigh.


The way we were all stretched out reminded me of the diving raft at Donner’s Cove. Whenever we swam at the Cove, we always ended up flopping for a while on the old, white-painted platform. We’d be in our swimsuits, out of breath, dripping and cold from the river. Soon, the sun would warm us. But we wouldn’t get up. You felt like you never wanted to get up, it was so nice out there. The raft was rocking softly. You could hear the quiet lapping of the water against it, and the buzz of distant motorboats and all the usual bird sounds. You could feel the soft heat of the sun on one side, the hard slick painted boards on the other. And you had your best friends lying down beside you. Especially Slim in one of her bikinis, her skin golden and dripping.


Too bad we weren’t on the diving raft at the Cove. Too bad we were stranded, instead, on the scratchy tarpaper roof of the BEER–SNACKS–SOUVENIRS shack. Not surrounded by chilly water but by the wasteland of Janks Field. Not waves lapping peacefully at the platform, but the damn dog growling and barking and every so often hurling itself at the shack.


This just wasn’t the same.


Not quite. The raft was paradise and this was the pits.


And even if the dog should magically vanish, I knew Slim would start bleeding all over the place the minute we hit the ground.


She’d already lost a fair amount of blood.


She would lose a lot more on the way home.


What if she lost too much?


I turned my head. Blinking sweat out of my eyes, I looked at Slim. Her eyes were shut. Her face was cushioned on her crossed arms. It was speckled with tiny drops of sweat, and dribbles were running here and there. Her short hair, the color of bronze, was wet and coiled and clinging to her temple and forehead. She was marked from temple to jaw by three thin red stratches.


I found myself wanting to kiss those scratches.


And maybe also kiss the tiny soft curls of down above the left corner of her mouth.


While I was thinking about it, she opened her eyes. She blinked a few times, then raised her eyebrows. ‘Time to go?’ she asked.


‘Hasn’t been an hour!’ Rusty protested from the other side of Slim.


‘I’ve been thinking,’ I said.


‘Hurt yourself?’ Rusty asked. Apparently, the rest period had improved his mood – if not his wit.


‘I don’t know about walking home from here,’ I said.


‘You and me both,’ Rusty said. ‘We try, the dog’ll have us for lunch.’


‘I’m not thinking about the dog.’


‘You oughta be.’


‘Dog or no dog, I don’t like the idea of trying to walk home. Slim’ll probably start bleeding again.’


‘Big deal,’ she said.


‘It might be.’


‘It’s not like I’ll bleed that much,’ she said.


‘What I was thinking, though, is that maybe one of us better go for help.’


‘Oh, joy,’ Rusty muttered.


‘And what?’ Slim asked. ‘Send out an ambulance for me? Forget it. I’ve got a couple of little cuts . . .’


‘More than a couple.’


‘Even still, it’s no big crisis. I don’t want to have a goddamn ambulance coming for me.’


‘What I thought was, I’ll run to town and get somebody to drive me back here. Or I’ll borrow a car and do it myself. Either way, we end up driving you home.’


Slim’s upper lip twitched slightly. ‘I don’t know, Dwight.’


‘You wanta leave us up here?’ Rusty asked.


‘I’d be back in an hour.’


‘But shit, man, an hour. I don’t want to be stuck up here for an hour.’


‘Take a nap.’


‘What if something happens?’


‘I’ll protect you, Rusty,’ Slim said, speaking loudly because her face was turned away from him.


He tossed a scowl at her. Then he said, ‘Anyway, what about the dog?’


‘Long as you stay up here, it can’t—’


‘I know that, man. What about you? You think it’ll just let you leave?’


I shrugged. ‘I’ll take care of it.’


‘Oh, yeah? Good luck.’


He said it sarcastically, but I answered, ‘Thanks,’ and got to my feet. I stepped to the edge of the roof. Knees almost touching the back of the BEER–SNACKS–SOUVENIRS sign, I bent forward and looked down.


The dog, sitting, suddenly sprang at me and slammed against the shack.


‘I think it’s a moron,’ I announced.


‘Do you have a plan or something?’ Slim asked.


‘Not exactly.’


‘I don’t want you to get hurt.’


I looked around at her, feeling a nice warmth. ‘Thanks,’ I told her.


Sitting up, Rusty said, ‘It’s gonna have your ass, man.’


The dog threw itself at the shack again, bounced off and fell to the dust.


I gave the sign a nudge with my knee. Though it felt sturdy, it was nailed to the roof on wooden braces made of two-by-fours. With a little effort, I could probably kick one of the braces apart and have myself a club – maybe with a few nails sticking out.


Only one problem.


When you’re my dad’s son, you don’t go around destroying other people’s property. Not even a crummy sign on a closed snack stand in Janks Field.


It’s not only wrong, it’s illegal.


If Dad ever found out that a son of his had kicked apart someone else’s sign in order to make himself a club in order to beat the crap out of a stray dog . . .


‘What’re you doing?’ Rusty asked.


‘Nothing.’


‘Want help?’ he asked.


A laugh flew out of Slim, but then she groaned.


‘You okay?’ I asked her.


‘Been better.’ She grimaced slightly, then added, ‘Been worse, too.’


‘Do you have any fond feelings for the dog?’ I asked.


‘You kidding?’


I shrugged. ‘I mean, you’re sort of an animal lover.’


‘That has its limits,’ she said.


‘So . . . you won’t be upset if something bad happens to this dog?’


‘Like what?’ she asked.


‘Like something really bad?’


Looking me steadily in the eyes, she said, ‘I don’t think so.’


As I nodded, I saw Rusty giving me this very weird look. His eyebrows were rumpled in a frown, but his eyes looked frantic and his mouth seemed to be smiling.


‘What?’ I asked him.


‘What’re you gonna do?’


I shrugged, then walked over to where the sign ended. Down below, the dog watched me and followed. When I stopped, it stopped.


‘Get outa here!’ I shouted at it.


It barked and leaped, slammed the wall and tried to scurry up. Then it dropped. As it landed on its side in the dust in front of the shack, I jumped.


My plan was to land on the dog with both feet.


Cave it in.


On my way down, I heard it make a quick, alarmed whine as if it knew what was coming.


I braced myself for the feel of my sneakers smashing through its ribcage – and maybe for the sound of a wet splot! as its guts erupted.


But it had just enough time to scoot out of my way.


Almost.


Instead of busting through the dog, one of my feet pounded nothing but ground and the other stomped the end of its tail.


The dog howled.


I stumbled forward and almost fell, but managed to stay on my feet. As I regained my balance, I glanced back. The dog was racing off, howling and yelping, butt low, tail curled between its hind legs as if to hide from more harm.


Rusty, at the edge of the roof, called down, ‘Got a piece of him!’


The dog sat down, curled around and studied its tail.


‘I’ll be back as soon as I can!’ I yelled.


My voice must’ve gotten the dog’s attention. It forgot its tail and turned its head and stared at me with its only eye.


I muttered, ‘Uh-oh.’


It came at me like a sprinter out of the blocks.


‘Shit!’ Rusty yelled. ‘Run! Go, man!’


I ran like hell.


Somewhere in the distance behind me, Rusty yelled, ‘Hey, you fuckin’ mangy piece of shit! Over here!’


I looked back.


The dog, gaining on me, turned its head for a glance toward the voice.


Rusty let fly with a sneaker.


The dog barked at him . . . or at the airborn shoe.


The sneaker hit the ground a couple of yards behind it and tumbled, throwing up dust. Not even a near miss. But the dog wheeled around and barked.


Rusty threw a second sneaker.


The dog glanced over its shoulder at me, snarled, then dodged the second sneaker (which would’ve missed it anyway by about five feet) and raced forward to renew its seige of the snack stand.





Chapter Eight


Afraid the dog might change its mind and come after me again, I ran for all I was worth until I reached the edge of the woods. Then I stopped and turned around.


The dog was sitting in front of the shack, barking and wagging its tail as if it had treed a pair of squirrels.


Up on the roof, Rusty waved at me, swinging his arm overhead like a big, dopey kid.


I waved back at him the same way.


Then Slim, apparently on her knees, raised herself up behind the sign. Holding onto it with one hand, she waved at me with the other.


My throat went thick and tight.


I waved back furiously and yelled, ‘See ya later!’


And a voice in my head whispered, Oh, yeah?


But who pays attention to those voices? We get them all the time. I do, don’t you? When someone you love is leaving the house, doesn’t it occur to you, now and then, that you may never see him or her again? Flying places, don’t you sometimes think What if this one goes down? Driving, don’t you sometimes imagine an oncoming truck zipping across center lines and wiping out everyone in your car? Such thoughts give you a nasty sick feeling inside, but only for a few seconds. Then you tell yourself nothing’s going to happen. And, turns out, nothing does happen.


Usually.


I lowered my arm, stared at my friends for a couple of seconds longer, then turned and hurried down the dirt road.


I ran, but not all-out. Not the way you run with a dog on your tail, but the way you do it when you’ve got a long distance to cover. A pretty good clip, but not a sprint.


Every so often, I had an urge to turn back.


But I told myself they’d be fine. Up on the roof, they were safe from the dog. And if strangers should come along – like some punks or a wino or the Travelling Vampire Show – Rusty and Slim could lie down flat and nobody would even know they were there.


Besides, if I returned, we’d all be on the roof again a couple of miles from home and no way to get there without Slim bleeding all over the place.


Going for a car was the only sensible thing to do.


That’s what I told myself.


But the farther away from Janks Field I ran, the more I wished I’d stayed. A couple of times, I actually stopped, turned around and gazed up the dirt road to where it vanished in the woods.


And thought about running back.


Maybe I would’ve done it, too, except for the dog. I hated the idea of facing it again.


First, I felt sort of guilty about trying to kill it. Which made no sense. The damn thing had attacked Slim – it had hurt her and tried to rip her apart. For that, it deserved to die. Clearly. Without a doubt. But all that aside, I felt rotten about jumping off the roof to murder it. Part of me was glad it had scooted out of the way.


Second, the dog was sure to attack me if I returned to Janks Field on foot. It would try to maul me and I’d try to kill it again.


But I hope the dog wasn’t the reason I decided to keep going. I hope it wasn’t for anything selfish like that.


But you never know about these things.


The real whys.


And even if you could somehow sort out the whys and find the truth, maybe it’s better if you don’t.


Better to believe what you want to believe.


If you can.


Anyway, I didn’t go back. I kept on running up the gloomy dirt road, huffing, sweating so hard that my jeans were sticking to my legs.


I met no one else. The road, all the way from Janks Field to Route 3, was empty except for me.


When I came to the highway, I stopped running. I needed to catch my breath and rest a little, but I also didn’t want anyone driving by to get the wrong idea.


Or the right idea.


With Grandville only a couple of miles away, some of the people in cars going by were sure to recognize me. They might not pay much attention if I’m simply strolling along the roadside. But if they see me running, they’ll figure something is wrong. They’ll either stop to offer help or tell everyone what they saw.


Golly, Mavis, I was out on Route 3 this morning ’n who should I see but Frank and Lacy’s boy, Dwight, all by himself over near the Janks Field turn-off, running like he had the Devil itself chasing after him. Seemed real strange.


S’pose he was up to some sorta mischief?


Can’t say, Mavis. He ain’t never been in much trouble. Always a first time, though.


I wonder if you oughta tell his folks how you saw him out there.


I better. If he was my boy, I’d wanta know.


And so it would go. In Grandville, not only does everyone know everyone, but they figure your business is their business. Nowadays, you hear talk that ‘It takes a village to raise a child.’ You ask me, it takes a village to wreck a child for life.


In Grandville, you felt like you were living in a nest of spies. One wrong move and everyone would know about it. Including your parents.


After giving the matter some thought, I decided I didn’t want to be seen on Route 3 by anyone. So every time I heard a car coming, I hurried off and hid in the trees until it was out of sight.


I hid, but I kept my eyes on the road. If something that looked like a Travelling Vampire Show should go by, I wanted to know about it; I planned to call off my mission to town and run back to Janks Field.


When I wasn’t busy dodging off to hide from cars, I wondered how best to get my hands on one.


My first thought had been to borrow Mom’s car. But on second thought, she never let me take it without asking where I wanted to go. Janks Field was supposed to be off limits. She would be very angry (and disappointed in me) if I told her my true destination. Lying to her, however, would be even worse. ‘Once people lie to you,’ she’d told me, ‘you can never really believe them again about anything.’


Very true. I knew it then and I know it now.


So I couldn’t lie to her.


Which meant I couldn’t borrow her car.


And forget about Dad’s.


Both my brothers owned cars, but they loved to rat me out. No way could I go to either of them . . .


And then I thought of Lee, my brother Danny’s wife.


Perfect!


She would let me use her old red Chevy pickup truck, and she wouldn’t yap.


I’d learned how to drive in Lee’s pickup with her as my teacher. If she hadn’t taught me, I might never have learned how to drive. Mom had been useless as an instructor, squealing ‘Watch out!’ every two seconds. Dad had snapped orders at me like a drill instructor. My brother Stu was a tailgating speed-demon; being taught how to drive by Stu would’ve been like taking gun safety lessons from Charlie Starkweather. Danny might’ve been all right, but Lee was in the kitchen when we started talking about it, and she volunteered.


That was the previous summer, when I’d been fifteen.


I spent plenty of time that summer hanging out with friends my own age: Rusty and Slim (calling herself Dagny) and a kid named Earl Grodin who had an outboard motorboat and wanted to take us fishing on the river every day. We did go fishing almost every day. Earl loved to fish. The strange thing was, he insisted on using worms for bait but he hated to touch them. So Rusty and Dagny and I took turns baiting his hook for him. And teasing him. You’ve never seen such a sissy about worms. Eventually, Dagny tossed a live one into her mouth. As she chewed it up, Earl gaped at her in horror. Then he gagged. Then he slapped her across the face as if to knock the worm out of her mouth, so I slugged him in the nose and knocked him overboard. After that, he didn’t take us out fishing any more. But the summer was almost over by then, anyhow, so we didn’t mind very much.


We sure had fun on his boat while it lasted, but I had even better fun on the roads with Lee.


Being a school teacher, she had the summers off. She told me to drop by the house whenever I wanted driving lessons, so that’s what I did.


The first time out, she told me to get behind the wheel of her big old pickup truck. She sat in the passenger seat, gave me a few instructions, and off we went. Their house was near the edge of town, so we didn’t need to worry much about traffic. Good thing, too. Even though the driving part of the operation turned out to be easy, I did have trouble keeping my eyes on the road.


That’s because Lee was a knockout.


You take a lot of beautiful women, they’re shits. But not Lee. She was down-to-earth, friendly and funny. I’d say that she was just a normal person, but she wasn’t. She was better than normal people. Way better. She didn’t seem to know it, though.


When we went driving, she usually wore shorts. Not cut-off jeans, but real shorts. They might be red or white or blue or yellow or pink, but they were always very short and tight. She had great legs. They were tanned and smooth and very hard to keep my eyes away from.


On top, she might wear a T-shirt or a knit pullover or a short-sleeved blouse. Sometimes, when she wore a regular blouse or shirt, I could look between the buttons and catch glimpses of her bra. I tried not to do it often, though.


Mostly, I just stole glances at her legs.


I would’ve tried to sneak looks at her face, too – it was a terrific face – but I could look at that without being sneaky about it.


The first afternoon out with Lee, I learned how to drive. I didn’t really need any more lessons after that. She knew it and I knew it, but we kept it to ourselves. Two or three times a week, for the rest of the summer, I went over to her house and we took off in the truck.


While I drove us through towns and over back roads, we talked about all sorts of stuff. We shared secrets, complained about my parents, discussed our worries and our favorite movies, laughed. We laughed a lot.


It was almost like being on a fabulous date with the most beautiful girl in town. Almost. What made it different from a date was that I held no hope of ever having any sexual contact with her. I mean, you can’t exactly fool around with your brother’s wife. Also, she was ten years older than me. Also, she was out of my league entirely.


All I could do was look.


Lee knew I was sneaking glances at her while I drove, but it didn’t seem to bother her. Usually, if she noticed, she didn’t mention it. Sometimes, though, she said stuff like, ‘Watch out, we’re coming up on a curve,’ or ‘Don’t forget about the road entirely.’ She was always cheerful when she said such things, but I always blushed like crazy. I’d mutter, ‘I’m sorry’ and she would say, ‘Don’t worry about it. Just don’t crash.’


Then one day I crashed.


For some reason, Lee wasn’t wearing a bra that day. Maybe they were all in the wash. Maybe she was too hot. Who knows? Whatever the reason, I noticed it the moment she walked out of her house. Nothing showed through her bright red blouse, but her breasts seemed to be moving about more than usual. They were loose underneath the blouse, no doubt about it.


After noticing that, I tried to keep my eyes away from her chest as much as possible.


Maybe ten minutes later, I was driving along a narrow road through the woods, Lee in the passenger seat, when I finally just had to look.


I glanced over at her.


Between two buttons of her blouse, the fabric was pursed like vertical, parted lips. Looking in, I could see the side of her right breast. Her bare breast, smooth and pale in the shadows. Not very much of it actually showed – a crescent maybe half an inch wide, at most.


But much too much.


All of a sudden, I couldn’t hear a word Lee was saying. I kept steering us along the road, smiling and nodding and turning my head to look at her – first at her face to make sure she wasn’t watching me, then at the curve of her exposed breast.


I felt breathless and hard and guilty.


But I couldn’t stop myself.


Suddenly, she yelled, ‘Watch out!’ and flung her hands out to grab the dashboard.


My eyes jerked forward in time to see a deer straight ahead of us. I swerved and the deer bounded out of the way and I missed it just fine. But then I couldn’t come out of the turn fast enough. I took out a speed limit sign.


We weren’t hurt, though.


Next thing I knew, Lee and I were standing side by side in front of the truck, looking at its smashed headlight.


‘I’m really sorry,’ I said.


‘That’s okay, honey,’ she said. ‘These things happen.’


‘Danny’s gonna kill me.’


She patted me on the back and said, ‘No, he won’t. We’ll just keep this between the two of us.’


‘But he’ll see the damage.’


‘Let’s you and I just forget you had a driving lesson today. Danny’ll think I’m the one who crashed. That’ll suit him just fine, anyway.’ She smiled at me. ‘You know how he loves to whine about “women drivers”.’


‘I can’t let you take the blame,’ I protested.


‘I insist.’


‘But . . .’


‘If he finds out you did it, he’ll tease you to death and he’ll broadcast it to everyone he knows. You don’t need that.’ Then, giving my shoulder a friendly squeeze, she added, ‘Besides, it’s my truck. If I say I was driving it, I was.’


Lee never told on me.


For the next week or so, Danny had a lot of fun at her expense. I was tempted to confess, but then everybody would’ve known Lee had lied. That would’ve made things worse all the way around.


Anyway, that’s the kind of woman Lee was. I could count on her to help me retrieve Slim and Rusty, and she wouldn’t blab about it.


I just hoped she’d be home.





Chapter Nine


I stayed fairly calm most of the way to Lee’s house, but the sight of her pickup truck in the driveway turned me into a nervous wreck.


She’s home!


I felt a lurch of panic.


Even under the best conditions, I sometimes chickened out about visiting Lee. That may seem strange, since we were such great friends. But you’ve got to understand how beautiful and special she was. As much as I liked being with her, I hated the idea of intruding on her. I never wanted her to think of me as a nuisance.


I didn’t much want her to see me shirtless and sweaty and filthy, either.


All of a sudden, I changed my mind about asking for Lee’s help. Instead of heading for her front door, I kept on walking.


Maybe I would just go home. If I told Mom the truth, she would take me out to Janks Field. Then she’d tell Dad all about it, and he . . .


‘Dwight?’


My heart jumped. I turned my head and saw Lee in the doorway, holding the screen door open.


‘Oh, hi,’ I called as if surprised to find her in this neck of the woods.


‘What’re you walking away for?’ she asked.


I stopped. ‘I’m not.’


‘How about a Coke?’


I shrugged. ‘Okay. Thanks.’ I hurried across her front lawn.


She stood there, holding the door and watching me, a look on her face as if she knew everything but considered it more fun to play ignorant.


Not dressed for company, she was wearing an old blue chambray shirt – probably one of Danny’s. The sleeves were rolled halfway up her forearms and the top couple of buttons weren’t fastened. Her shirt wasn’t tucked into anything. (Maybe she wore nothing it could be tucked into.) Her legs were bare, and she didn’t have on any shoes or socks.


As I trotted up the porch stairs, she asked, ‘Where you been hiding yourself?’


I shrugged and blushed. ‘Nowhere much,’ I said.


In the doorway, she gave me a hug. I didn’t often get hugs from Lee; only if we hadn’t seen each other for a long time. I put my arms around her. As she kissed my cheek and I kissed hers, she gave me a good solid squeeze, mashing me against the front of her body. Her shirt was soft against my skin. By the feel of her breasts, I knew she wasn’t wearing any bra.


It was just about the best hug ever.


But we broke it up after a couple of seconds. Lee turned away, saying, ‘Come on, let’s get those Cokes.’


I followed her toward the kitchen, watching the back of her shirt. It draped her rear end, then stopped. The tail fluttered slightly as she walked.


‘So what’ve you been doing with yourself?’ she asked.


I suddenly remembered.


‘Oh, yeah,’ I said.


That was all I needed to say.


About one stride into the kitchen, Lee stopped and turned around and raised her eyebrows.


‘Maybe the Cokes better wait,’ I told her.


‘What is it?’


‘I was sort of wondering if you’d let me borrow your truck for about half an hour.’


‘Sure,’ she said, not even hesitating to think about it.


‘Thanks.’


I followed her through the kitchen. Her brown leather purse was on top of the table. She picked it up, reached inside, pulled out her keys and tossed them to me. I caught them.


‘Thanks,’ I said again.


As I started to turn around, she said, ‘I’ve got nothing to do for a while. Want me to come along?’


I must’ve made a face.


‘Guess not,’ she said and shrugged.


‘It’s not that. If you want to come along, it’s fine with me. I just don’t want to . . . you know, impose on you.’


‘When you’re imposing, I’ll let you know.’


‘Okay.’


‘And you’re not.’ She gave me a quick smile. ‘Not yet, anyway.’ The smile gone, she added, ‘You need some help, don’t you?’


‘Well, I need a car. But it’d be great if you want to come along with me.’


‘You sure?’ she asked.


‘Sure.’


‘Where’re we going?’


‘Janks Field.’


She let out a laugh, throwing back her head, then shaking it. When the laugh was over, she said, ‘That explains plenty.’


‘Still want to come?’


‘You bet. But what’s the problem?’


‘Slim got attacked by a dog.’


Lee grimaced. ‘Slim being Frances?’ she asked.


‘Right. Anyway, it didn’t hurt her much, but she fell down and got some cuts. I was afraid she’d bleed all over the place if she tried to walk home, so I left her there with Rusty. They’re on top of that snack stand.’


‘What about the dog?’ Lee asked.


‘It was still there when I left. But it can’t get to them as long as they stay on the roof.’


‘So the idea is to drive out and rescue them?’


‘That’s it,’ I said.


‘No problem. Just let me have a minute to get dressed. Go ahead and grab yourself a Coke. You look like you could use one.’


‘Okay. Thanks.’


‘If you want to wash up or something, feel free.’


I nodded, and she left the kitchen. When she was out of sight, I sighed.


Cheer up, I told myself. She’ll be back.


But then she’d be ‘dressed.’


Sighing again, I stepped over to the sink. I washed the dried blood off my hands, then splashed cold water onto my face. I used a wet paper towel to clean the sweat and grime off my arms and chest and belly. After that, I took a Coke bottle out of the refrigerator and pried its cap off.


I only managed a few swallows before Lee came in. She looked almost the same as before. Now, however, white shorts showed below the hanging front of her shirt. She wore white sneakers, but no socks.


‘Ready to go?’ she asked.


‘All set.’


‘Want me to drive?’


‘Sure.’ I tossed the keys to her. She caught them, then stepped past me and grabbed her purse off the table.


On our way to the front door, she said, ‘We’ll come straight back here unless Slim turns out to need a doctor or something.’


‘Good idea.’


Outside, Lee held the screen door.


I reached for the main door, meaning to shut it behind me, but she said, ‘Let’s just leave it open. The more air gets in, the better.’


So I left it open and stepped outside.


The screen door banged shut as I followed Lee down the stairs.


Walking ahead of me, she reached behind herself and hitched up the tail of her pale blue shirt. Both the seat pockets of her shorts were bulging. From one, she removed a white tin of bandages. From the other, she took a squeeze bottle of Bactine antiseptic. She dropped them into her purse as she walked.


Over at the driveway, she pulled open the driver’s door of her pickup truck. I ran around to the other side. Still hanging on to my Coke, I opened the passenger door with one hand and climbed up.


Lee’s purse was on the seat between us.


Leaning forward slightly, she punched a key into the ignition. She gave it a twist and the engine chugged to life. Then she sped backward out of the driveway, swung into the street and started working the forward gears, picking up speed. ‘We’re off!’ she proclaimed.


‘Sure are.’


She grinned at me. ‘How about a drink of that?’ she asked.


‘Sure.’ I handed the Coke to her. She didn’t wipe the bottle’s lip at all, just raised it to her mouth, tilted it high, and took a couple of swallows. Through the pale green of the glass, the Coke was a rich brownish red color.


There was still an inch of pop in the bottle when she handed it back to me. ‘Go ahead and finish it,’ she said.


I nearly always wiped off the lip of a bottle before drinking after anyone. But not this time. I put it into my mouth, knowing her mouth had just been there. She wasn’t wearing any lipstick, but I almost thought I could taste her lips.


‘So what were you three doing out at Janks Field?’ she asked. ‘Looking for bones?’


‘Looking for a vampire,’ I said.


She turned her head and hoisted her eyebrows.


‘I know. Vampires don’t exist. But there’s supposed to be a vampire show at Janks Field tonight. One night only. The Travelling Vampire Show. Rusty says they’ve got fliers for it all over town.’


‘This is the first I’ve heard about it,’ Lee said. ‘I haven’t been into town yet today. Danny’s off on one of his trips, so I slept in.’


‘Where’d he go?’


‘Chicago. One of those sales conventions. So tell me more about the Travelling Vampire Show.’


‘There’s supposed to be a real vampire . . .’


‘No kidding?’ She looked at me and grinned. ‘I’ve never seen one of those, myself.’


‘Her name’s Valeria. I guess she’s supposed to go after volunteers from the audience.’


‘Cool,’ Lee said.


‘Anyway, we can’t go to the show. It doesn’t even start till midnight and it’s adults only and I’m never supposed to go to Janks Field at all.’


‘So of course you went there anyway.’


‘Yeah. You know, just for a look around. We thought we might get a chance to see Valeria.’


‘In daylight? You kids need to brush up on your vampire lore.’


‘Oh, we know all about that. We’re not stupid.’


She grinned at me.


‘We just wanted to see what was going on. We figured maybe it’d be like a carnival and we could watch them setting up for the show, something like that. And maybe we’d get a look at Valeria.’


Gorgeous! Beguiling!


I decided not to mention that Valeria was supposed to be a stunning beauty.


A blush suddenly spread over my skin.


Oh, God, don’t let Lee find out about our wager!


‘Thing is,’ I said, ‘we didn’t seriously think she’d be spending all day in a coffin. You know? I mean, the whole thing’s gotta be a fake-out. We figured we might actually see her wandering around in the daytime. Then we’d know she’s a phony.’


‘So, did you see her?’ Lee asked.


‘I guess we got to Janks Field ahead of the show. Nobody was there except us. And that dog.’





Chapter Ten


Lee drove down Route 3 at a safe speed just slightly over the limit, but after the turn-off, in the seclusion of the dirt road, she poured it on. This didn’t surprise me. I’d ridden with her many times before and knew all about her reckless streak.


I couldn’t complain, though. She’d never crashed.


So I held my peace – along with the dashboard and door handle – while she ripped over the narrow, twisty road. The force of her turns sometimes bumped me against the door, sometimes threw me toward her.


I was tempted to let go and fall against Lee, not to punish her for the wild driving but to have the contact with her. It might’ve been embarrassing, though. And it might’ve made her crash into a tree or something. I didn’t want to take the risk, so I held on tight.


We jerked from side to side, shook and bounced all the way to the far end of the road and burst out of the dense forest gloom into the open gray gloom of Janks Field. Lee almost sent me through the windshield the way she tromped on the brakes.


We skidded to a stop.


Parked near the shack where I’d left Slim and Rusty were three vehicles: a truck the size of a moving van, a large bus, and a hearse. All three were shiny black, and unmarked – no fancy signs announcing this was the Travelling Vampire Show, no paintings of bats or fangs or Valeria. Nothing at all like that. As if the show wanted to keep itself secret as it roamed the roads on its way from town to town.


Several people seemed to be unloading equipment from the truck.


‘Looks like the show has arrived,’ Lee said.


‘Guess so. If that’s what it is.’


‘What else could it be?’


‘I don’t know,’ I said.


‘I don’t see your friends, though.’


‘Me neither.’


‘Think they’re still up there?’


‘They might be. Maybe they’re lying down flat behind the sign.’


‘Let’s find out,’ Lee said. She started driving forward.


My mouth jumped open, but I managed not to gasp. Instead, trying to sound calm, I said, ‘What’re you doing?’


‘We came to find Slim and Rusty. That’s what we’re going to do.’


‘But these people!’


‘We’ve got every right to be here.’


‘Hope they see it that way.’


‘No sweat,’ she said, bravado in her smile but a flicker of worry in her eyes.


She drove slowly. Over the sound of the engine, I heard glass crunching under the tires.


‘You sure about this?’ I asked.


‘Sure I’m sure.’


‘What if we get a flat tire?’


‘I don’t get flats.’ She gave me another one of those smiles. Then she added, ‘And if I do, we’ll just have a couple of these strapping young chaps change it for us.’


As she drove closer, a few of the workers stopped what they were doing and watched our approach. Others continued to go about their business. I counted twelve, in all. (There might’ve been more, unseen.) Though I saw a variety of trousers on them – blue jeans, black jeans, black leather – they all seemed to be wearing shiny black shirts with long sleeves.


Studying their outfits, I noticed that all the workers weren’t men. At least four seemed to be women.


I wondered if one of those might be Valeria herself.


Maybe they’re all Valeria, I thought – and take turns playing the role. Or maybe the real Valeria is whiling away the afternoon in the bus.


Or in the hearse.


As Lee eased her pickup to a stop, I looked over at the hearse. I figured there might be a casket inside, but the rear windows were draped with red velvet. Lee shut off her engine.


A man was walking toward us.


Lee opened her door. It seemed like a bad idea.


‘You getting out?’ I asked.


‘You don’t have to,’ she said.


‘What about the dog?’


She looked back at me. ‘Where is it?’


‘I don’t know, but it must be around here someplace.’


‘Maybe it decided not to stick around when it saw what was coming.’


‘Maybe that’s what we oughta do,’ I said.


‘We’re fine,’ she told me, and climbed out.


I threw open my door, jumped to the ground and hurried around the truck. I came up behind Lee and halted by her side. The man stopped a few paces in front of us. He glanced at me, seemed to decide that I didn’t matter, and turned his eyes to Lee.


He was so handsome he was creepy.


His long, flowing hair was black as ink, but he had pale blue eyes. The eyes might’ve looked wonderful on a woman; on him, they seemed unnatural and weird. So did his slim, curving lips. All his facial features were delicate, and he had smooth, softly tanned skin. Except for the slightest trace of beard stubble along his jaw and chin, he might’ve easily passed for a beautiful woman.


At least from the neck up. The rest of him was a different story. He had broad, heavy-looking shoulders and arm muscles that strained the sleeves of his shirt. The top few buttons were unfastened as if to make room for his massive chest. He had a flat stomach and narrow hips, and wore black leather trousers with a sheath knife on the belt.


After sliding his eyes up and down Lee a couple of times, he smiled. I’ve never seen such white teeth. Even though the vampire was supposed to be Valeria, I couldn’t help but check this guy’s canines. They looked no longer or more pointy than anyone else’s.


Sounding friendly enough, he said, ‘If you’re here for tickets, I’m afraid we don’t open the box office until an hour before show time.’


‘I can’t buy any in advance?’ Lee asked.


‘Not until eleven o’clock tonight.’


‘But what if I come back tonight and you’re sold out?’


‘Oh, that won’t happen. Not here. We sell out at some venues, but this arena isn’t gonna fill up. Nice if it does, but it won’t.’ He glanced at me, then said to Lee, ‘There is an age restriction, you know. The show’s meant for adults, so no one under eighteen gets in. I think your brother’s still a little on the young side.’


‘But he’s the one who wants to see it,’ Lee protested.


The man flashed a grin at me. ‘I’ll bet he does.’


‘A couple of his friends, too,’ Lee added.


‘Well, if they’re no older than he is . . .’


‘Maybe they’re around here someplace. They came out ahead of us, so they should’ve been here by now. Teenagers? A husky boy and a slender blonde girl?’


The man frowned slightly and shook his head. ‘Haven’t seen ’em. Nobody’s here but our crew.’


Turning her head in the general direction of the snack stand, Lee shouted, ‘SLIM? RUSTY?’


I watched the roof. Nobody popped a head up.


‘If they do come along,’ Lee said to the man, ‘would you let them know we were already here?’


‘I’d be glad to.’


‘Thanks. I told them that they were too young for a show like this. But they’re so fascinated by the whole subject of vampires . . .’ She shook her head. ‘You know, teenagers.’


‘I know exactly,’ the man said. ‘I was one myself a few years ago. And fascinated by vampires.’


‘They just had to come out here and see what it was all about. I’m sure they were hoping I’d somehow be able to work magic and buy tickets for them. They seem to think I can do anything.’


‘I’d like to be able to help you . . .’


‘Lee,’ she said, and offered her hand.


‘Lee,’ he said. He took it gently in his long fingers. ‘Pleased to meet you, Lee. I’m Julian.’


‘And this is my brother, Dwight.’


Though I wished she hadn’t used our real names, I smiled and held out my hand. Julian let go of Lee’s hand and shook mine. His fingers felt warm and dry.


After releasing my hand, he faced Lee and asked, ‘Are you aware of what happens in our show?’


‘Not really.’


He performed a mock-embarrassed cringe and shrug. ‘Well, there’s always a certain amount of blood-letting. Generally, quite a lot. In fact, it can get very gory. It looks worse than it is, but it can be shocking for people who aren’t used to it.’


‘I see,’ Lee said, nodding slightly, a concerned look on her face.


‘Also, clothing often gets torn in the heat of battle. It’s not unusual for private parts to . . . become exposed.’


Lee broke out a smile. ‘Sounds more interesting all the time.’


Julian chuckled softly. ‘Well, I just want you to understand why we try to keep kids away from the show.’


‘I’m almost eighteen,’ I said, almost telling the truth.


‘How old are you?’ Julian asked me.


‘Seventeen.’ I blushed as I said it. I hate lying.


‘And your friends?’


‘They’re both seventeen, too,’ I said, and blushed even hotter because Slim, though sixteen like me and Rusty, looked more like fourteen.


I’m sure Julian knew I was lying. But he turned to Lee anyway, and said, ‘I might be able to make an exception for them if they’ll be accompanied by an adult.’


‘Oh, I’d be coming with them,’ she said.


‘Then I suppose it’ll be all right.’


‘Oh, that’s wonderful. Thank you, Julian. Let me get my purse.’ She ducked into her truck and snatched her purse off the seat.


This has to be some kind of fake-out, I thought. She’s not really going to buy tickets.


Standing beside me again, she asked Julian, ‘How much will that be for four tickets?’


‘They’re ten dollars each.’


‘So forty dollars,’ she said. She hung the purse from her shoulder, reached in and took out her wallet. Head down, she flipped through the bills.


I caught Julian staring at the front of her shirt.


He has the hots for her, I realized. That’s why he’s breaking the rules.


‘Shoot,’ Lee muttered. ‘I don’t seem to have forty in cash.’


So that’s it, I thought. She never did plan to buy any tickets.


I felt relieved, but also a little disappointed.


But then she said, ‘You wouldn’t happen to take checks, would you?’


‘From you,’ said Julian, ‘of course.’


So she hauled out her checkbook and a ballpoint pen. With a smile at me, she nudged my arm. I realized what she wanted, so I turned around and bent over slightly. She braced the checkbook against my back and began to write.


Pausing, she asked, ‘Who should I make it out to?’


‘Julian Stryker,’ he said. ‘That’s Stryker with a y.’


‘Not to the Travelling Vampire Show?’ she asked.


‘To me. That’s fine.’


‘You won’t get in trouble?’


‘I shouldn’t think so. I’m the owner.’


‘Ah.’


She stopped writing on my back. Straightening up, I watched her rip the check out of the book.


Her home address was printed on it, of course.


She handed it to Julian.


He held it open in front of him, studied it for a few moments, then slipped it into a pocket of his shiny black shirt. He patted it there and smiled at Lee. ‘If it bounces, of course, we’ll require your blood.’


She grinned. ‘Of course.’


‘Let me get your tickets,’ he said. He turned away and walked briskly toward the open front door of the bus. Like the hearse, the bus’s windows were draped on the inside with red curtains.


I waited for Julian to vanish inside. Then I whispered to Lee, ‘That check has your address on it. Now he knows where you live.’


‘No big deal,’ she said. ‘While he’s gone, why don’t you take a look at the roof?’


I scowled toward the snack stand. It was only about twenty feet away, and none of the workers seemed to be watching us any longer. So I walked over to it, jumped, caught hold of an edge of the roof and pulled myself up.


Slim and Rusty were gone.


They’d left behind nothing, not even my shirt.


I dropped to the ground. No sign of Julian yet. I strolled back to Lee and reported, ‘They aren’t there.’


‘Probably ran off when they saw what was coming.’


‘But what’d they do about the dog?’


Lee shook her head, shrugged, then smiled at Julian as he came out of the bus. In a quiet voice, she said to me, ‘They’re probably on their way home.’


‘Sure hope so,’ I muttered.


‘Four tickets for tonight’s performance,’ Julian said, raising the tickets and smiling as he came toward us. With each stride, his black hair shook, his glossy shirt fluttered, and he jingled. The silvery, musical jingling sounded almost like Christmas bells, but not quite.


It sounded more like spurs.


I looked down at his boots. Sure enough, he wore a pair of spurs with big, silver rowels.


Had he been wearing them all along? Maybe, but I don’t think so. Maybe he’d put them on while he was in the bus.


If so, why?


Why would he wear spurs at all?


I glanced around just to make sure there wasn’t a horse nearby, and didn’t see one. Of course, you could’ve fit half a dozen Clydesdales inside the truck and nobody’d be the wiser.


But I doubted there were any horses at all. More than likely, Julian wore the spurs as fashion accessories to his costume.


Maybe part of him longed to be Paladin.


The jingling went silent when he halted in front of Lee. He presented the tickets to her.


‘Thank you so much, Julian,’ she said.


‘My pleasure. We don’t have reserved seating, so come early.’ His smile flashed. ‘And stay late. After the show, I’ll introduce you to Valeria. You, your brother and his friends.’ He cast his smile in my direction.


‘That might be nice,’ Lee said. ‘Thank you.’


‘Yeah, thanks,’ I threw in.


‘The pleasure is mine,’ he said to Lee. ‘I’ll look forward to seeing you tonight. All of you.’


She blushed and said, ‘All four of us.’


‘Isn’t that what I said?’


‘Guess so.’ Nodding, she said, ‘Thanks again.’ Then she turned away and climbed into her truck. I hurried around to the other side and hopped into the passenger seat.


As she backed up, Julian walked away.


She swung the truck around and we started bouncing our way across Janks Field.


‘You didn’t have to buy tickets,’ I said.


‘You want to see the show, don’t you?’


‘Well, yeah. I guess so. But Mom and Dad are never gonna let me.’


‘Maybe not.’ She tossed me a smile tinted with mischief. ‘If they know about it.’


‘Anyway, what about Slim and Rusty?’


‘We’ve got four tickets and Danny’s out of town. All four of us can go, just like I told Julian.’


Holding back a groan, I muttered, ‘I don’t know. I just hope they turn up. They were supposed to wait for me.’


‘I’m sure they’re all right.’





Chapter Eleven


As Lee steered us into the shadows of the dirt road, she said, ‘If I’d been up on that roof, I would’ve jumped down and run for the woods . . . probably before the show even pulled into sight. A truck like that, it’d make a lot of noise coming through the woods.’


‘The bus, too,’ I added.


‘They must’ve heard the engines in plenty of time to get away.’


‘But what about the dog?’ I asked.


She shook her head. ‘Maybe it was gone by then.’


‘What if it wasn’t?’


‘Might’ve been distracted by the new arrivals.’


‘Yeah, maybe,’ I said, but I pictured Slim and Rusty racing over Janks Field, the yellow dog chasing them and gaining on them and finally leaping onto Slim’s back and burying its teeth in the nape of her neck and taking her down. Rusty looking back over his shoulder . . .


Wrong, I thought. Rusty’s slower than Slim. He would be dragging behind and first to get nailed by the dog.


Unless Slim held back to protect him.


Which she might do.


Probably did do.


So then, though she was the faster of the two, she would’ve been the one to get attacked.


In my mind, I once again pictured Rusty looking over his shoulder. He watches Slim go down beneath the dog, then hesitates, knowing he should run back to help her.


But does he go back?


With Rusty, who knows?


I’m not saying he was a coward. He had guts, all right. I’d seen him do plenty of brave things – even foolhardy things, every so often. But he had a selfish streak that worried me.


Take for example how he snuck off, that morning, to eat his Snickers.


Or what he did last Halloween.


Rusty, Dagny (later to be known as Slim) and I figured Janks Field would be the best of all possible places to visit on the spookiest night of the year. Maybe, as a bonus, we’d get to spy on a satanic orgy, or even (if we really lucked out) a human sacrifice.


But what had seemed like a great idea during the last week or two of October turned suddenly into a bad idea at just after sundown on Halloween. Confronted with walking out to Janks Field in the dark, I think we all realized that the dangers were more real than make-believe.


We’d gathered on the sidewalk in front of Rusty’s house and we were all set to go. We wore dark clothes. We carried flashlights. We were armed with hidden knives – just in case. At supper, I’d told Mom and Dad that I would be going over to Rusty’s to ‘goof around.’


Which was not exactly a lie.


As we left Rusty’s house behind and started walking in the general direction of Route 3, Dagny said, ‘I’ve been thinking.’


‘Hope you didn’t strain nothing,’ Rusty said.


‘Maybe we should do something else tonight.’


‘What do you mean?’ he asked.


‘Not go to Janks Field.’


‘You’re kidding.’


‘No, I mean it.’


‘You wanta chicken out?’


‘It’s not chicken to be smart.’


‘Bwok-bwok-bwok-bwok-bwok.’


‘Hey, cut it out,’ I said.


‘You gonna chicken out, too?’ Rusty asked me.


‘Nobody’s chickening out,’ I said.


‘Glad to hear it. I’d hate to think my two best friends are a couple of yellow-bellied cowards.’


‘Up yours,’ I said.


We kept on walking. Most of the houses in the neighborhood were well lighted and had jack-o’-lanterns glowing on their porches. On both sides of the street, small groups of kids were making the rounds, walking or running from house to house with bags for their goodies. Most of them were dressed up: some in those flimsy plastic store-bought costumes (witches, Huckleberry Hound, Superman, the Devil, and so on); many in home-made outfits (pirates, gypsies, vampires, hobos, princesses, etc.); and a few (who probably lacked imagination, enthusiasm or funds) pretty much wearing their regular clothes along with a mask. Whatever their costumes, many of them laughed and yelled. I heard people knocking on doors, heard doorbells dinging, heard chants of ‘trick or treat!’ We’d done that ourselves until that year. But when you get to be fifteen, trick or treating can seem like kid stuff.


And I guess it is kid stuff compared to a journey to Janks Field.


Walking along, seeing those kids on their quests for candy, I felt very adult and superior – but part of me wished I could be running from house to house the way I used to in my infamous Headless Phantom costume, a rubber-headed axe in one hand and a treat-heavy grocery sack swinging from the other.


Part of me wished we were hiking to anywhere but Janks Field.


Part of me couldn’t wait to get there.


I have a feeling Dagny and Rusty might’ve felt the same way.


Regardless of how any of us felt, however, there was no more talk of quitting. Soon, we left town behind and walked along the dirt shoulder of Route 3. Though we had flashlights, we didn’t use them. The full moon lit the road for us.


Every so often, a car came along and we had to squint and look away from its headlights. Otherwise, we had the old, two-lane highway all to ourselves.


Or so we thought.


When we finally came to the dirt road that would lead us through the woods to Janks Field, Dagny stopped and said, ‘Let’s take five before we start in, okay?’


‘Scared?’ Rusty asked.


‘Hungry.’


That got his attention. ‘Huh?’ he asked.


Dagny reached into a pocket of her jeans, saying, ‘Anybody want some of my Three Musketeers?’


‘Big enough to share with a friend!’ Rusty proclaimed.


‘Sure,’ I said.


I took out my flashlight and shined it for Dagny as she bent over, pressed the candy bar against the thigh of her jeans, and used her pocket knife to cut it straight through the wrapper. Rusty took the first chunk, I took the next, Dagny kept the third.


Before starting to eat, she slipped the knife blade into her mouth to lick and suck it clean.


Rusty and I started to eat our sections of the Three Musketeers.


In the moonlight, Dagny drew the blade slowly out of her tight lips like the wooden stick of an ice-cream bar. Then she said, ‘Somebody’s coming.’


Those are words you don’t want to hear, not on Halloween night at the side of a moonlit road, forest all around you, the town two miles away.


I suddenly lost all interest in the candy.


‘Don’t look,’ Dagny whispered. ‘Just stand still. Pretend everything’s all right.’


‘You’re kidding, right?’ Rusty whispered.


‘You wish.’


Dagny stood motionless, gazing through the space between Rusty and me.


‘Who is it?’ I asked.


She shook her head.


‘How many?’


‘Just one. I think.’


‘What’s he doing?’ Rusty asked.


‘Coming down the road. Walking.’


‘How big is he?’ I asked.


‘Big.’


‘Shit,’ Rusty muttered. Then he popped the last of his Three Musketeers bar into his mouth and chewed loudly, his mouth open, his teeth making wet sucky noises as they thrust into the thick, sticky candy and pulled out.


‘What’ll we do?’ I asked Dagny.


‘See who he is?’ she suggested.


‘Let’s haul ass,’ Rusty said through his mouthful.


‘I don’t know,’ Dagny said. ‘Running off into the woods doesn’t seem like a brilliant plan. If we stay here, at least some cars might come by. Anyway, maybe this guy’s harmless.’


‘Three of us, one of him,’ I pointed out.


Dagny nodded. ‘And we’ve got knives.’


Still chewing, Rusty glanced over his shoulder to see who was coming. Then he turned his head forward and said, ‘Double shit. I don’t know about you guys, but I’m outa here.’ He hustled for the darkness where the forest shrouded the dirt road. Looking back at us, he called, ‘Come on, guys!’


Dagny stayed put.


Therefore, so did I.


‘Come on!’


We didn’t, so Rusty said, ‘Your funerals.’ Then he vanished into the darkness enclosing the dirt road.


‘Great,’ I muttered.


Dagny shrugged in the moonlight. ‘Two of us, one of him.’


I stuffed the remains of my Three Musketeers into a pocket of my jacket, then turned around.


And understood why Rusty had run away.


What I suddenly didn’t understand is how Dagny could’ve remained so calm.


Gliding up the middle of Route 3 was a ghost. A very tall ghost. Actually, a very tall person covered from head to ankles by a white bedsheet. With each stride, a bare foot swept out from under the sheet. But that’s all I could see of the person except for his general shape. On top of his head was a black bowler hat. Around his neck hung a hangman’s noose which served as a weight to hold the sheet in place.


There wasn’t much wind, but the sheet flowed and trembled around the stranger as he walked.


So far, he remained in the middle of the road.


‘Maybe he’ll just walk by,’ I whispered.


‘Who do you think it is?’ Dagny asked.


‘No idea.’


‘Who’s that tall?’


‘Can’t think of anybody.’


‘Me neither.’ Dagny was silent for a moment, then said, ‘He doesn’t seem to be looking at us.’


True. To see us standing at the mouth of the dirt road – several feet beyond the edge of the highway – he would’ve needed to turn his head.


‘Maybe he doesn’t know we’re here,’ I whispered.


We both went silent, side by side, as the sheeted figure glided closer and closer.


It stayed on the center line, face forward.


But I knew its head would turn.


And then it would come for us.


My heart pounded like crazy. My legs were shaking.


Dagny took hold of my hand.


As she squeezed my hand, we looked at each other. Her teeth were bared, but I couldn’t tell whether she was giving me a smile or a grimace.


Turning our heads, we faced the stranger.


He kept walking. And then he was past us.


Dagny loosened her grip on my hand.


I took a deep breath.


The man in the sheet kept walking, kept walking.


We didn’t dare say anything. Nor did we dare look away from him for fear he might turn around and come back toward us.


Soon, he disappeared around a bend.


‘What was that?’ Dagny asked, her voice hushed, though the sheeted man was far beyond hearing range.


‘I don’t know,’ I muttered.


‘Jeezel peezel,’ she said.


‘Yeah.’


We both kept staring down the road.


‘Is he gone?’ Rusty called from somewhere among the trees.


‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘You can come out now.’


Rusty tromped out of the darkness. The moonlight flashed on the blade of the knife in his right hand. ‘What’d you wanta just stand here for?’ he asked, sounding annoyed.


Dagny shrugged. ‘Why run?’ she asked. ‘He didn’t do anything.’


‘I was ready for him,’ Rusty said, raising his knife. ‘Lucky for him he kept going.’


We all turned and stared at where the sheeted man had gone.


I really expected him to reappear, gliding toward us around the curve.


But the road was empty.


‘Let’s get out of here,’ Dagny said.


‘Janks Field?’ asked Rusty. When he saw how we looked at him, he said, ‘Just kidding.’


So we headed north on Route 3, walking back toward town. We walked more quickly than usual. We often looked behind us.


When at last we reached the sanctuary of well-lighted streets, porches with glowing jack-o’-lanterns and houses with bright windows, we slowed to our usual pace. And we didn’t look behind us quite so often.


‘You know what?’ said Rusty. ‘We should’ve gone after him.’


‘Sure,’ said Dagny.


‘No, really. I mean it. Now we’ll never find out who he was. And you know, he must not’ve been following us like we thought, so what was he doing? Where was he going? There isn’t another town for twenty miles in that direction.’


‘Nothing but more forest,’ I added.


Shaking his head, Rusty said, ‘Shit. We should’ve followed him or something.’


‘Sure,’ said Dagny.


‘Wouldn’t you love to know what he was up to?’


‘I don’t think I want to know,’ Dagny said.


The thing about that night is that Rusty got scared and fled.


We could’ve gone with him, of course. It was our choice not to run off and hide. But after he knew that we were staying by the road, he didn’t come back.


He didn’t stick with us.


That’s the point.


Rusty couldn’t be completely trusted to watch out for Slim. In a bad situation, he might save his own hide and let Slim go down.


I never should’ve left them on the roof together.





Chapter Twelve


On our way back to Route 3, Lee drove down the dirt road very slowly. We both scanned the woods in hopes of seeing Slim and Rusty.


Three times, Lee stopped her truck and tooted the horn. I climbed out and called their names. Then we waited. Nobody yelled back. Nobody showed up. So she drove on.


When we reached the two-lane highway, I said, ‘Maybe you’d better let me out.’


She shook her head, but she didn’t drive on. Most adults would’ve just stepped on the gas and whisked me off, but not Lee. ‘I don’t think they’re in the woods,’ she said. ‘By now, they’re probably long gone.’ She put her hand on my leg. ‘Did you tell them where you’d be going?’


Blushing a little because of her hand, I said, ‘Not really. Just that I wanted to get a car and come back for them.’


She patted my leg. ‘You know what? I bet they’re looking for you. They probably headed straight for town . . .’


‘But we would’ve passed them.’


‘A lot of ways we could’ve missed them. Depends on when they left. And maybe they took short cuts.’


‘Maybe,’ I muttered. I supposed Lee was right about missing them one way or another. It was sure possible. ‘But I’ve got a feeling they’re still out here,’ I told her. ‘I feel like something went wrong, you know? I mean, Slim already had all those cuts. What if she passed out? Or what if the dog attacked them? Or maybe Rusty broke his leg jumping off the shack. Or maybe they were captured by those people who run the vampire show. I thought they were a pretty creepy bunch. No telling what they might do if they caught someone like Slim.’


Lee didn’t smirk or laugh at me. She looked concerned. ‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘Any of that stuff might’ve happened. Or something else, just as bad, that you haven’t thought of.’ A smile crept in. ‘Though I think you’ve covered the bases fairly well.’


I almost smiled, myself.


‘The deal is,’ she continued, ‘they’re probably somewhere in town by now – more than likely at your house, because they’d be needing to let you know what happened and your house would be about the best place to find you.’


Nodding, I said, ‘I guess that’s where they might go if they’re okay.’


‘So let’s look there first.’


‘Okay.’


‘If we don’t find them at your place, we’ll keep looking till we do find them. That sound good to you?’


‘Sounds fine.’


So then she pulled out onto Route 3, turned right, and headed for town. ‘We might even pass them along the way,’ she said.


We didn’t.


The first thing I noticed as we approached my house was the empty driveway. It puzzled me for a moment. Mom should’ve been back from the grocery store. Apparently, she’d had other errands to run.


A lot of errands, I hoped.


With a little luck, maybe she and Dad would never have to find out about any of this.


‘Look who’s here,’ Lee said.


Her words gave me a moment of pure joy, but it faded when I saw Rusty leaning back against an elm tree in the front yard, shirtless, his arms crossed.


No Slim.


Rusty looked carefree, though. He smiled and waved as we pulled up to the curb. On his feet were the sneakers that he’d thrown at the dog. I took that for a good sign.


But why wasn’t Slim with him?


Feeling squirmy inside, I climbed out of the truck. Lee got out, too. As we walked toward Rusty, he asked me, ‘Where you been?’


‘Out to Janks Field,’ I said. ‘Where’s Slim?’


‘She went home.’


‘Is she all right?’


‘Fine. Except for, you know, the cuts.’ He smiled at Lee. ‘Hi, Mrs Thompson.’


‘Hi, Rusty.’


‘So what happened?’ I asked.


‘Nothing much.’


‘You were supposed to wait for me.’


‘Yeah, well. We did. And then we thought we heard you coming . . . a car, you know? You were supposed to come back with a car, so we figured it must be you. Only what came out of the woods was a hearse. Man, I nearly . . .’ With a smile at Lee, he said, ‘It scared the heck out of us. I mean, a hearse? Give me a break. So we figured it wasn’t Dwight coming to the rescue.’ Looking at me, he added, ‘Where would you get a hearse, right?’ To Lee, he said, ‘Then a big black bus came out of the woods, and that’s when we figured it must be the Vampire Show. So we beat it. We jumped down behind the shack and ran into the woods.’ He shrugged his meaty, freckled shoulders. ‘That’s about it. When we got back into town, we split up. Slim went to her place and I came here so I could tell you what’d happened.’


‘What about the dog?’ I asked.


‘Last I saw of that little . . . mutt . . . it was running toward the hearse like a madman, barking its tail off.’


‘So it didn’t chase you guys?’


He shook his head. ‘Nope. We got off scot-free.’


All my worries had been for nothing. That’s usually how it is with worrying. More often than not, we get ourselves all in a sweat over something that might happen, then everything turns out just fine.


‘What about Slim’s cuts?’ I asked. ‘Did they bleed much on the way home?’


‘Nope. They were fine.’


‘They didn’t reopen?’


‘Huh-uh.’


From what he said, I might just as well have stayed on the roof with them. It would’ve saved a lot of wear and tear on my nerves.


‘Where did our shirts end up?’ I asked.


‘Slim has ’em. They’re ruined anyway. She wore ’em home.’


‘Where’d her T-shirt end up?’


‘Still on the ground, I guess. Did you see it when you were there?’


I shook my head. I hadn’t seen Slim’s T-shirt or any sign of the dog or the sneakers . . .


‘Wait,’ I said.


He suddenly looked worried.


‘How’d you get your sneakers back?’ I asked.


‘Huh?’


‘What’d you do, run halfway across Janks Field when the hearse and bus were already there and . . .?’


‘Heck no. We jumped off the back of the shack.’


‘Then how’d you get your shoes?’


‘My shoes?’ He looked down at his sneakered feet. ‘Oh!’ He gave out a laugh and shook his head as if relieved. ‘You thought I threw my shoes at the dog!’


‘I saw you throw them.’


‘Not my shoes. Those were Slim’s.’


‘Slim’s shoes?’


‘Sure.’


‘Jeez, man. Why didn’t you throw your own?’


‘It was her idea.’


‘Real nice.’


‘Don’t blame me, she tossed me hers and told me to throw ’em, so I did.’


‘So then she had to go through the woods and all the way home barefoot?’


‘No big deal. She was fine. Anyway, I offered her mine but she wouldn’t take ’em.’


‘Not that they’d fit her anyway,’ I said, a little annoyed.


I had sure misjudged Rusty, giving him credit for what turned out to be mostly Slim’s doing.


At least Rusty had done the throwing.


‘Well,’ said Lee, ‘glad you both made it out of there all right. We had our doubts.’


‘We got out fine,’ Rusty said, smiling and bobbing his head. ‘In fact,’ he added, ‘Slim’s coming over here as soon as she’s gotten herself all bandaged and cleaned up.’


‘Good deal,’ said Lee. Then she turned to me. ‘I think I’ll head on home, now. When Slim gets here, why don’t the three of you talk things over and decide what to do about tonight?’


Rusty raised his eyebrows.


‘Lee got us tickets for the show,’ I explained.


‘No shit?’ he blurted. Then he quickly added, ‘Excuse me, Mrs Thompson.’


‘No problem, Rusty.’


‘Just slipped out.’


‘Tickets for all of us,’ I explained.


‘Oh, man, this is too cool.’


‘I’ll hang on to the tickets,’ Lee said, ‘drive us out there tonight.’


‘Oh, wow . . .’


‘But you’ll have to work things out, yourselves, with your parents. Handle them however you want. I won’t tell on you, but I don’t want to have a hand in any deceptions you decide to use.’


‘We’ll figure something,’ I said.


‘If we’re going,’ Lee said, ‘we should probably leave from my place by about ten-thirty. We’ll want to get there early enough to beat the crowd – if there is a crowd. And find ourselves a parking place.’


‘That’ll be great,’ I said. ‘Your house by ten-thirty.’


‘And you’re welcome to come over earlier. Always better not to wait till the last moment.’


‘We’ll come over as early as we can make it,’ I told her.


Then she nodded, said, ‘See you later then,’ and headed for her truck.


Rusty and I watched her drive away.


‘Your brother,’ he said, ‘is one lucky son of a bitch.’


‘You’re telling me.’


‘Shit. What I wouldn’t give . . .’ He shook his head and sighed.


‘Well, we’re the ones going to the Vampire Show with her.’


‘Yeah! Fantastic! She got four tickets?’


‘Bought ’em,’ I said. ‘They cost her forty bucks.’


‘She forked over forty bucks?’


‘Well, not cash. She used a check.’


‘Do we have to pay her back?’


‘She didn’t say anything about it. I think she’s treating us.’


‘Wow!’


‘It didn’t even matter that we’re underage. The guy knew it, but he didn’t care. Julian? He’s the owner. He’s the one we talked to when we went looking for you guys. He sort of warned Lee that it’s an adults-only show . . .’


‘What’d he say?’


‘He said the show can be real gory. And clothes get ripped off.’


‘Holy shit!’


‘Yeah. But Lee didn’t seem to mind. She said she wanted the tickets anyway, so the guy went ahead and sold them to her. But only on the condition that she goes to the show with us. We can’t, like, go without her.’


‘Ah. I bet he’s got the hots for her.’


‘You know what else? If we stick around after the show, he’ll introduce us to Valeria.’


Rusty moaned almost as if in pain. ‘We get to meet her face to face?’


‘If Julian keeps his word.’


‘Ohhhhh, man. This is gonna be some night, huh?’


‘I’ll say,’ I said. ‘If we can go.’


‘We’re going. Man, we’re going – I don’t care what.’


‘Maybe I can finish mowing the lawn before Slim gets here.’





Chapter Thirteen


Rusty sat on the porch stairs of my house and watched me finish mowing the front lawn. Then he stood around while I did the back yard and both sides. I was sweaty and out of breath by the time I’d finished. He came with me when I put the mower away in the garage.


Just as we were leaving the garage, Mom drove up. She parked in the driveway and climbed out of her car. She was dressed in her tennis whites – a good clue as to where she’d been.


‘I was afraid you’d given up on the yard,’ she said.


‘No. I just took a little break.’


‘Hello, Russell.’


‘Hi, Mrs Thompson.’


‘How’s everything?’ she asked him.


‘Just fine, thank you.’


After a quick glance around, she asked us, ‘Where’s d’Artagnan?’


She could only mean Slim.


‘On her way over,’ I said, though I was starting to wonder why she hadn’t shown up yet.


‘She had to stop by her house,’ Rusty explained.


To deflect a possible interrogation, I asked Mom, ‘How was the tennis?’


She beamed. ‘I trounced Lucy.’


‘Good going,’ Rusty said.


‘Shouldn’t you have let her win?’ I asked.


I asked that because Lucy Armstrong was the principal of Grandville High – where Mom taught English and where Rusty, Slim and I were students.


‘She wins often enough with no help from me. It’s high time I got the upper hand. I beat her in two straight sets and she had to pay for our lunch. Just wasn’t her day, I guess.’ Mom looked us over for a moment, then said, ‘Have you fellows had lunch yet?’


‘Not yet,’ I said.


‘Well, why don’t you come inside the house and I’ll make you some sandwiches?’


She trotted up the porch stairs ahead of us, her tiny white skirt flouncing. I guess she was in pretty good shape for a person her age, but personally I wished her skirt could’ve been a little longer – like maybe long enough to cover her underwear?


Not that Rusty seemed to mind the view.


Inside the house, I said, ‘If you’d rather do something else, I can go ahead and make our sandwiches. No problem.’


‘Sounds good. Any time I can get out of making a meal . . .’ She smiled. ‘I’ll just go ahead and take my bath.’


Did she have to say that in front of Rusty? He was probably already imagining her in the tub. That’s the kind of guy he was. I know, because that’s also the kind of guy I was. Except not about my own mother. Not about Rusty’s mother, either; you wouldn’t want to imagine her naked. But Slim’s mom was another matter. She looked a lot like Slim, only taller and curvier. Whenever she was around, I had a hard time taking my eyes off her. Slim noticed, too, and seemed to think it was funny.


Rusty watched my mother climb the stairs. If she’d been Slim’s mom in a tiny skirt like that, I would’ve been doing the same thing, so I tried not to let it annoy me.


‘We might take a walk into town or something after we eat,’ I called up the stairs.


She stopped climbing, turned with one foot on the next stair, and looked down at me. I bet Rusty liked that view.


‘So if we’re not here . . .’ I said, and shrugged.


‘Just be back in time for supper.’


‘What’re we having?’ I asked.


‘Hamburgers on the grill.’ Smiling, she added, ‘There’ll be enough for your friends if they’d like to join us.’


‘That might be neat,’ I said.


Rusty, looking embarrassed, shrugged and said, ‘Thank you. I’ll have to check with my folks, though.’


‘We can go over to your place and ask,’ I threw in.


‘Good idea,’ Rusty said.


‘I’ll just go ahead and count on the three of you for burgers,’ Mom said. ‘If somebody doesn’t show up, more for the rest of us.’


‘Great,’ I said.


‘Thank you, Mrs Thompson,’ Rusty said.


Around adults, he was always excessively polite. Not unlike Eddie Haskell on Leave it to Beaver, even though he looked more like a teenaged, overweight version of the Beave.
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