
[image: The Twisted Ones cover]


        
            
                Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

                Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.

            

            
            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

            
               Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.

            

        
    




WHY DID THEY KILL?

These were nice kids, model kids. They didn’t wear leather jackets and roam the streets in “wolf packs”; they didn’t steal and mug for dope. For kids, they were well mannered and quiet. They were attractive and nicely dressed. You’d have welcomed them as next-door neighbors.



Yet …

   one raped

      one murdered

      one killed by fire

What got into them? What dark thoughts tormented them when they were alone at night?
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PART ONE





Chapter One

BROCK BROWN



It was perfect. They were both watching him. Dr. Mannerheim from the window of his classroom on the third floor, and Carrie Bates from the rear of the school parking lot. Brock could see her out of the corner of his eye as he turned his key in the ignition. She was leaning against Derby Wylie’s old Ford. She was laughing too loudly, with her shining black hair spilling to her shoulders, and the front of her shaking under one of those long, heavy-knit sweaters all the girls at High wore this year. Brock pressed in his radio “On” button and waited for it to warm up. He did not look up at the window where Mannerheim stood smoking his pipe, but he could feel Mannerheim’s eyes on him. Okay, head-shrinker, he thought, make something out of this scene.

One of the boys was giving Carrie a light. To the right of the group assembled there, a couple was doing the fish. She began singing—not words but “Oooh, ew, ew, beedely ah dop ew,” coming on that way, and clapping her hands in rhythm. Moving like she did. Supposed to be sexy or something.

When his radio was tuned in, Brock turned it way up. “Send Me Crazy,” blared. Brock waited a second. He could see the shadow of Mannerheim’s figure above him, without looking up at him, and he knew Carrie was only pretending to ignore him. She was snapping her fingers now and Derby Wylie was shouting “Go” with her beat.

Then Brock stepped on the gas pedal and pressed the horn. He backed out so fast that his wheels squealed when he stopped to shift, and when he went forward, the gravel spun and nicked the fenders of his Chevy. A cloud of smoke poured from his exhaust, and he went down the drive like hell. He looked in the rear view mirror. He could see the figure of Mannerheim vaguely, but he would have to adjust it to see her. He was too cool to play it that dumb, to let either one of them see him fixing the mirror, so he just drove on, imagining the picture they both got of him leaving school that afternoon. Sunglasses. Top down. Music playing. Going like crazy … Brock Brown, boy cat, all shook up.

He was a tall boy with a good build, and a better wardrobe than most guys in the junior class at Sykes High, thanks to his stepmother. He had a handsome face with big dark eyes that were both quiet and wild in their expression. His hair was black and thick, and he liked to wear it cropped close on top, with slight sideburns to the tips of his ears. He dressed meticulously, with a rigid sense of style that he had formulated over the years. Dark against light—that was the core of it; never more than two colors at a time, even in his socks. Today he had on a navy blue flannel shirt and navy trousers, with a white belt, a white nylon zipper-jacket, white wool socks, and white shoes with white rubber heels. It had not been easy to find the shoes. Most of the doeskins had red rubber heels. Brock had searched and searched, and finally he had convinced his stepmother to drive him to Syracuse, twenty-six miles away, and there he had found the kind he wanted.

Brock had not made a fraternity. Carrie Bates was in a sorority; in fact, she was president of the Tri Gams. That was one of the reasons it was hard for him to come on with her. She was always on—with anyone. Every time Brock saw her, Carrie was walking with some guy, grinning up at him with her eyes sparkling; or standing by his locker, touching his sweater with her fingers, or touching his wrist, or a book he was carrying. She had very long nails that tapered to a point, and were always painted the color of blood. Afternoons at Murray’s Luncheonette, where the crowd hung out, the table where Carrie always sat—the one right up front by the jukebox—was always surrounded. It was like she held court there or something, Brock decided. Maybe he really hated her. Maybe he couldn’t stand her or something.

He was torn between two impulses as he drove away from Sykes High on Grant Avenue. One was to head toward Murray’s. The other to go on home. He knew that if he went to Murray’s, he’d only sit up at the fountain by himself nursing a coke and smoking a cigarette, pretending he wasn’t interested in one damn thing going on in the crummy place. After awhile she’d come in with Derby Wylie and the others, and the minute she did, he’d make a point of crushing out his cigarette very emphatically, tossing a dime on the counter, and striding out past her without so much as a glance at her. That was one way of handling it….

Another way was to wait until she sat down at the table. Then he’d get off the stool, walk over to the jukebox, and play H-9. It was classical—the only one on the whole goddam machine that was, and that ought to tell her something about what he thought of her. She was all rock ‘n’ roll and do the fish and come on with anyone in pants, and that ought to shake her up. Then he’d walk back to the counter, take a swallow of coke until he caught her eye, and just when he did, he’d let his mouth tip in a vague, sardonic grin, pull up the collar on his white nylon zipper-jacket, and exit—bang, crazy!

Why the hell hadn’t he tuned in on something classical before he’d cut out back at the school parking lot! Why hadn’t he thought of that? There ought to be something high class on the goddam radio. He began to push the buttons in to try and find something. When he couldn’t, he turned the car radio down, and slowed up. He decided on the lazier impulse—to go on home.


• • •


Dr. Mannerheim was a smart cat. Brock wondered what Mannerheim thought of him. Brock was flunking his course, but hell, he knew the stuff! He knew what Mannerheim was driving at. Psychology was very damn fascinating, but learning it for Brock was like trying to remember a name, or a familiar face, or something that had happened a long time ago. It was there, but Brock couldn’t get at it. It was like trying to remember last night’s dream. There was that peculiar sensation that you’d participated in something, felt something, said and listened to something, but what was it? It was crazy and evasive, that’s all.

The whole hour Brock sat in Mannerheim’s class, he had the feeling that in just a second the goddam clouds would part, and he’d see everything as clearly as day, and then he’d know—know everything Mannerheim was trying to get across; but it never quite happened. Why was that?

Sometimes Brock had the idea that Mannerheim was talking only to Brock during the hour; that Mannerheim was trying his best to get something across to Brock. Whenever that happened, Brock would smile and nod, or purse his lips and frown solemnly, as though the message was clear and he understood it. To impress Mannerheim, Brock often checked out very pedantic books on psychology from the school library. After class he’d take one of them up to Mannerheim’s desk and point to a sentence.

“I wonder if you could clarify this, sir,” he would say.

He was very careful to say “sir,” and to be sure his hands were scrubbed clean. They were rarely dirty, but on days when he would do this, he would scrub them until they were red just before his psych hour.

Once Mannerheim said to Brock, “I didn’t know you were so interested in psychology.”

“Yes, sir, I am,” said Brock.

“Don’t you think you ought to master the assigned textbook before you do outside reading?” Mannerheim said.

That had really cut.

Brock wouldn’t look at Mannerheim for about five days after that. Then he forgave him. He didn’t exactly forgive him. He simply decided Mannerheim was right. If Mannerheim didn’t know how to spot a phony by now, what kind of a head-shrinker was he, for Christ’s sake? The experience made Brock respect Mannerheim more.

One day Brock would have a talk with Dr. Mannerheim. He’d like to get his opinion on a few things. Not bad things he’d ever done; he’d really never done bad things. His attitude toward Carrie Bates was proof of that, wasn’t it? He didn’t give two cents for any of that crowd, or whatever the hell they did on their goddam dates, and he could just imagine. Brock was more mature. He’d like to get Mannerheim’s opinions on some psychological questions that had nothing to do with sex.


• • •


It was almost hot, for a day in early May, in upstate New York. Brock played with the idea of pulling over and slipping off his jacket. A lot of guys would have tried to take off their jacket while they were driving and maybe killed someone in the deal. But Brock wasn’t that kind. He hated to think of anyone being hurt. Sometimes when he read those books about what the Nazis had done to Jewish women during the war, he actually felt like bawling. He was never able to get the tears out, and it was terrible—like being constipated or something. After he read one of those books he’d rip and pull at it in blind rage, and then he’d pray. Not for anything. He would say long prayers of thanks. Thanks for his car, his eyesight, his clothes, his hearing—thanks for everything.


• • •


Brock drove along debating whether or not to succumb to the heat and remove his jacket. Who the hell would see him between here and home that he cared about? Besides, his car was white, and he’d still look good wearing the navy blue shirt against the car’s colors. But the collar of the shirt did not stand up the way his jacket collar did…. He decided he could bear the heat.

Maybe on his way home, he’d drive past the Bates place. He knew Carrie’s mother to speak to, because he’d had a paper route when he was a kid, and Friday nights when he collected, Mrs. Bates always paid him personally. He had an idea she rather liked him. He had an idea that she felt sorry about his mother dying. Mrs. Bates and his mother had been friends, as girls, way before his mother had ever married Robert Brown. “Brock” was his mother’s maiden name. One thing he could always remember was his mother saying, “You’re a Brock, son. Don’t ever forget that. The Browns weren’t anything, but the Brocks were The Ones in Sykes.”

Brock always believed that Mrs. Bates thought of him as one of The Ones, and he usually tried to behave humbly before her, as though he was aware of it but not in any way conceited.

He imagined that if he drove by the Bates’, and Mrs. Bates saw him, and they were to wave at one another, no doubt she’d say to Carrie that night: “Brock Brown drove by this afternoon. He’s such a nice boy.”

That ought to show Carrie Bates.

Brock glanced at his watch, whipping his arm up smartly to do it—a quick flip of the wrist like that, and then back on the wheel. He gunned the car a little, as though he had noticed it was very late for some appointment he had, and he must hurry. He looked in the rear view mirror, but actually there was no one around to see him that he cared about. He felt suddenly depressed and sleepy.

He wasn’t late for anywhere, but it was three forty-five. If he went directly home, instead of going by the Bates’, his father could have the car to go to work. It was Brock’s car, but he liked to lend it to his dad. He had a piece of tarpaulin in the back, so that his father didn’t get grease on the slipcovers. He felt sorry for his father sometimes. He wasn’t embarrassed by him or anything like that. Hadn’t he stopped in at the garage time and time again and called out: “Hi, dad!” for anyone to see? It was just that it was too bad that happened to be what his father did. He ran a goddam garage, that’s all, and a man who did that always looked dirty.

His father was a great guy, and Brock was even glad that he’d married Clara. Clara couldn’t help the way she was. Sometimes, though, Brock wished she would act her age. Sure, she was younger than his dad, but she was twenty-seven, for Christ’s sake, and Brock wished she’d cut out all the lovey-dovey stuff. Poise was what Clara lacked. Mrs. Bates had it, and Brock’s mother had had it, but Clara came on like she thought she was Marilyn Monroe sometimes. There was another thing about Clara Brock didn’t like. If he didn’t have such a good grip on himself, Clara could sure screw him up, pow! whamo!—in no time. He knew she only did it because she thought he needed self-confidence—he knew that much about psychology—but if he hadn’t known that, he might have gotten all sorts of crazy ideas from Clara. Only last night, for example; last night right smack in the middle of the Ed Sullivan Show.

“Brock?”

“What, Clara?”

“Are you going to the prom?”

“I don’t know, Clara.”

“Why don’t you ask Carrie Bates to the prom?”

“Are you crazy?”

“You’re always talking about her. Why don’t you ask her to the prom?”

“Do you know anything at all about Carrie Bates, Clara? Anything at all?”

“I’ve seen her. She’s very pretty.”

“Oh sure, pretty. Pretty. But do you know anything about her?”

“What do I need to know about her?”

“Do you realize you could get me in a whole big crazy pack of trouble if I didn’t know right from wrong, Clara?”

“What are you talking about, Brock?”

“I’m talking about Carrie Bates.”

“Go on.”

“Well, nothing. Nothing. Except she’s fast. Whizz! Bang!”

“Brock!” Clara laughed. “Are you afraid to ask her? Afraid she’ll turn you down?”

“Now listen, Clara, I’m telling you she’s fast! She’s fast! F-A-S-T! Do I have to spell it out for you?”

“All right, Brock. All right.”

“You just better get the facts, Clara, before you make a suggestion like that.”

“Okay, Brock. Okay.”

“I mean, Jay-Zeus, Clara, you just better know what you’re talking about.”

“Okay, honey, forget it. It was just a suggestion.”

“Some suggestion!”

“Brock?”

“Huh?”

“Do you know you’re beautiful?”

“Clare-ra!”

“I mean it, Brock. You can have anything or anyone you want in this world. Look! You belong in the movies!”

“I know. Brock Hudson, boy movie star.”

“You mustn’t tear yourself down all the time.”

“What do you want from me, Clara? I’m trying to watch Ed Sullivan, and you come on this way.”

“I just want you to be happy, Brock.”

“So? I’m happy.”

“You ought to go out more. Make friends, that’s all, Brock. You’re a very attractive young man. Remember that.”

“You remind me from time to time, Clara. Promise?”

Brock Brown had never had a date with any girl. Last year when the new English teacher had asked all the students to write a short biography at the beginning of the Fall term, Brock had started his with the sentence: “At fifteen, I, Brock Brown, boy cat and all shook up, have had no sexual experience.”

His father and Clara had been summoned to the principal’s office and confronted with the essay. He would never have known about it if his father had not taken him aside one night and said: “Look, son, about that composition you wrote at school. Go easy, fellow. Sex is a four-letter word in Sykes.”

“I was being funny, dad.”

“I know you were.”

“Besides, it’s true, dad. I mean, I was being funny, but it also happens to be true. Plenty of guys my age can’t say the same.”

“All right, Brock, but Clara’s worried. She thinks you might have sex on the mind. Do you, son?”

“Oh, crazy! Clara’s some cat to talk!”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I’m not the one with sex on the brain, dad. That’s all.”

“And Clara?”

“Nothing, nothing, nothing. The whole thing’s a big wild joke, for the love of Pete! If I’d thought there was going to be this much stink about it—”

“All right, son. We’ll just forget it. But don’t tell Clara I mentioned this to you.”

His stepmother’s reaction to the affair was to buy Brock a new sport jacket and to say, “You’re the most attractive young man in Sykes, Brock.”

“Thank you, Clara.”

“Don’t you worry.”

“Worry?”

“You’re all right, Brock—in every way.”


• • •


Brock lived in a yellow stucco house on Marvin Avenue, right off East Genesee. It was a nice neighborhood. Sykes, New York, was funny that way. There really wasn’t such a thing as a bad neighborhood. Of course, there were those few tenement houses down on Clancy Street by the dam, where the Negro people lived, but over-all, no matter where you lived in Sykes, there were people of all kinds on your street. Even on Marvin Avenue there were Jews. The Rubins on the corner. Mrs. Rubin was a small, thin, flaxen-haired woman with a good shape and a rather flashy way about her. Sometimes in the summer she hung around the yard in shorts and a halter, and whenever Brock went by in the car and saw her like that, he always said a special prayer of thanks that no goddam Nazi had ever gotten his filthy hands on Mrs. Rubin, and made her get naked, and done cruel things to her. He didn’t even know Mrs. Rubin, but he felt very deeply about that. Why couldn’t men stop being so goddam violent in the world? Why!

Pulling up to the curb in front of his house, Brock was pleased that he had decided to come here, instead of chasing off to Murray’s. His father deserved the car. His poor, unhappy father. Working in a garage the way he did; having his wife die on him; and then winding up with Clara, and her lovey-dovey act. It was sad. Really sad. Brock put out his cigarette in the ashtray on the dashboard, and sighed with a melancholy air.

But in the home to which Brock was returning, there was no consciousness of anything sad or melancholy. Mr. Robert Brown, at the age of forty-two had never felt happier or more successful in his life. In another year, he would own the Blue Star Garage. He was making enough to keep his new wife happy and eventually to send his son through college. His marriage to Edith Brock had been a dismal failure, and sometimes it seemed as though God himself had intervened in favor of Robert Brown and taken Edith to the grave, where at last she would rest in peace. Edith had been everything Clara wasn’t—cold, puritanical, superior, never able to forget her family had money once; a hateful, sharp-tongued termagant who treated her own son as the intruder she felt he was. Robert Brown was glad Brock couldn’t remember his mother well. She had died when he was seven, and Robert Brown decided it was one of life’s ironies that Edith’s life had been lost in childbirth, a birth she did not want to give and didn’t give, but took the unwanted boy to the grave with her this time.

Brock Brown’s father was the best mechanic in Kantogee County, never mind Sykes, and Clara was a woman who made a man glad just to be alive. He—unhappy? Coming from anyone, the idea would have floored him.

Coming from Brock, it would have shocked him. When Edith was alive, Robert Brown’s main concern had been Brock’s welfare. Edith did not have it in her to love the boy, nor even to feign some semblance of affection or approval where Brock was concerned. She could barely stand to lift him up and hold him in her arms when he was a baby, nor to change him—particularly to change him. She hated him to “soil”—her word—and after he learned to walk, whenever he dirtied himself, Edith could not control her temper.

“You like dirt,” she would shout at Robert Brown, “you wallow in it! But I detest it!”

Robert Brown was no match for Edith Brock. He had none of her polish, nor any education beyond high school. After her father drank away the Brock fortune, Edith at thirty-two was a left-over spinster, working at the bank, and periodically driving in to the Blue Star Garage for repairs on her Studebaker. Robert Brown, age twenty-six, was a shy, impressionable young man who never dreamed how desperate Edith Brock was, nor how susceptible to pity he was. He married her feeling sorry for her, and she married him feeling exactly as he did.

Fate, God, Chance—whatever it was that had abruptly terminated their marriage, Robert Brown owed his happiness to it. He waited one year, a proper amount of time, and then he began to drop into Crowell’s Department Store, where Clara Lewis worked. She was fifteen years younger than he was, and she was a war widow. The competition was manifest, but Robert Brown persisted. Five years from the time he first took her to a drive-in movie, Clara married him.

Brock’s father never thought he was doing anything but the right thing. He knew it was the right thing. Clara was young enough to understand a growing boy, and old enough to enter a second marriage with a mature woman’s desire to work at making it a success. To work at it? Robert Brown laughed when he thought of that word. He might have had to work at any marriage with Edith, but Clara and he were naturals. It was more like play. It was the best thing that had ever happened to him, next to having Brock.

His wife’s feelings paralleled his own. Clara loved Robert Brown so much she wanted to cry sometimes at how perfect it was between them. She loved Brock too, and he made her want to cry as well, but not out of happiness—more out of frustration. That kid was such a swell kid—so darn good-looking and nice, and he didn’t seem to realize it. You could tell him until you were blue in the face, but it simply didn’t register. What do you do for a kid like that? Clara had bought him clothes, got Bob to buy him a used car, and even tried to talk him into dating girls, but nothing seemed to help. Brock was Brock—that was the only way to look at it. Oh, he was sarcastic sometimes; sometimes he was a little cocky, but Clara never minded that. In a way it reminded her of Alan—what she could remember of Alan. They’d only been married a short time before he’d been shipped over, and then killed, but there was a lot of Alan in Brock. Remember how Alan used to love nice clothes too? Clara would pick out ties and socks for him, the way she did for Brock. Yes, Alan was a real clothes horse. Sharp, he used to say. That’s a sharp tie. That’s a sharp suit. That was the word. Times changed. Brock always said “crazy” or “smooth”. He was the cool one, all right. Aw, poor Brock. If she could only help him. Not be his mother, or anything dumb like that. She was only twelve years older than he was. But help him. That was what she wanted to do—help Brock.


• • •


Neither Clara Brown nor Robert saw Brock pull up in front of the house that afternoon. He usually went to Murray’s after school, or drove around for awhile before he came home. It was unusual for Brock to arrive as early as ten minutes to four. Robert Brown was due at the garage at four. His night man was sick this week, and Brock’s father was taking his shift.

He had pulled Clara down beside him on the sofa in the living room. She was kissing him while he smoked a last cigarette before he started for the bus, and he was pretending he wasn’t in the least affected by what she was doing.

“What are you going to do tonight while I’m gone?” said he.

“Watch television.”

“That all?”

“Miss you.”

“Somebody’s licking my ear,” he said. “Did you let a cat into the place?”

“I don’t know who could be licking your ear. Who’d want to lick your ear?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “Who’d want to do this to you?”

“Rob-bert Brown!”

“Do you know anyone who would?”

“Now, you just stop that?”

“What?”

“That! Feels too good.”

“Don’t go getting hot on me now.”

“You’re asking for it.”

“You getting hot on me?”

“Am I ever!”

“Maybe I’ll catch the four-thirty.”

“Maybe.”

“Well, what do you think?”

“I love the smell of your clothes, Bob! Oh God, I love the smell of your clothes.”

“Baby, I can get the four-thirty just as easy.”

Brock had been standing in the hallway for the last two minutes. He had looked around the corner and seen Clara lying on top of his father. Seen her wiggling that way, and seen his father’s hand up under her clothes. He had jumped back, and he stood there rigidly, rubbing his knuckles with the palm of his hand, biting his lip and thinking how nasty they were. His father in his grease-daubed coveralls; his father’s hands so ingrained with filth that even Borax applied with a scrub brush could not make them clean, so that the lines there were black, and there was black under his nails. His father with a slut like Clara, letting her come on that way. Jesus Christ, Jesus Christ, Jesus Christ! How could a guy grow up clean in his own house, keep himself clean around people like this?

Brock tiptoed back out the door, letting the screen close noiselessly, the way he’d come in. He walked toward his car and got in. He sat there. Soon he’d have a headache. He leaned forward and let both elbows rest on the circular chrome that made the horn blast. He let it blast a few seconds. Then he straightened up and got out again. He went down the walk slowly this time, whistling. It was beginning in his head. Always in the same place. The pain was like a bandeau that fit in a line across the top, from one ear to the other. It wasn’t too bad; it wouldn’t be for a while.

He opened the screen door and shouted out, “Hey, cats!”

“Brock?” His father’s voice. From the living room.

He sauntered in, grinning. They were sitting side by side on the couch.

“I brought you the car,” said Brock. “Thought you’d like to take it to work.”

“Thanks, son. That was nice of you.”

Clara said, “Hello, Brock.”

“Hi.”

“Well,” said his father, “there’s no time like the present.” He got up. There was some change, and keys, and a package of cigarettes on the coffee table. Robert Brown stuffed them into the pockets of his coveralls. “Did you have a good day, Brock?”

“Crazy!” said Brock. “Don’t forget the tarpaulin for the front seat, dad.”

“I can take the bus, Brock. I don’t mind it.”

“I want you to have the car,” said Brock. “That’s why I came home.”

His father said, “I appreciate that, son.”

After his father had left, Brock followed Clara out to the kitchen.

“Clara,” he said, “I’m in sort of a jam.”

He could feel the headache getting worse.

“What kind of a jam, dear?”

“I bet a guy ten dollars, and I lost.”

“Not again, Brock!”

“I thought sure I’d win this time.”

“Aw, Brock, you mustn’t gamble. You mustn’t.”

“I know that. I know that now. You won’t tell dad.”

“I never have, have I?”

“The guy’s waiting for me at Murray’s, Clara.”

“I’m not made of money, Brock,” she said, but she laughed, and Brock knew she would give it to him.


• • •


At four-thirty, Brock got off the bus at Houston Street. Houston was a quiet, residential street, but it was near the downtown business section in Sykes, and there were cars lining the sides. His headache was so bad now that every step he took seemed to jar him, making the pain more intense. He knew how to walk along past the cars and look inside without seeming to. He would never do this at night; he wasn’t that sort, not a sneak. Besides, he only had a Junior Operator’s license, and he was not suppose to drive after dark. That was the law.

At the end of Houston, near Stewart Street, he found one. It was a green Mercury. The windows were down, and he saw the key. With a practiced nonchalance, he opened the door. He lit a cigarette before he got in. Way down at the end of the street, two women were headed in his direction. He made no effort to hurry. He settled himself behind the wheel, moving the seat forward, adjusting it to his height. Then he started the motor. His headache was at its peak.

He pulled out of the space carefully. He knew lots of guys who didn’t care how they pulled out; didn’t care whether or not they scraped someone’s fenders or hit some poor jaywalker. Brock wasn’t that thoughtless. He went down Houston slowly and shifted at the stop sign by Stewart.

He drove for a long time. Not fast. About forty. He had the radio on softly, but he didn’t listen to it. He felt his headache and he talked to it.

“You don’t want to hurt me,” he said, “I know that. I understand. Can’t you go yet? Can’t you?”

He was somewhere outside the city limits, up near the lake. There were a lot of back dirt roads in this area, and he picked one out and went on that. “It’s all right,” he said to his headache. “It’s going to be all right.”

He went for miles over the hard dirt, thinking that it hadn’t rained in too long, thinking that he wished it would rain and he could let it rain on his head, how cool it would feel, good.

His headache was beginning to stop. Brock slowed up. He drove the car up into the ditch and cut the motor. He sighed and sat back with his eyes shut. Not for very long—a minute, two. When he opened his eyes, the headache was gone.

From his pocket, Brock took out the ten-dollar bill that Clara had given him. With a rubber band, he attached it to the gear shift. There was no one anywhere in sight out here in the country, but he whispered anyway. He always whispered when he said a prayer.

“Dear God, thank you,” he said, “for my health, for my home, for keeping me strong and clean, for everything you’ve done for me. Thank you and amen.”

Brock got out of the Mercury. He gave the door a gentle pat, as if to say: “You’ll be all right.”

Then he walked down the dirt road in the direction of the highway. He never minded hitching a ride back to town. After all, it was only fair.
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