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CHAIN LETTER





For Ann





Chapter One


Alison Parker saw the letter first. Normally, she wouldn’t have checked on her friend’s mail, but the mailbox was slightly ajar, and she couldn’t help noticing the off-purple envelope addressed to Fran Darey. It was a peculiar letter, taller than it was long, with no return address. Alison wondered if it was a love letter. Whatever it was, whoever had sent it had lousy taste in color. The off-purple envelope reminded her of spoiled meat.


“Do you need help?” Alison called. She was standing on Fran’s porch, holding an assortment of books and bags: enough for three girls’ homework and personal items. Fran Darey and Brenda Paxson were unloading a half-painted set from the back of Alison’s station wagon, trying to maneuver it into the garage with a minimum of damage. The prop was for a play the three of them were involved in at school: You Can’t Take It with You. Fran was in charge of special effects. Brenda had a small, wacky role. Alison was the star.


“Whatever gave you that idea?” Brenda gasped, swiping at her overly long bangs and losing her grip on a portion of their characters’ living room. It hit the concrete driveway at an unfavorable angle, and a strip of wallpaper bent back.


“I took this home to finish it, not destroy it,” Fran complained in her quick, nervous voice. Fran fretted over everything; it was a quality that made her excel at detail work. Brenda professed to be the opposite. She worried only about “things of importance.” Still, on bad days, it was hard to tell the two of them apart. They were always arguing. They were Alison’s best friends.


“I’m coming,” Alison said, setting aside her gear and hurrying down the steps. It was hot and smoggy, not the best of days for heavy labor. Yet Alison didn’t mind the weather. It reminded her of summer—only a few weeks away—and of their quickly approaching graduation. Lately, she had been anxious to finish with high school, to begin her real life. Her game plan called for four years in UCLA’s drama department, followed by forty years starring in Hollywood feature films. Her chances were one in a million, so her parents often said, but she liked a challenge and she loved acting. Besides, when had she ever listened to her parents?


“Grab here,” Brenda said, wanting help with her end.


“No, Ali, come over here,” Fran said.


“Why should she help you?” Brenda asked. “This is your project. I’m just a volunteer. I’m not even getting union scale.”


“But you’re stronger than me,” Fran said, straining.


“I’ll get in the middle,” Alison said, her usual position when the three of them were together. With a fair quota of groans and curses, they got the makeshift wall into the garage. If the truth be known, and Brenda was quick to point it out, there was absolutely no reason for Fran to have brought the set home. You Can’t Take It with You’s opening night was not for over a month.


Because they entered the empty house through the garage, Fran didn’t immediately check on her mail. Only when they were seated at the kitchen table drinking milk and eating Hostess Twinkies and complaining about how many miserable calories were in each bite did Alison remember the books and bags she had left on the porch. While fetching them, standing just outside the kitchen window, she called to Fran, “Do you want me to bring in your mail?”


“She doesn’t care,” Brenda said. “No one sends real mail these days.”


“Ain’t that the truth,” Fran said. “Sure, Ali.”


Alison waited expectantly while Fran dawdled over the front cover of a Glamour magazine that promised an exciting exclusive on Princess Kate’s tastes in sweaters and an in-depth article by a prominent psychiatrist on why women didn’t trust their husbands. Finally Alison got fed up and, clearing her throat, pointed out the purple envelope to Fran.


“That letter has your name on it,” she said.


“Are you serious?” Brenda asked between mouthfuls of cream and cake. “Who’s it from?”


Fran did not immediately answer, examining the envelope slowly, apparently savoring hopes that would almost inevitably be disappointed when she opened the thing. Not having a boyfriend, not having ever been asked out on a date, Fran had to make the most out of the small pleasures in life. Not that she was ugly. Her clear-skinned oval face and wide generous mouth gave her the foundation for an above-average appearance. Plus her light brown hair had a natural sheen that none of them could duplicate with expensive shampoos and rinses. Yet she was shy and high strung. She was a gifted artist, a B-plus student, but when she got around the guys, she inevitably wound herself into a catatonic cocoon, and couldn’t say a word.


“There’s no return address,” she said finally.


Alison smiled. “It must be a love letter. Why else would someone use snail mail?”


Fran blushed. “Oh, I don’t think so.”


“Open it,” Brenda said.


“I will.” Fran set the letter aside. “Later.”


“Open it now,” Brenda insisted. “I want to see what it says.”


“No.”


“Why not?”


“Brenda, if it’s personal . . . ” Alison began. But Brenda had long arms, excellent reflexes, and—suddenly—the letter in her hand.


“I’ll spare you the trauma,” Brenda told hysterical Fran, casually ripping open the top.


“Give that back to me!” Fran knocked over her chair and tore into Brenda with a ferocity that must have surprised them both. There ensued a brief brawl during which Alison finished her milk and Twinkie. Fran emerged the victor, her short hair a mess and her cheeks pounding with blood but otherwise none the worse for wear.


“I was just trying to be helpful,” Brenda said, fixing her blouse and catching her breath.


Fran straightened her chair and sat down, staring at the envelope. “Well, it’s none of your business.”


“I’m also curious who it’s from,” Alison said casually.


“Are you?” Fran asked meekly. They had grown up together, but for reasons that always eluded Alison, Fran took her opinions seriously and was at pains to please her. Alison didn’t mind the minor hero worship, but she was generally careful not to take advantage of it. So she felt a little guilty at her remark. She knew Fran would open the letter for her.


“Never mind,” she said. “We don’t have time to read letters now. We should start on our biology notes. I have that long drive home.”


Her father had recently changed jobs and they’d had to move. Because graduation was so near, she hadn’t wanted to transfer to another school. It was thirty-five miles of highway to her house, out in the boonies of the San Bernardino Valley. Their house was brand-new, part of a recently developed tract, an oasis of civilization in a desert of dried shrubs. To make their isolation complete, they were the only family to have moved into the tract. Lately, at nighttime, being surrounded by the rows of deserted houses made her nervous. The empty windows seemed like so many eyes, watching her.


“If you really want to read it . . . ” Fran said reluctantly.


“I don’t,” Alison said, opening her textbook. “Let’s study photosynthesis first. I still don’t understand how chlorophyll turns carbon dioxide into oxygen. On page . . . ”


“I can open it,” Fran said.


“Don’t bother. On page . . . ”


“Open the blasted thing and be done with it,” Brenda grumbled, pushing another Twinkie into her mouth. “Why am I eating these things? They’re just going to make me fat.”


“You’ll never be fat,” Alison said.


“Want to bet?”


“So what if you gain weight?” Alison said. “Essie is played better chunky.” Essie was Brenda’s part in the play.


“That’s not what the book says and don’t give me the excuse,” Brenda said, adding, “I wish that I’d gotten the Alice role, then I’d have a reason to stay on my diet.”


Alice was Alison’s part. Alison wondered if there hadn’t been a trace of resentment in Brenda’s last remark. After all, Brenda also wanted to study drama in college, and their school nominated only one person for the Thespian Scholarship program. They both needed the money. As You Can’t Take It with You was the last play of the year, and since Alice was one of the leads, Alison had maneuvered herself into a favorable position to win the scholarship by landing the role. Brenda had tried out for it but had been passed over because she didn’t—in the words of Mr. Hoglan, their drama instructor—have the “right look.”


Alice was supposed to be pretty. Having known Brenda since childhood, Alison found it difficult to judge whether she was more attractive than herself. Certainly Brenda had enviable qualities: a tall lithe figure, bright blond hair and green eyes, sharp features that complemented her sharp wit. Yet Brenda’s strengths were her weaknesses. Her cuteness was typical. She looked like too many other girls.


Fortunately, she had none of Fran’s shyness and guys—particularly Kipp Coughlan—brought out the best in her. Brenda could sing. Brenda could dance. Brenda knew how to dress. Brenda knew how to have a good time. Brenda was doing all right.


If it was difficult to judge Brenda’s appearance, it was impossible to be objective about her own. Her black hair was long, curly and unmanageable—contrasting nicely with her fair complexion. Throughout her freshman and sophomore years, she had worried about her small breasts but since that Victoria’s Secret model had become a big star and the guys had flipped over the curve of her hips—Alison figured she could have doubled for her from the neck down—the concern had diminished. Her face was another story; nobody looked like her. She couldn’t make up her mind whether that was good or bad. Her dark eyes were big and round and she had a wide mouth, but the rest of the ingredients were at odds with each other: a button nose, a firm jaw, a low forehead, thick eyebrows—it was amazing Nature had salvaged a human face out of the collection. Quite often, however, complete strangers would stop her in stores and tell her she was beautiful. Depending on her mood, she would either believe or disbelieve them. Not that she ever felt a compulsion to wear a bag over her head. Plenty of guys asked her out. She supposed she was doing all right, too.


“I may as well open it,” Fran said, as if the idea were her own. Using a butter knife, she neatly sliced through the end opposite where Brenda had torn and pulled out a single crisp pale green page. Brenda waited with a mixture of exasperation and boredom while Fran silently read the letter. Fran was taking her time, apparently rereading. Alison watched her closely. She could not understand what the note could say that could so suddenly drain the last trace of color from Fran’s face.


“Who is it from?” Brenda finally demanded.


Fran did not answer, but slowly set down the letter and stared off into empty space. Alison sat up sharply and grabbed the page. Like the address on the purple envelope, it was neatly typed. With Brenda peering over her shoulder, she read:


My Dear Friend,


You do not know me, but I know you. Since you first breathed in this world, I have watched you. The hopes you have wished, the worries you have feared, the sins you have committed—I know them all. I am The Observer, The Recorder. I am also The Punisher. The time has come for your punishment. Listen closely, the hourglass runs low.


At the bottom of this communication is a list of names. Your name is at the top. What is required of you—at present—is a small token of obedience. After you have performed this small service, you will remove your name from the top of Column I and place it at the bottom of Column II. Then you will make a copy of this communication and mail it to the individual now at the top of Column I. The specifics of the small service you are to perform will be listed in the classified ads of the Times under personals. The individual following you on the list must receive their letter within five days of today.


Feel free to discuss this communication with the others on the list. Like myself, they are your friends and are privy to your sins. Do not discuss this communication with anyone outside this group. If you do, that one very sinful night will be revealed to all.


If you do not perform the small service listed in the paper or if you break the chain of this communication, you will be hurt.


Sincerely,


Your Caretaker
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For a full minute, none of them spoke or moved. Then Brenda reached to tear the letter in two. Alison stopped her.


“But that’s insane!” Brenda protested. She was angry. Fran was shaking. Alison was confused. In a way, they all felt the same.


“Let’s think a minute before we do anything rash,” she said. “If we destroy this letter, what advantage does that give us over the person who sent it?” Alison drummed her knuckles on the table top. “Give me that envelope.” Fran did so. Alison studied the postmark, frowned. “It was mailed locally.”


“Maybe it’s a joke,” Brenda said hopefully. “One of the guys at school, maybe?”


“How could they know about that night?” Fran asked, her voice cracking.


With the mere reference to the incident, the room changed horribly. An invisible choking cloud of fear could have poured through the windows. Brenda bowed her head. Fran closed her eyes. Alison had to fight to fill her lungs. Whenever she remembered back to last summer, she couldn’t breathe. Were this letter and her recent nightmares connected or coincidental? Seven of them had been there that night. The same seven were listed at the bottom of the letter. She had felt the empty windows of the neighboring houses staring at her. Did this Caretaker wait behind one of them?


Alison shook herself. This was not a nightmare. She was awake. She was in control. The hollow, bloodshot eyes and the lifeless, grinning mouth were only memories. They couldn’t reach her here in the present.


“We should have gone to the police.” Fran wept. “I wanted to, and so did Neil.”


“No, you didn’t,” Brenda said. “You didn’t say anything about going to the police.”


“I wanted to, but you guys wouldn’t let me. We killed him. We should have . . . ”


“We didn’t kill anybody!” Brenda exploded. “Don’t you ever say that again. Are you listening to me, Fran? What happened was an accident. For all we know, he was already dead.”


“He wasn’t,” Fran sobbed. “I saw him move. I saw . . . ”


“Shut up!”


“He was making gurgling sounds. That meant . . . ”


“Stop it!”


“Quiet down, both of you,” Alison said, knowing she had to take charge. “Arguing won’t help us. We had this same argument a hundred times last summer. The fact is, none of us knows whether he’s dead or alive. . . . ” She froze, aghast at her slip, at the idea that must have formed deep in her mind the moment she had read the letter. Fran and Brenda were staring at her, waiting for an explanation. She had meant to say: The fact is, none of us knows whether he was dead or alive. Of course, he must be dead now. They had buried him.


“What do you mean?” Fran asked, shredding her palms with her clenched fingernails.


“Nothing,” Alison said.


“You mean that he wrote this letter,” Fran said, nodding to herself. “That’s what you mean, I know. He’s coming back for revenge. He’s going to . . . ”


“Stop it!” Brenda shouted again. “Listen to yourself; you’re babbling like a child. There are no ghosts. There are no vampires. This is nothing but a joke, a sick, sick joke.”


“Then why are you so upset?” Fran snapped back.


“If I am, you made me this way. It’s your fault. And that’s all I’m going to say about this. Alison, give me that letter. I’m throwing it away, and then I’m going home.”


Alison rested her head in her hands, massaging her temples. A few minutes ago, they had been happily gossiping and stuffing their faces. Now they were at each other’s throats and had the dead haunting them. “Would you two do me a favor?” she asked. “Would you both please stop shouting and allow us to discuss this calmly?” She rubbed her eyes. “Boy, have I got a headache.”


“What is there to discuss?” Brenda asked, picking at a Twinkie with nervous fingers. “One of the others, either Joan, Tony or Neil sent this letter as a joke.”


“You didn’t mention Kipp,” Fran said. Kipp was Brenda’s boyfriend. He was also, without question, the smartest person in the school.


Brenda was defensive. “Kipp would never have written something this perverse.”


“Would Neil or Tony have?” Alison asked. Tony was the school quarterback, all-around Mr. Nice Guy, and a fox to boot. She was crazy about him. He hardly knew she was alive. Kipp and Neil were two of his best friends. “Brenda, you know them best.”


“Neil wouldn’t have, that’s for sure,” Fran cut in. She shared Alison’s problem. Fran was crazy about Neil and he hardly knew she was alive. It was a mixed-up world.


Alison had to agree with Fran. Though she had spoken to him only a few times, Neil had impressed her as an extremely thoughtful person. Besides Fran, he had been the only one who had wanted to go to the police last summer.


“Yeah,” Brenda agreed. “Neil doesn’t have this kind of imagination.”


“How about Tony?” Alison asked reluctantly. It would be a shame to learn her latest heartthrob was crazy.


Brenda shook her head. “That guy’s straighter than Steve Garvey. Joan must have sent it. She’s such a jerk.”


As Kipp was the Brain and Tony was the Fox, Joan was the Jerk. Unfortunately, Joan was also the unrivaled school beauty, and she was extremely interested in Tony. And Joan knew that Alison also liked Tony. The two of them hadn’t been getting along lately. Nevertheless, it was Alison’s turn to shake her head.


“Joan’s a cool one, but she’s not stupid,” she said. “She knows full well what would happen if that night became public knowledge. She wouldn’t hint at it aloud, never mind have put it in print.” She drummed her knuckles again. “The only possibility left is that one of the seven of us intentionally or unintentionally leaked some or all of what happened that night to someone else. And that someone else is out to use us.”


“That makes sense,” Brenda admitted. She glared at Fran. “A lot more sense than a vengeful corpse.”


“I didn’t say that!”


“Yes, you did!”


“Shh,” Alison said, her nerves raw. “Do you have a copy of today’s Times, Fran?”


Fran was anxious. “You don’t think they would have what they want me to do in the paper already?”


“I would just as soon look and see than have to think about it,” Alison said. “Do you have the paper?”


“We get it delivered each morning,” Fran stuttered, getting up slowly. “I’ll check in the living room.”


Fran found the paper and Alison found the proper section and a minute later the three of them were staring at a very strange personal ad.


Fran. Replace the mascot’s head on the school gym with a goat’s head. Use black and red paint.


“Who would want to ruin Teddy?” Brenda asked. They had a koala bear for a school mascot, first painted on the basketball gym by Fran, her single claim to fame. Yet, perhaps not surprisingly, she appeared more than willing to sacrifice Teddy to avoid the letter’s promised hurt.


“I’ll have to do it at night,” Fran muttered. “I’ll need a ladder and a strong light. Ali, do you know when the janitors go home?”


“You’re not serious?” Brenda asked. She addressed the ceiling. “She’s serious; the girl’s nuts.”


“But Kipp has to get his letter within five days,” Fran moaned. “That means I have to paint the goat head and move my name and everything by Thursday.” Fran grabbed her hand. “Will you help me, Ali?”


“What kind of nut could have written these things?” Alison wondered aloud. The tone was of a psychotic with delusions of godhood. A genuine madman could be dangerous. Now was the time to go to the police . . . If only that wasn’t out of the question. “What did you say, Fran? Oh, yeah, sure I’ll help you. But not to paint the goat’s head. We need to tell the others. Then we’ll decide what to do. Who knows, one of the others might burst out laughing and admit that it was just a joke after all.”


“I can see it now.” Brenda nodded confidently, pouring another glass of milk and ripping into a packet of Ding Dongs.


“I hope so,” Fran said, dabbing at her eyes with a tissue and blowing her nose.


“So do I,” Alison whispered, picking up the off-purple envelope and the pale green letter. The line: “What is required of you—at present—is a small token of obedience,” bothered her. Painting a goat’s head on their school mascot was no major demand. Some people might even consider it humorous. Perhaps all the demands would be similar. However, when they were all in Column II, the chain would be complete. Then maybe it would start over again, and the “small token of obedience” might no longer be so small.





Chapter Two


Everything looks the same, Kipp,” Tony Hunt said, standing at the window of his second story bedroom, looking west into the late sun. Some kids were playing a game of touch football in the street; their younger brothers and sisters sat on the sideline sidewalks on skateboards and tricycles, cheering for whoever had the ball—a typical tranquil scene in a typical Los Angeles suburb. Yet for Tony it was as though he were looking over a town waiting for the bomb to drop. The houses, trees and kids were the same as before, only seen through dirty glasses. He’d felt this way before, last summer in fact, felt this overwhelming desire to go back in time, to yesterday even, when life had been much simpler. Chances were the chain letter was a joke; nevertheless, it was a joke he’d never laugh over.


“We won’t have such a nice view out the bars of our cell, that’s for sure,” Kipp Coughlan said, sitting on the bed.


“I’m telling my lawyer I won’t settle for a penitentiary without balconies,” Tony said.


“A while back, they used to hang convicts from courthouse balconies.”


Tony turned around, taking in with a glance the plain but tidy room; he was not big on frills, except for his poster of a Sports Illustrated swimsuit model, which hung on the wall at the foot of his bed and which greeted him each morning with an erotic smile. “You know, we’re not being very funny,” he said.


“Really. Has Alison gotten hold of Joan?”


“Not yet. Joan’s away with her parents at Tahoe. She wasn’t at school today. But she should be home soon.”


“She’ll freak when she hears about the letter,” Kipp said.


Tony thought of Joan, her angel face and her vampish temperament, and said, “That’s an understatement.”


“Will Neil be here soon?”


Tony nodded, stepping to a chair opposite his bed, sitting down and resting his bare feet on a walnut case where he stowed his athletic medals and trophies. It drove his mom nuts that he kept the awards locked up where no one could see them; he liked to think it was beneath his dignity to show off. Of course if that were true, why did he collect them at all? When he was honest with himself, he had to admit a good chunk of his self-image was built on his athletic successes. Grant High had won the league title in football last fall, and it had been his passing arm that had been hugely to thank, a fact that was often mentioned but never debated at school. At present, running in the quarter mile and half mile, he was leading the track team to a similar championship. What made him slightly ashamed of his accomplishments, he supposed, was his being a hero in a group he couldn’t relate to. He was a jock but he really didn’t give a damn what NFL team acquired who in the draft. He could never carry on a conversation with his teammates, and he despised their condescending attitude toward nonathletic students. That was one of the reasons he felt comfortable with Kipp and Neil. Neither of them could hike a football, much less score a touchdown.


“Neil called just before you arrived,” Tony said. “He should be here any minute.”


“Does he know that he now has a Caretaker?”


“Yeah. Alison gave him the gist of the letter over the phone.”


Kipp grinned, which was always a curious affair on him. He had a buffoon’s nose and a rabbit’s ears, plus fair hair that had an unfortunate tendency to stick up, all of which at first glance made him look like a clown. But his intense black eyes belied the comparison. Even when he laughed, which was often, he looked like he was thinking. Kipp may not have been a genius, but he was close enough to make no difference. He had a 4.0 average and was going to M.I.T. come fall to study aeronautical engineering. He and Tony hadn’t been friends for long; they had gotten beyond the superficial “Hey, what’s happening?” level only after the incident last summer—nothing like a shared trauma to bring people together. He had the rare wit that could ridicule himself as comfortably as it did others. He loved to talk and, being a prodigious reader, usually knew what he was talking about. Tony was hoping he could shed some light on their dilemma.


“Why didn’t you invite Alison to this discussion?” Kipp asked. “She wanted to come.”


“Did she?”


“Brenda told me she did. And Brenda never lies, usually.”


“Brenda’s your girlfriend,” Tony said. “Why isn’t she here?”


“She says she’s not scared, but I’m not sure I believe her. I didn’t want us to have to have a hysterical female’s opinion to deal with.”


“Alison said Fran was the one who was most upset.”


“You don’t know Fran, she’s always upset. She wouldn’t even give Brenda the original letter for us to study.” Kipp leaned forward and pulled a folded sheet of notebook paper from his back pocket. “Brenda copied it down word-for-word. Do you want to read it?”


“Alison repeated it to me twice on the phone. But let Neil read it. Then destroy it. I don’t want copies of that blasted thing floating all over the place.”


Kipp nodded. “So answer my question: Why not have Alison here?”


Tony shrugged. “At this point, what does she know that we don’t?”


Kipp snorted. “Her liking you is no reason to be afraid of her. Look, you have no excuse to suffer the usual adolescent insecurities over creatures of the opposite sex. You’re built like an ox, have apple pie in your blond hair, and the flag in your blue eyes. You’re as All-American as they make them.”


“How do you know she likes . . . oh, yeah, because Brenda told you and Brenda doesn’t lie.” Tony scratched his All-American head and tried to look bored. Actually, he always felt both elated and annoyed whenever he heard of Alison’s interest in him: elated because he was attracted to her, annoyed because she was fascinated with someone who didn’t exist. She saw only his image, the guy who could throw the perfect spiral to the perfect spot at the perfect time. If she were to get to know the real Tony Hunt—that shallow insecure jerk—she would be in for an awful disappointment. Besides, Neil had a crush on Alison and he never messed with his friends’ girls. Indeed, Neil had asked Alison out a couple of weeks ago. She had turned him down but only because she was busy with drama rehearsals. He would have to get on Neil to try again.


“This is not the time to worry about starting a romance,” Tony added, glancing out the window and seeing Neil Hurly limping—he had a bum knee—his way around the touch football game, his shaggy brown hair bouncing against his old black leather jacket, which he wore no matter what the temperature. Neil was four years out of the back hills of Arkansas and still spoke in such a soft drawl that one could fall asleep listening to him. They had met the first week of their freshman year, sharing adjoining home room lockers. Tony had started the relationship; Neil had been even more shy then than he was now. What had attracted him to the guy had been clear to Tony from the start: Neil’s rare country boy combination of total honesty and natural sensitivity. Usually kids who spoke their minds didn’t give a damn, and those who did care deeply about things inevitably became neurotic and clammed up. Neil was a gem.


“Come right in, the folks are out!” Tony called. Neil waved and disappeared under the edge of the garage. A minute later he was opening the bedroom door.


“Hello Tony, hello Kipp,” he said pleasantly, hesitating in the doorway. On the short side and definitely underweight, with features as soft as his personality, he was not a striking figure. Still, his eyes, a clear warm green, and his smile, innocent and kind, gave him a unique charm. If only he’d get a decent haircut and some new clothes, he would be more popular.


“Pull up a chair,” Tony said, nodding to a stool in the corner. “Kipp, give him Brenda’s copy of the letter.”


“Thank you,” Neil said, taking a seat and accepting the notebook page from Kipp. Tony studied Neil’s face as he read the Caretaker’s orders. Neil was not as bright as Kipp but he had an instinct for people Tony had learned to trust. He was disappointed when Neil did not dismiss the letter with a chuckle.


“Well?” Kipp said, growing impatient.


Neil carefully refolded the paper and handed it back to Kipp. His pale complexion seemed whiter than a couple of minutes ago. “The person who wrote this is seriously disturbed,” he said.


Tony forced a smile. “Come on. It’s a prank, don’t you think?”


“No,” Neil said carefully. “It sounds . . . dangerous.”


Tony took a deep breath, holding it like it was his slipping hope, knowing he would have to let go of both soon. He turned to Kipp. “You’re the scientist. Give us the logical perspective.”


Kipp stood—perhaps for dramatic effect, he loved an audience—and began to pace between the door and the bed. Almost as tall as Tony but thirty pounds lighter and hopelessly uncoordinated, he moved like a giraffe. “I disagree with Neil,” he said. “I think it’s a joke. That’s the simplest explanation and it does away with us having to search for a motive. What probably happened is that one day one of the girls was feeling particularly guilty and blabbed about the accident to a friend, who in turn told God knows who about it. Somewhere along the line, the information got to someone with a kinky sense of humor.”


“Alison was very firm that none of them had spoken about the accident to anyone outside the group,” Tony said. “Unless Joan did, which seems unlikely.”


“Naturally they would deny it,” Kipp said. “Girls can’t be trusted, and here I’m not excluding Brenda.” He paused, leaning against the bookcase, thinking. “Or maybe they blabbed about it accidentally . . . Say Fran was talking to Alison in the library about last summer and they didn’t know they were being overheard.”


“Have either of you ever discussed the accident in public?” Tony asked.


“Are you kidding?” Kipp said.


“I would be afraid to,” Neil said, glancing at the closed door. “I feel bad talking about it now.”


“I know what you mean,” Tony said. “I’m sure the girls feel the same way. I can’t imagine them gossiping about it with even the slightest chance of being overheard.”


“Then let’s return to one of them doing it intentionally,” Kipp said. “That medieval urge to go to Confession could be at work here. One of the girls must have felt they had to unburden themselves on someone unconnected with the deed.”


“I can’t help noticing how you keep blaming the girls,” Tony said. “Do you have one in particular in mind?”


“Fran,” Kipp answered without hesitation. “She’s high-strung; she speaks without thinking. She could have told anybody. I think a couple of us should take her aside and squeeze the truth out of her.”


“But even if she were to admit to telling someone,” Tony said. “That doesn’t mean that someone wrote this letter. Like you said, the information could have passed through several hands.”


“We can only hope it hasn’t gone outside a tiny circle of people,” Kipp said.


“And what if this Caretaker is not joking?” Tony said. “What if he or she really would try to hurt us?”


He had not expected an answer to that question and he didn’t get one. A minute passed in silence, during which Tony had a vivid mental image of the expression on his parents’ faces if the truth were to come out, their shock and disappointment. More than the others, he had been to blame. Certainly a judge would see it that way. He might be sent to jail, and if the family of the man came forth, his parents would probably be saddled with a heavy lawsuit. College would have to be put on the shelf for years, and his record and image would be permanently ruined. Above all else, the incident could not be made public knowledge.


“We’ll question Fran,” Tony said finally. “But we’ll let Brenda and Alison do it, and no one’s going to squeeze her. And I don’t think we should count on a confession. Let’s look at other alternatives. What do you say, Neil?”


Neil appeared momentarily startled by the question, as if he had been lost in his own thoughts and had not been listening to the discussion. He fidgeted on his stool, said hesitantly, “I think the Caretaker might be one of us.”


“You mean that one of us is playing a joke on the rest?” Kipp asked.


“Not necessarily.”


“I don’t understand,” Tony said, not sure he wanted to.


“Someone in the group might be out to hurt someone else in the group,” Neil said. “Or maybe everyone in the group. The Caretaker could be right in front of us.”


“That’s ridiculous,” Kipp snapped. “What would be their motive? They would only be hurting themselves by revealing the incident.”


Neil reached out his hand, indicating he wanted another look at the letter. Kipp was quick to oblige him. Neil read it at least twice more before speaking. “The way this is worded—the paragraph structure and all—the Caretaker seems to be separating the revelation of the accident from the manner in which he would hurt us. He could hurt us without telling a soul about the man.”


“How?” Tony asked.


Neil shrugged. “There’s hundreds of ways to hurt someone if you really want to.”


“But who in our group would have the motive to do so?” Kipp asked, dismissing the possibility with his tone.


Neil gave a wry smile. “A crazy person wouldn’t need a motive.”


“It’s illogical,” Kipp said. “None of us fits the psychological profile. Now I say we—”


“Just a second,” Tony interrupted. “The theory simplifies things in a way. We wouldn’t have to explain how someone else came to learn about the man. Who do you think it could be, Neil?”


“I can’t say.”


Kipp went to speak but changed his mind. There followed another lengthy pause. In many ways, Neil’s suggestion was the most disturbing; it was always worse to be stabbed in the back by a friend. Yet, try as he might, Tony could think of no one in the group who could write such a letter. On the other hand, he scarcely knew Alison and Fran, or for that matter, Joan and Brenda. He needed more information and wondered how he could go about getting it. He also wondered why Kipp was so anxious to dismiss Neil’s suggestion.


The warm orange light slipped off Tony’s face as the sun sunk below the city’s false horizon of smog. In spite of the fact that he was sweating, he shivered. The day would be gone soon and they still had no clear idea what to do about tomorrow.


“Fran is frightened,” he said. “If she doesn’t confess, let’s have her repaint the mascot tomorrow night and then pass the letter on. This will give us a breathing space to find more clues. You don’t mind if the Caretaker comes after you, do you, Kipp?”


“As long as it’s like Neil thinks, that he or she won’t retaliate against me for not doing my duty by spreading the word about last summer.” Kipp took the letter back and reread it closely. “Hmm, yes, it does seem that the phrase, ‘You will be hurt,’ is pointed toward the individual while the other threat is there to keep the group as a whole from seeking outside help.”


“It’s like we’re in a haunted house we can’t leave,” Neil said.


A haunted house we’re afraid to leave, Tony thought. They could end their dilemma this minute by going to the police. But the threat of harm seemed preferable to certain disgrace.


The phone rang. All three of them jumped. Boy, they made lousy heroes. Tony leaned over and picked it up. “Hello?”


“What is this crap about the hourglass and our sins?” Joan demanded in her throaty voice. In spite of the situation, Tony had to smile. Every high school needed a Joan Zuchlensky. She separated the jerks from the phonies from the wimps. She was gorgeously gross; her angelic face let her get away with her crude personality—at least as far as the guys were concerned; she didn’t have many girlfriends. And her coarseness just made her all the more attractive. Her eyes were a darting gray, her lips thick and sexy, her hair a taunting platinum punk-cropped masterpiece. More than anything, she looked nasty, and Tony could attest to the fact that the package could live up to its wrapping. He had gone out with her a few times with the excuse that she was “an interesting person,” but in reality to see if he couldn’t further his sex education. Their last date, they had gotten into some heavy fooling around. If he hadn’t started rehashing in his mind all the sound advice he’d read online, frustrating Joan in the extreme, they would certainly have gone all the way. There was always next time. . . .


“I take it you heard the news,” Tony said.


“Yeah, Brenda told me all about it.” She paused and lowered her voice, and perhaps a trace of anxiety entered her tone. “What are we going to do?”


“Fran will repaint the mascot, then we’re going to see if the ax falls on Kipp.”


“Why don’t we go after the guy?”


“As soon as we figure out who it is, we will.” What they would do with the person if they did find him was a question Joan thankfully didn’t ask.


“As long as that mess in the desert stays secret. You know my old man’s a cop? I swear, he’d have me locked up if he found out.”


“If the truth did come out, we could just deny it,” Tony said. That was not really as simple as it sounded. If they were questioned by the police, their guilt, especially Fran’s and Neil’s, would be easy to read. And the Caretaker might very well know where they had buried the body.


Joan laughed. “And here I was getting so bored with these last few weeks of school! It looks like they’re going to be wild.” She added, “Hey, I’ve got to go. Let’s talk tomorrow at lunch. And let’s get together some other time, huh?”


“Sure.” Lust was not at the forefront of his mind. Whoever had said danger was an aphrodisiac had said so in safe surroundings.


They exchanged good-byes, and Tony turned back to his companions. Kipp was meticulously shredding his copy of the chain letter. Neil was massaging his right leg just beneath the knee. He had injured the leg in P. E. a couple of months back and was supposed to have arthroscopic surgery on the cartilage sometime soon. Neil was having a lot of health problems. He had recently been diagnosed as diabetic. He had to inject himself with insulin daily and had to monitor his diet religiously. He said it was a hassle but no big deal.


“When are you going to get that joint worked on?” Tony asked.


Neil quickly withdrew his hand from the sore area. “My mom and I are still trying to put together the doctor’s fee. We’re almost there.”


Neil’s father had died when Neil was three, and his mother had never remarried. She worked two waitress jobs—lunches at a Denny’s Coffee Shop, dinners at a Hilton restaurant—and Neil put in long hours at a twenty-four-hour gas station. They barely seemed to get by. Tony had a couple of grand in the bank, but knew it would be useless offering it to Neil, who could be unreasonably proud at rimes.


“The way your body’s falling apart, pretty soon we’re going to be measuring you for a box,” Kipp said good-naturedly, though Tony would have preferred if he had kept his mouth shut. Kipp’s sense of humor did not always run the right side of good taste. Sometimes he sounded like . . .


Like someone who could write a weird letter?


Tony knew he had better stop such thoughts before they could get started. If he didn’t, he’d never get to sleep tonight.


“Ain’t that the truth,” Neil agreed, not offended. “I’ve had so much bad luck lately . . . ” His eyes strayed to the remains of the letter. “. . . I sometimes wonder if someone ain’t put a hex on me.”


The opposite of hardheaded Kipp, Neil was superstitious. Kipp often teased him about it, and he had the bad sense to do it now.


“A ghost, maybe, in a tan sports coat?”


“Kipp, for God’s sake!” Tony said, disgusted. The man had been wearing a tan coat.


“It’s possible, I think,” Neil said softly, his eyes dark. “Not the type of ghost you’re talking about, but another kind, I mean.”


Kipp giggled. “What do you mean?”


“Hey, let’s drop this, OK? It’s dumb and it doesn’t help us.” Tony stood and went to the window. The football game had ended and the kids had disappeared. The street was quiet. Soon his parents would come home. He wanted the guys gone before they arrived. It was getting dark.


“I mean, none of us is a doctor,” Neil continued as though he had not heard him. “You read online how someone’s heart stops, their breathing stops, and then, a few hours later, they’re up and walking around. It happens quite a lot, I understand. And sometimes these people talk about the strange things they saw and the strange places they went to while they were dead. Usually, it sounds nice and beautiful. But this one man I read about who tried to commit suicide talked about a place that sounded like hell. It made me sick reading about it. But what I wanted to say was that these people who die and come back sometimes develop powers. Some can heal, while others can read minds and transmit thoughts. It’s supposed to depend on how they died, whether they were scared or not.”


Could there be a death worse than premature burial? Tony asked himself. Edgar Allan Poe had spent a lifetime obsessed with the idea, and he had been a devotee of horror. It was obvious that this is what Neil was driving at.


And the grave they had dug had been shallow.


Shallow enough to escape from? Maybe . . .


Dead dammit!


He simply could not allow these paranoid possibilities a chance to start to fester. They had checked and rechecked: No pulse, no breathing, no pupil response, no nothing. Dead, absolutely no question.


“And what else have you learned reading The National Enquirer?” Kipp asked sarcastically.


Neil did not answer, hanging his head toward the floor. Tony crossed the room, put his hand on his shoulder. Neil looked up, his green eyes bright.


“The person who sent this letter is alive,” Tony said firmly. “It might even be, like you suggested, someone in the group. But it’s certainly not a psychic zombie who can give us diabetes from a distance or force us to turn ourselves in against our will.”


Neil smiled faintly, nodded. “Sure, Tony. I’m just sort of scared, you know?”


Tony squeezed his arm. “You’re no different from the rest of us. No different from even Kipp here, though he would be the last to admit it.”


“Judges and juries frighten me more than witches and werewolves,” Kipp muttered.


On that pragmatic note, the discussion came to an end. Tony walked them both to the front door and told them that as long as they stuck together they’d be all right. It sounded like a decent send-off remark.


He had been worried about getting to sleep that night but as he climbed the stairs back to his room, he felt suddenly weary and collapsed on his bed with his pants still on, his teeth unbrushed and his window wide open. Coach Sager had put them through a grueling workout in track practice that afternoon, but Tony knew it was wrestling with the unknown Caretaker that had worn him out. If only he could sleep now he could recover his wits for tomorrow.


And he got his wish, for within minutes he began to doze, or rather, he started to dream, which must have meant he was asleep. But the sleep was anything but restful. A shadow stood over him all night, forcing him to labor on a task that seemed impossible to complete. They were in a deserted field and he was working with his bare hands, digging a grave that would never be deep enough.





Chapter Three: Last Summer


The concert had been great. Tony’s ears were ringing and he couldn’t hear himself think, much less hear what the others were talking about. The crowd was thinning but it was still hard walking. There were no lights in the Swing Auditorium parking lot and out here in the valley there wasn’t nearly the background glow of electric L.A. It was like being stuck in a black cave with a herd of cattle. He stumbled on broken asphalt and almost tripped Joan, who was holding on to his hand. He felt loaded and hadn’t even had a drink. Then again, there had been enough dope smoke in the air to waste the security guards.


“What did you say?” Tony yelled at Joan.


“I didn’t say anything!” Joan yelled back, sounding ten miles away but leaning close enough to make him wonder if the evening’s fun wasn’t only beginning. She was wearing tight white pants, a skimpy orange blouse, and her hair was all over the place, including in his face.


“It was I!” Kipp giggled, hanging on to Brenda, the two holding each other up. They had sure put away the beer on the long drive out to the auditorium. There were still several six-packs left. “Where the hell did I put my car?”


“There it is!” Brenda laughed, pointing so vaguely that she could have meant half the parking lot.


“I drive a Ford, not a Volkswagen!” Kipp shouted. “Hey, Neil, do you remember where my blue baby is?”


Neil did not have a date but they had brought him because he loved music and because he was such a great guy to have around when you were trying to find your car. He didn’t drink and appeared impervious to marijuana smoke. He answered Kipp, but his voice was lost in the crowd and the ringing ears.


“You’re going to have to speak up!” Kipp shouted.


Using hand signs, Neil managed to get across the message that they should follow him. Tony stumbled obediently on his heels, bumping into Joan whenever possible, with her hanging on to his pants pockets, giggling and cursing up a storm as they dodged people and slid between jammed cars. The maze seemed endless. Finally, however, Neil halted and by golly if they weren’t standing next to Kipp’s pride and joy—a super-charged ’97 Ford. Kipp had parked at the far end of the lot where they could supposedly enjoy a quick getaway. Too bad the exits were all on the other end of the lot.


The wait in the traffic was tedious. The concert had strung them all up and now they had to move like snails. A half hour later and they were still captives of the carbon-monoxide-spouting train. To pass the time, Kipp—who was driving, naturally—and Brenda set to work on the remainder of the beer. Joan even had a couple of cans, though her dad always gave her a sobriety test when she got home from being out late, and Tony thought what the hell and put away a couple of beers himself. The alcohol seemed to dull the ringing in his head. Neil took a can, too, after prodding from Brenda, but nursed it carefully.


They were on the verge of a breakthrough to the street that led to the freeway when someone knocked on their window.


“Alison!” Brenda squealed when Kipp rolled down the window, letting in a fog of exhaust. “Wow! It’s sooo amazing running into you here!”


“Brenda, I was with you when we bought tickets for this concert,” Alison said, ducking her head partway into the car. Her curly black hair was held back with a pin and there were oil stains on her hands. She looked slightly exasperated, unusual for her—Alison always impressed Tony as being in control. He was sitting in the backseat and, for reasons known only to his sober mind, he immediately took his hand off Joan’s knee. “Hi Neil! Hi Joan!” She smiled. “Like the concert, Tony?”


He grinned. “Wasn’t loud enough.”


“Having car trouble?” Neil asked from the dark corner of the backseat. The car in front was moving and if they didn’t move too, the horns would start quick. Alison held up her oily hands.


“Yes. Fran and I are killing the battery. It just refuses to turn over. Could you please . . . ”


“Call the auto club,” Joan interrupted. “I’ve got to get back soon or my old man will be out on the porch with his shotgun.” The car behind them honked. “Come on, Kipp. Move it.”


“Pull over to the left,” Tony said, though he knew Joan’s dad disliked him and would only be too happy to have an excuse to castrate him with buckshot. Joan scowled but held her tongue.


“Sure,” Kipp said. Alison stepped back and he swung out of line, their personal slot vanishing quickly. The glaring rows of headlights at their back made it a sure bet it would be a while before they got another shot at the freeway.


Fran’s car was a Toyota Corolla, and Kipp promptly snorted his disgust for Japanese workmanship. While he tried jumping the battery, Tony checked for loose wires and Neil peered in the gas tank. All systems appeared go until Kipp put the jumper cables directly on the starter. It didn’t so much as click, and they knew where they stood.


“Call the auto club,” Joan repeated when they paused for a hasty conference on what to do next. “You’re a member, aren’t you, Fran?”


“I don’t know. Am I?”


“I am,” Alison said. “I guess I could call . . . ”


“No,” Tony said quickly. “It would take one of their men forever to get through this traffic. This is a run-down area. Neither of you would be safe waiting around. You’re coming home with us.”


“But my dad will have to drive all the way out here tomorrow to fix it,” Fran complained.


“He won’t mind the inconvenience once he understands it was to insure your safety,” Tony said smoothly, having absolutely no idea about Fran’s father’s position on such matters.


“There’s no room in Kipp’s car for seven people,” Joan growled.


“No problem,” Kipp belched, swaying. “You can sit on my hands.” Brenda punched him. “My lap, I mean.” Brenda hit him again.


“Joan,” Tony said with a trace of irritation, “auto club employees do not install starters, especially in the middle of the night. It’s settled; now let’s get back in line. And Kipp, give me your keys. You’re drunk.”


“If I was drunk,” Kipp mumbled indignantly, “would I have trouble seeing like I am now?”


He handed over his keys a minute later.


· · ·


Two hours had gone by and they were lost. At least the traffic had disappeared. They hadn’t even seen another car in twenty minutes. Tony was sure he had gotten on the freeway going west toward L.A., but he wasn’t sure when or how he had switched freeways—not all the signs were lit up in this crazy part of the country—and Alison’s shortcut on the surface roads back to the correct freeway had definitely been a mistake. She was in the back this minute, poring over a tattered map with a flashlight, telling him to turn this way and that. The first gas station he saw, he was pulling over. In fact if he saw an ordinary house, he might stop. The surrounding fields seemed to stretch to infinity. They could have stumbled into the heart of the Australian desert.


Nevertheless, they were having fun. They had plenty of gas and fine conversation and the beer tasted good and he was no longer worried about the alcohol slowing his reflexes. He’d only had a few cans, anyway, and he was a big boy and had a hearty liver. He knew what he was doing and as soon as he knew where he was going he would be just fine. Joan’s mood had lightened considerably—her old man was away fishing, she had remembered—and she was laughing and the way her legs were rubbing against his was distracting but he wasn’t complaining. Even Fran was full of holiday cheer—she was unmistakably loaded—and Kipp had taken to reminiscing, which was always a riot. No one could lie with a straighter face than Kipp.


“Should I tell them, Tony, about the time we snuck into Coach Sager’s house to steal his kitchen sink and caught him seducing one of Grant High’s teenyboppers?”


“Tell them the whole story.” Tony nodded. Coach Sager was the football and track coach. They had never been within a mile of his house, wherever that was.


A road was approaching, narrower than the one they were on but running north and south. As the silhouette of the mountains was nowhere to be seen, Tony decided they must have come too far south. “Think I should make a right here, Ali?” he asked, slowing.


“Is there a sign?” she asked, apparently lost in a part of the map that was mostly gray. He could see her in the rearview mirror. She’d let her hair down and was looking all right.


“No sign.”


“Might as well give it a try,” she said. “We must be too far east.”


“But this road runs north.” Tony squinted. Either it was taking a long time for the brakes to take hold or else the road was approaching amazingly fast. He had to hit the pedal hard at the last instant to make the turn. There was a screech of rubber, and gravel sprayed the Ford’s underbelly. He flipped on the high beams, rubbing his eyes. The night seemed to be getting darker.


“It was a Saturday night,” Kipp began. “We thought the coach was gone for the evening, you see, and we wanted to unhook his kitchen sink and put it in the attic so when he called the cops he’d have to tell them that they took nothing but the kitchen sink!” Kipp laughed at the prospect and the rest of them laughed with him.


“Give me another beer, Fran,” Brenda said.


“Have mine,” Joan said. “I’m full.”


They hit a bump and Tony’s head hit the ceiling. The road was uneven but straight as an arrow and looked like it could stretch across the state. He decided to accelerate.


“At first he was out,” Kipp continued, burping. “We practically had the last bolt unscrewed and hadn’t even scratched the blasted sink. Then we heard the garage door opening and we knew we were in trouble. But we didn’t panic, we were cool. We raced upstairs and hid under the bed in the master bedroom. We could have snuck out the back door—that’s how we came in—but we knew we were on to hot stuff when we heard female squeals coming from the garage.”


“Get off it,” Joan muttered.


“It’s true! It’s true! Now here comes the good part. When we were lying under the bed, what do we hear but Coachy bringing the young lady upstairs. I tell you, my gut almost split holding back the laughter. Especially when I remembered I had my phone. When I pushed the record button, I knew I was capturing something for posterity.”


“What did they do?” Fran gasped.


The white strip disappeared from the center of the road. Tony was bothered at first but then figured he now had the whole road to himself. It was nice not having to stop for lights and pedestrians. All he had to watch out for were the tumbleweeds. A wind must have kicked up outside; the big thorny brown balls kept bouncing across his path, forcing him into an occasional swerve. The dust was also a pain, the headlights straining through it as they would have through filthy fog. But neither the weeds nor sand was a major problem. Joan put a beer in his hand and he sipped it gratefully. They may not have been heading in exactly the right direction but they were making excellent time.


“Everything,” Kipp said. “They did things I haven’t even done with Brenda.”


“Kipp!” Brenda said.


“Brenda!” Fran said.


“What a crock of B.S.” Joan said.


“Tony,” Kipp said, “have I or haven’t I spoken the sacred truth?”


“To the finest detail.” He yawned, checking his watch. It was two-fifteen and it felt like it. He could have closed his eyes this second and gone to sleep. Maybe, he thought, he should let Alison drive.


“Where’s your phone?” Joan asked.


“Huh?” Kipp said.


“If it’s true, I want to hear it.”


Kipp caught them all off guard. “All right,” he said, pulling his phone from his pocket. “You’ll have the rare and exciting privilege.” After a quick search, he got the recording started. “This is confidential information, you understand.”


There came a sound of sloppy footsteps, two pair, both anxious to get up the stairs, overlaid with fuzzy male and female voices. As the footsteps got louder, the voices grew clearer. To Tony’s inestimable pleasure, the guy sounded like Coach Sager. The girl, also, seemed familiar.


“How old are you?” the coach was asking, his voice slurred as if he had been drinking, the lousy no good tyrant. They hit another bump and Tony vaguely wondered if it had been a rabbit.


“Eighteen,” the girl crooned.


“I thought you said you were a junior?”


“So I flunked.”


Wet kisses and lots of heavy breathing followed. Except for Fran’s heavy breathing, the car was silent.


“Have you done this before?” Coach Sager muttered.


“Yeah, this afternoon.”


“With who?”


“Some jerk on your team.”


“All the boys on my team are jerks.”


The realization hit Tony with a wallop and he almost went off the road. It was Kipp! He was a master at imitations. The others, except perhaps Brenda, didn’t know that. Clothes rustled and stretched through the car’s speakers. Zippers slowly pulled down. This was soo bitchin’!


“Let me do that.” The girl sighed. “Oh, that’s nice. Oh, I like that.”


“Ain’t I great?”


“I’ve heard you’re the best.” The girl groaned. “Ahhh.”


“You heard right, baby,” the coach whispered. “I love you, Joan.”


The pandemonium was instantaneous, louder than any of the chords pounded out during the concert. The passionate couple continued their pleasure in relative private; who could hear them? Naturally, Kipp was laughing the hardest, but Joan’s vehement denials—the girl who had played her part could have been a twin sister—pierced through the uproar.


“I never!” Joan swore. “I hate that bastard! Kipp!”


“I love you, Joan!” Kipp shouted with glee, knocking Brenda off his lap onto the floor where she sat giggling in a puddle of spilled beer. A tumbleweed somersaulted across the road, and Tony swerved neatly to avoid it. The traction on the tires, he observed, was superb.


“Wow, that’s neat, do it again, Tony!” Fran cackled, her personality having done a one-eighty. “I knew it was you, Joan!”


“How was he?” Brenda yelled.


“Shut up!” Joan snapped. Kipp turned up the volume.


“We were meant to be lovers,” Coach Sager said.


“Destiny.” The girl moaned. “Ohhh.”


“Turn that off, dammit!” Joan shouted. Four tumbleweeds squaredanced in front of the headlights, and Tony dodged them as he would obstacles on the arcade game, Pole Position. Joan fought for the switch on the tape player.


“You should never wear clothes, Joany,” Coach Sager whispered loudly.


“Some jerk on your team!” Kipp jeered.


“Turn it off!” Joan swore, so furious she was unable to do it herself.


“Turn off the lights!” Fran cheered.


“Ahhh.”


“Stop this, Tony!” Joan yelled. “Stop it this second!”


“I can’t! I’m driving!” Tony yelled back, trying to stop laughing and failing miserably.


“You’re like me, Joan,” Coach Sager mumbled. “You’re the best.”


“Ahhh . . . ohhh . . . ”


“I said stop!!!” Joan screamed. Then she did a very strange thing. She reached over across the steering wheel and punched out the lights.


Had the circumstances been normal, Tony would have flicked the lights back on, found his way to the freeway, taken everyone home and lived happily ever after. Unfortunately, he had three strikes against him. First, at the instant Joan did what she did, he was in the midst of avoiding still another scraggly tumbleweed and consequently was not driving perfectly straight. Second, no matter how many touchdowns he had thrown last fall, he was not such a tough dude that the forty plus ounces of beer in his bloodstream had not dulled important centers in his brain. Finally, had there been a speed limit in this godforsaken place, he would certainly have been in violation of it. Nevertheless, despite these handicaps, the night might have ended well if he’d had even a microsecond more time. His left hand had actually closed on the light switch and was pulling it out when the front right tire caught on the right edge of the road.


Tony did not know if he screamed, but if he didn’t he was alone. The sounds of terror erupting from the throats of his friends signaled the beginning of the countdown of the twilight seconds. Time went into a slow-motion warp. When the tearing of the rubber against the asphalt started, he seemed to have all the time he needed to turn a bit to the right to take the car slightly further off the road, where it would be free of the sharp shoulder. But the edge must have had more drop than he realized, for it prevented the front wheel from turning as it should have. He succeeded only in trapping the back wheel. It was like riding a surfboard at midnight through a closing-out twenty-foot wave. He had both hands fastened to the steering wheel and there was no possibility of making another grab at the lights. At the first jolt, Alison’s flashlight had smacked the dashboard and had gone out. Inside and outside, all was deathly black.
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