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PROLOGUE

 


June 18, 1958

“Eighteen hundred meters is too damn
close,” Captain Sean Vining said, closing the folder and dropping
it onto the carefully arranged sand table where it flattened a
miniature infantry brigade, the tiny soldiers rendered in green
plastic. That portfolio, labeled Test Shot Loki, also had the words
Top Secret stamped across the cover in letters that, though red,
seemed not red enough to convey sufficient warning. Peeling away
his garrison cap to mop the perspiration matting his short blond
hair, the Air Force meteorologist said, “My guys’ll be
fried.”

Even at 0700 hours, the air was stifling
here at Camp Desert Rock, Nevada. A ceiling fan creaked impotently
overhead in the dusty bunker. Beyond the small, thick windows, past
the hardened concrete walls, lay an almost lunar landscape of dead
stone and lifeless sand simmering in the morning sun. Stoic men
clad in sweat-darkened khaki were saddling up in troop-carrying
trucks, hefting packs and weapons, preparing for movement.

Standing to one side, Vining’s Executive
Officer, Lt. Paul Simmons, remained silent, blank eyes set in an
expressionless face as Mr. Barber, the intense little suit from the
Atomic Energy Commission, stared first at Vining, then at Army Lt.
General Bill Krought. Barber was a civilian, after all, and the
giving and taking of orders was military business. Still, his eyes
telegraphed a wordless message: mutiny is not acceptable.

Screwing his ruddy, weathered face into a
frown, Krought shook his head. His white mustache, like his
eyebrows and hair, gave him a wizened, almost grandfatherly look.
“Neither you nor I have a choice here,” he said.

“You fought in the Pacific,” Vining
said, studying the decorations on his uniform. “Isn’t that what
Emperor Hirohito told his Kamikaze pilots?”

Krought smiled, but not much. “Why, I’ve been
with this project since ’55. I’ve seen battalions—hell,
divisions—come and go. Sure, a few men got sick, and we’re working
on that. But the fact is most of our troops have come through these
exercises with flying colors.”

Barber loosened his tie a bit, as much from
nervousness as heat; direct confrontations rattled him. “Look,
Captain, the Soviets are doing the same kinds of tests, and
probably more of them. We have to keep up. Where we lack in
quantity, we hope to make up for in quality. That’s where you come
in. We desperately need the expertise of the 7437th Meteorological
Detachment. If you don’t cooperate, much of the data we’re hoping
to collect here will be lost.”

Scowling, Vining opened the Op Order, somehow
managing to wet a finger with his tongue as he flipped through
pages of cheap-grade government paper. “OK,” he said, squinting at
faint blue text, printed with an overused ink ribbon. “This bomb
will yield about forty-seven kilotons. And you want my unit only a
mile or so away from the center of that blast.” Flapping the folder
angrily, he said, “There’s no way I’ll do such a thing!”

“Captain,” Krought fumed, “you’ve known
about this assignment for months.”

“Yessir, I knew we’d be involved in
this one, but I assumed we’d be monitoring from a safe stand-off
distance, something sane like ten or twelve clicks,
say.”

“You’ll be protected,” Barber argued.
“There is a reinforced shelter, and you’ll have safety
suits.”

“You mean we’ll be in a seven-foot-deep
ditch,” Vining said, “and we’ll be wearing cotton jumpers with
matching surgical masks. I didn’t fall off the turnip truck
yesterday; I know what a weapon like that can do, at that range, to
living tissue—with or without your protection. No
thanks.”

“You will,” General Krought said, not
looking so grandfatherly now.

Vining traced circles in the dust on the
floor with the toe of his boot. “Relieve me of command, then. You
still won’t have a captain to lead my guys into this
clusterfuck.”

Simmons abruptly stepped forward and cleared
his throat. “Excuse me, General, but I’ll lead them.” Krought,
finally noticing him, studied the thick red hair, the blotchy
freckles spread over his boyish face, and the dimples.

“I’m a West Point grad, and I’ve been
with this outfit for months. I’m very familiar with the protocols
involved, and I’m not afraid to serve my country.”

“Oh, Paul,” Vining moaned, “how can you
do this?”

Krought stepped directly in front of
Vining.

“Consider yourself relieved.” Vining
stiffened as Krought plucked the rank insignia from his collar, and
pinned them onto Simmons’ shirt. “Young man, you will take command
of the 7437th M.D., and proceed to the test area.” Quickly glancing
at his wristwatch, he added, “You only have ninety minutes to get
there and set up, so I suggest you hurry.”

Vining seethed. “You are going to your death,
and you’ll be taking the other boys with you! You’ll be only one
mile from an atomic explosion . . .” But Simmons was
already gone.

 


* * *

 


Outside, Simmons called the platoon to
attention; the gaggle of Air Force weathermen assembled in sloppy
rows. Simmons made a mental note to address this lack of conformity
to standards later. Now, all around him, a slow-moving avalanche of
men and machines was rumbling east with deliberate speed.

Airman First Class Mike Ross, who would die
of leukemia in 1962, noted the captain’s bars on Simmons’ collars.
“What happened to Cap?”

“Yeah,” echoed Staff Sergeant Fred
Campbell, who would begin losing his teeth within one year, and
succumb to throat cancer in a little over four. “Is Mike
OK?”

Simmons flashed an aw-shucks smile that
exuded confidence and calm. “Vining’s OK. He had to step down. The
brass expects us to carry the ball.”

“This is bullshit,” someone grunted
from the back. “No kidding,” mumbled another. Simmons couldn’t tell
exactly who said what, but he promised himself he would find out,
all in good time.

“Fellas,” he said expansively, “let’s
not be standing here bitching when we have an important job to do.
You’re all highly trained professionals, and your country expects
you to work to your capacity. It is vital we collect this data, so
that if—or maybe I should say when—the Russkies attack us, we’ll
know what to expect.”

The platoon of weathermen stopped and
listened. Despite his boyishness, Simmons had uncanny strength in
his voice, and a talent for twisting even the flimsiest jingoism
into zealous exhortation.

“Remember last October, just after I
arrived at the unit, when we all sat in the company dayroom
together listening to the news on the radio? Remember Sputnik?
Remember what you said, and how you felt, at our enemies having
this . . . machine beeping across our skies? Now
it’s our turn. I know for a fact—a fact—that Ivan shakes in his
rotten, stinking boots every time we throw a little soirée like
this. He does because with each test, we get stronger and we get
smarter. So let’s do it!”

Without further complaint, the members of the
7437th finished loading their equipment—all of it ground-based
because no radiosonde or balloon would survive the event. Members
of the detachment each drew Korean War-vintage M1 carbine rifles
and tins of live .30 caliber ammo; why was anyone’s guess. Mounting
their trucks, they raced to catch up to the rest of the convoy.

The dust from the column blotted out the sun,
making the gloom even deeper under the canvas canopies of the
trucks. Airman Billy Wyrostek who, in less than two years, would
lie under a small white cross at the Arlington National Cemetery,
sat on a rocking pile of equipment, studying a small Department of
Defense booklet entitled Nevada Test Site (NTS) Pamphlet No. 30:
Field Operations and Testing. He started to say something, but
ambient racket and the mask over his face conspired to scramble his
words. Pulling the mask down, raising his voice, Wyrostek started
over. “It says here that we shouldn’t worry about the radiation,
which only lasts for a few seconds, or about the fallout, which
washes off with soap and water. Those iodine tabs they fed us will
keep our thyroids from absorbing anything radioactive.”

One of the few black members of the unit,
Geoff Jones, who would find himself only two rows from his buddy
Wyrostek in 1964, was reading from his own copy. “Yeah. On page
three, it says that an atom bomb explosion is one of the most
beautiful sights ever seen by man. And they wouldn’t even let me
bring my camera!”

“Aw, your film would fog over anyway,
dumbass! You know . . . radiation?”

There was a stupefied pause at that. However,
before anyone could connect the dots and realize anything
radioactive enough to ruin film could ruin cells, one or two airmen
started tittering at Jones, who tended to go around with a chip on
his shoulder anyway. Jones’ eye-bulging resentment triggered
raucous laughter that erased any qualms over gamma rays ripping
through chromosomes like tiny machinegun bullets.

Next to the tailgate, Simmons absently
listened to the airmen, pleased with himself. He had been warily
circling Vining for months, an unseen fox sniffing the air.
Certainly, he hadn’t expected a gaffe of this magnitude. What had
Louis Pasteur said about chance favoring a prepared mind? This
field promotion was a coup d’etat in anybody’s book.

There was, of course, a forty-seven kiloton
flipside to this particular coin. According to the Op Order, he was
to wait one hour after detonation, and then march his men to within
eight hundred meters of ground zero to make observations and
measurements . . . as strontium-90 and iodine-131
rained from the skies.

He suddenly felt a long way from his hometown
of Damascus, Maryland. Yet, Simmons had blind faith in his
chain-of-command, and in himself. They’d never do anything to place
me in real danger, he thought, not for the sake of a test. I’m too
valuable; they’ve invested far too much in me. I’ll survive
unharmed, and probably so will the others. Even if they don’t, so
what? The bomb might hurt the others; might very well kill
them . . .

Either way, it didn’t matter—partly because
there was a higher Purpose to tests like this one, and mostly
because, in his mind, other people weren’t real, not in the same
sense he was. They laughed and talked like the genuine item, but
beneath that façade, they were only marionettes cavorting on his
puppeteer’s stage. Simmons had always believed it was his destiny
to seize control of the strings.

Presently, the big trucks stopped just short
of some low sand dunes. The meteorologists hurriedly scaled them,
erected their towers and platforms, and mounted their devices.
Airmen calibrated meters, connected cables to them, and ran bundles
of wire to gauges and recorders tucked safely—or so they
believed—within the trenches.

Simmons climbed to the crest. Looking east,
he saw something glinting in the morning sun. Was that the metal
casing of the bomb? Binoculars revealed the source of the
reflection was the windshield of an old pickup parked a mile away,
in a town spreading out beneath a spindly two-hundred-foot steel
skeleton capped with a dark metal box. That was the bomb.
The village, he saw, was a collection of empty storefronts and
homes without windows, their frames covered haphazardly with
plywood walls and tin roofs.

Simmons blinked. There were people down
there . . .

Two seemed to be leaning against a wall,
their heads turned as if chewing the fat over the hubbub up on the
surrounding hills. A child leaned idly on a tricycle in front of a
makeshift barbershop. All seemed oblivious to the death machine
poised above them.

Simmons chuckled to himself. “Manikins. Too
bad. Real bodies—maybe convicts or something—would have been more
interesting.” He checked his watch. Only twenty-two minutes to
go.

Turning, he started to slide down the slope
toward the trenches. Pentagon bureaucrats classified what happened
next as an accident, a product of garbled communications. A decade
later, few living witnesses would remain to argue the point.

Simmons glanced back up at his men
silhouetted against the clear blue desert sky at the top. A second
later, everything above the horizon popped like the mother of all
flashbulbs. Simmons, transfixed, raised a hand to the glare and
noticed he could see inside his hand, could see the bones moving
under his flesh as the flux washed through him. The pulse of silent
radiance threw the world into slow motion; his focus shifted, and
he glimpsed the skeletons of those men still at the top of the dune
jittering in the light. Before he could scream, the brilliance
winked out, and flesh regained its normal opacity.

Someone, maybe Jones, was yelling, “Ass to
the blast! Ass to the goddamn blast!” Troops unfroze, dived for the
ground, tumbling down the shaded side of the dunes, their white
jumpsuits scorched and smoldering. One of the men came to rest in a
tangle against Simmons’ boots. “Help me, I can’t see,” he wept.

Simmons ignored him. Something awesome was
rising behind the dunes. Kicking the blinded airman aside, he
sprinted back to the top. He had to see it.

Where the ersatz town once had been there was
only a swelling, turbulent cloud lit from within by fire. A smooth
shaft of smoke and vapor, as solid looking as a marble pedestal,
towered from it. Crowning this pillar of cloud was the very fist of
God, shot through with roiling flames, divine retribution wrought
in plutonium. The dense mushroom cloud occulted the morning sun
everywhere except at the very edges, which glowed with a halo of
ruddy gold.

High, hot winds at Simmons’ back grew,
threatening to lift him bodily and hurl him face-first into the
conflagration. Mesmerized, he stood his ground.

Something else was coming; Simmons somehow
felt it coming before he actually felt it. It was a low rumble,
impinging on the substance of his body at some primal level below
his nerve endings.

The land stretching in front of him seemed
to liquefy, rising in a dusty swell that swept toward him. The
blast wave. There was sound now, a growing roar that came from
every direction at once. From below and behind him, a tinny voice
called out, “Ell-Tee! Ass to the blast, man! Ass to the blast!” He
laughed madly at the suggestion of prostrating himself; anyway, it
was too late to hit the deck.

The concussion struck; a deafening
thunderclap filled Simmons’ consciousness. His sense of up and down
dissolved as he was wrapped in a spinning cocoon of hot
grit . . . and then faces, the masked faces of his
men, crowded into his view. He was lying on his back at the bottom
of the dunes, watching the whirling clouds of sand rushing past.
Objects were dropping from the broken sky; he could hear them
hitting all around him, whirring as they rolled to rest.

To his right, someone screamed.

It was Wyrostek. An angry, burring
rattlesnake lay draped across his right shoulder. Someone knocked
it off with the butt of a rifle before it could strike.

A Biblical plague of rattlers, scorpions and
other beasts rained down. The vacuum created as the blast wave
crossed the terrain had sucked the creatures from their dens, had
lofted them, and was dropping them back to earth as the kinetic
energy of the cloud died. Panicking, the ambulatory members of the
7437th quickly clubbed them to death with their rifle stocks.

Finally, it ended. The wind dropped from a
howl to a whisper and the day grew bright again.

He stood up, brushing himself off. Medics
were already busy evacuating the injured. Most seemed physically
unharmed, but many of them were dazed and obviously frightened.
Frightened people are easily led sheep, he told himself.
Simmons, exhilarated, leaped into the back of a nearby truck,
pulled his mask down, and began shouting, “Gentlemen!
Gentlemen!”

Those milling around stopped to listen.

“I hope you are all as proud as I am,”
he said slowly, letting each word sink in. “We have just survived
an atomic blast! If this is the worst anyone can do, what do we
have to fear?”

A chorus of self-congratulating braggadocio
at that.

Transfigured, the mushroom cloud still rising
behind him, he reached down, picked up a dead rattler, and held it
aloft like a trophy. I’m alive, he told himself, his mind racing.
It didn’t hurt me, not in the least. Simmons reasoned he should be
dead, or at least badly hurt; he wondered why he was not. An
epiphany struck him with more force than the fierce blast wave from
Loki.

The universe, it needs me.

When his cheering men eventually settled
down, he organized them. Collecting equipment, they prepared to
make the short march to the glassy boundaries of ground zero.

 



PART ONE:

 


DUALITY

 


 



CHAPTER 1

 


Friday, July 10th, 1964

Water!

The Fox River, which bordered Mom’s backyard
here in Elgin, Illinois, was huge. He’d lived most of his
four-and-a-half years with Uncle Vinny and Aunt Gwen, in their
farmhouse a whole day’s ride away. There, the only water was in
tame little streams and ponds; here it was different, wilder. The
river had a green, fishy odor accented by the chalky smell of the
limestone rocks near the bank. Closing his eyes, he sniffed the
air, letting his mind paint pictures the way it often did.

“Keep your butt back from the edge,”
Mom growled between pulls on her Camel cigarette. “The river has a
helluva undertow here, suck you right under, like a bug down a
toilet. If you fall in, I sure ain’t gonna jump in after
you.”

Like a soldier caught in a minefield, he took
a series of slow, tippy-toe steps back. Mom’s eyes were wide open
now. Mark knew her eyes had only two states: fully open or
half-closed, with nothing in between. When her eyes were wide, you
steered clear because she would hit. He’d learned that much during
his irregular visits with her.

Still, she was Mom, and he loved her. He’d be
living with her from now on, since she’d finally “gotten it
together,” as Uncle Vinny had explained on the way up.

Now he gaped as a pontoon boat chugged by,
its horn the bellowing voice of some extinct leviathan. The split
prow bludgeoned the brown water, generating a turbulent wake. Mark
watched the wave grow from a low, dark line silhouetted against the
rippling surface to a rising black wall of water, gaining in
amplitude as it fed on the lesser waves it overtook. It boiled
toward him like the sinuous back of a monstrous, half-submerged
serpent. The wave was coming, growing, reaching for
him . . .

With a little whimper, he darted behind Mom’s
white-nyloned legs and held on as the wave slapped the muddy shore,
dirty foam washing toward, but not quite reaching, their feet.

“Crybaby,” she snapped, prying him
loose and pushing his trembling form away. “You’re scared of
everything, aintcha?”

Mark blinked back tears, lifting his face to
hers. “The . . . the undertow was after me.”

“Smart little guy, huh? You pick up on
words and things real quick . . . too smart for your
own good.” Irene turned her head to stare across the river, away
from his terrible scrutiny. Mark’s eyes were blue, like hers, and
like those of his runaway father Dan Arsenault—though brighter and
far more perceptive, an icy pair of detectives that interrogated
everything they saw. “That’s not an undertow,” she spat between
teeth like two rows of little daggers as white and worn as the
nurse’s uniform she was still wearing after the end of a long shift
at the Loony Bin. “Undertow is an invisible thing; you can’t see it
because it’s made of water and it’s also under the water. What you
were so scared of was just a wave, that’s all. Crybaby.”

“Am not a crybaby,” he protested. “Am
not!”

The chaos that always lurked just below her
surface rose, and she gave him a quick shot right across the
cheek.

His face stinging, he asked himself, not for
the first time, why did I let her do that? Hadn’t he seen her brow
furrow, her shoulder drop? Hadn’t it taken ages for her fingers to
flatten into a bony paddle, draw back, and swish through the air
before striking him? It was always like that, whether it was Mom or
Uncle Vinny or whoever. Why didn’t he ever move out of the way? It
was as if he never believed the blow was really coming and, when it
arrived, it was somehow always a surprise.

“Don’t you talk back to me,” she
muttered, jerking his arm and dragging him toward her rental
house.

Her hand was rough and dry from constant
exposure to cleansers and solvents, but it was also warm. Mark
smelled the sticky odor of hairspray permeating the red cloud of
frizz on her head, a harsh counterpoint to the faint floral tang of
whatever perfume she’d put on that morning. Mostly he could smell
the low stench of human urine and feces, carried home from the
Elgin State Hospital, overwhelming everything else, except for the
noxious halo of alcohol that always seemed to surround her.

Instead of all that, Mark tried to focus on
the strangeness of her house, sitting as it did on stilts as a
defense against periodic incursions by the river. After a moment,
the heat in his cheek faded as he absently allowed her to drag him
up the long flight of stairs leading to a small porch and to the
door.

On the last step, he paused to consider the
dingy exterior of the home. It was peeling, little swaths of paint
curling up like scales to expose the gray, dead wood beneath it.
Earlier in the summer, Mark had found a snakeskin by some trees in
Uncle Vinny’s back yard. Looking at the stilt-house, he had a crazy
intuition this house was itself some vast, languid reptile slowly
shedding its skin, lying in wait to devour the unwary.

Mom jerked his arm. Hard. “Quit dawdling!”
she hissed. There was a pop, and what felt like a sheet of
lightning flashed down his arm. Before he could work up a good
scream, the pain became a warm glow that felt like sunlight coming
from the inside.

Mark sat down on the couch, rubbing his
shoulder, wiping tears and warily watching Mom as she stormed off
into the kitchen.

There was the clatter and clink of glass
against glass; he could smell the vodka before he could hear it
being poured. Other sounds reached his ears: shuffling footsteps
from the bedroom. Albert, Mom’s friend, was awake. Mark listened to
them talk from the small living room.

“ ’Bout time you got your ass
outta bed.”

“Leave me alone,
Reenie . . . had a rough night last
night.”

“How hard can it be, drivin’ a cab?
It’s not like you’re a lumberjack or somethin’.”

“You try drivin’ for ten solid hours,”
he grunted. The refrigerator door opened; jars and bottles in the
door shelves gossiped amongst themselves.

Mark hoped they wouldn’t fight, like he’d
seen them do before. He wondered if Mom had fought a lot with his
Dad, and if maybe that was why he was gone. Something in his
shoulder snapped back into place; the radiant warmth faded
somewhat, along with the remainder of the pain.

Bursting through the door, an apocalypse in
white shoved a Big Indian notebook and a box of colored pencils at
him. “Here,” Irene snapped. “Draw something or watch some tube
while I cook supper.”

Popping his head around the corner, Al
chirped, “Hey, buddy! How’s it goin’?”

A smile lit Mark’s face; Al was nice, more
like another kid than a grownup. “Hey, Al!”

Al ruffled Mark’s reddish-blond hair, and
rolled his eyes toward the kitchen, where Mom was cursing like a
longshoreman at the stove. “Everything I touch turns to shit!” she
howled. Mark smelled natural gas. Man and boy shared a look that
said, guess we’d better stay out of her way for a bit. Then Al
slinked back around the corner. A few seconds later, the shower in
Mom’s bedroom kicked on with a thump and a whoosh.

Mark decided to draw something. He was good
at it to hear others tell.

What to draw? Mark considered attempting to
draw the boat he’d seen on the river, but he couldn’t remember the
details—all the little chains, pipes and ropes. Anyway, that would
be too hard even if he had a picture to draw from.

In the corner by the couch was an end table,
scarred and burned here and there from untended cigarettes. Upon it
sat a heavy ceramic lamp—a lovely thing, really, to Mark’s eyes.
The base was a figurine of a geisha girl; her body a thin, graceful
curve clad in a white kimono, her almond eyes demurely peeking out
from behind an oriental fan with a dragon painted on it. The
dragon, with the tip of its tail so near its mouth, fascinated
Mark, and he briefly wondered what would happen if the dragon ever
started to eat its own tail. However, it was the geisha girl that
most attracted Mark’s attention. Whenever the lamp was on, light
from the bulb above her head gently illuminated the delicate lines
of her face, giving her an angelic look.

Below her, hidden on a lower shelf were some
battered storybooks Mom had gotten from a Salvation Army store. He
dug through them and considered various illustrations and pictures.
Finally, he came to one of his favorites, Little Red Riding
Hood. The colors on the pages were bright and dark enough, he
sheepishly realized, that he could trace if he got stuck. A
cinch!

Thumbing through the book, Mark found a
picture of the Wolf peering at Little Red Riding Hood from behind a
tree as she skipped and sang tra-la-la along the path to
Grandmother’s house. The drawing in the book showed Wolf’s teeth,
and even some drool dripping from his open jaws. It was a scary but
somehow seductive image to Mark. Picking up a plain pencil, he
started to draw.

After a few minutes, he dug a big pink eraser
out of the box of pencils and used it to remove the tree. The tree
didn’t matter, and it was hard to draw anyway. Besides, Mark wanted
to focus on Wolf.

Humming as he doodled, Mark made the eyes a
bit too big, shading them darker and more menacing than those of
Storybook Wolf, making the fangs longer and sharper as well.
Storybook Wolf was a scrawny little specimen, more like a weasel
really; Mark interpreted him as more substantial, replacing the
cartoonish Mickey Mouse-type hands with powerful claws that were
hooked and cruel. After a half-hearted attempt to draw the same
blue overalls as the character in the book wore, Mark rejected the
clothing altogether and drew Wolf nude, covering him with layers of
wild scribble-fur.

He’d nearly finished his picture as Mom came
through the door balancing a plate of macaroni and cheese in one
hand, while holding a bottle of Orange Fanta in the other. She
hovered there for a second or two, scanning the drawing, her mouth
knotted at the corner. Finally she said, “The head is lopsided and
the body is too thick. One arm is longer than the other, and the
leg—see the knee you drew right here?—it doesn’t bend right. But
he’s an ugly, scary one, that’s for sure.”

Before he could ask for pointers, she was
gone again. He could hear Al emerge from the bedroom, wearing his
shoes now, as he sat down to the small dining table with Mom. She
began clucking merrily to Al about a patient at work she’d wrestled
onto a table so he could be strapped down and given electroshock
treatment.

Al grunted and mumbled something, but Mark
wasn’t listening anymore. He was pecking at his own food,
considering in turn Storybook Wolf, and his own rendering of him.
Mom was right: it was all goofed-up. Frustrated, Mark wondered how
he could see things so clearly in his mind—really, right there in
front of him in a book—and yet be unable to steer his own hands
well enough to make the right lines appear on the paper.

The voices in the kitchen were growing
softer. There were a few giggles, and a shushed warning from Mom
that “little pitchers have big ears.” Al’s low-pitched, whispered
reply was harder to hear, but Mark heard just the same, although
none of it made sense to him. Grownup stuff, he thought.

When she collected his plate a few minutes
later, Mom made a show of yawning. “Well, I’m a little tired after
being at the Looney Bin all day. I could use a nap. You feel like
taking a nap here on the couch, Mark?”

“No, not really.”

A shadow fell across her face; then she
forced a smile through another dreamy, vodka-scented yawn. “Well,
I’m gonna take me a nap. Al’s pretty tired, too. He had to drive
all over creation last night in his cab, and we woke him up too
early with all our carryings-on, before he got his whole eight
hours in. Can you stay outta trouble while we get a little rest for
an hour or two? Watch TV or something?”

He shrugged absently. “Okay, Mommy.”

She eyed him suspiciously for another beat or
two then reached down and gave his head a perfunctory little pat.
“Good. You be a good boy, and maybe we’ll play cards or something
after me an’ Al get up. Deal?”

“Deal.” Mark wondered why she never,
ever kissed him, like all the TV moms did their kids. Kissing, he
had to admit, was kind of icky; but weren’t moms supposed to do
icky things like that?

She went with Al into the bedroom, and
closed the door. There were some fumbling, rattling sounds as Al
hissed, “Goddamit, where did I leave it? Shit! I know it’s here
some . . . ah! Just a minute, babe.”

The bedroom door opened one more time, and a
shirtless Al emerged holding a hand behind his back. “Hey, buddy,”
he said awkwardly. “I, uh, wanted to welcome you to your new home
with us, so I saw this and, anyway, I thought you’d like it. So
here.”

Mark took the small, metal toy car from him.
Still encased in clear plastic, little chrome wheels and trim shone
against dark red enamel. Alternate waves of joy and doubt
criss-crossed his mind. Frowning, he said, “But it’s not Christmas,
and my birthday isn’t for a while yet.”

A huge smile lit Al’s face as he leaned down
and gave Mark’s shoulder a firm squeeze with one of his huge,
calloused paws. “You see this car? It’s a ’57 Chevy, like I used to
have. Except mine was green, and it didn’t have neat-o flames on
the hood like yours does. Enjoy now, and we’ll see you in a little
while.”

Jumping up, Mark hugged his legs. “Thanks,
Al! I love it!”

Al hugged back. “Why, you’re welcome, buddy.
Now, be good and be quiet, okay? Oh, and, oh . . .”
Stepping over to the TV, Al turned the sound up to where it was
much louder than Uncle Vinny ever allowed. “Leave It to
Beaver is on now, and Superman is up next, I think. Ya
wanna hear what they’re saying, right?”

Mark shrugged and nodded. He wasn’t deaf.
Grownups were so weird sometimes.

Al gave him a mysterious wink. With that, he
was off.

Once he was sure the bedroom door had closed,
Mark ripped the little car from its package, turning it over and
over in his small hands, relishing the heft of it, admiring its
fine details. There was a tiny chrome hood ornament, and the hood
itself opened to reveal a shiny little plastic engine. Rolling it
over, he saw it had exhaust pipes molded into the cast metal, just
like on a real car. “Too cool,” he breathlessly muttered to
himself. “Way too cool.”

Still marveling at the toy car’s underside,
he noticed a small, mysterious boxy part behind the front axle.
From nowhere, the words “catalytic converter” appeared in his
four-year-old mind.

On the tube, the Beav was in trouble yet
again, thanks to the treachery of creepy old Eddie Haskall.

He felt jarred. Those were Big Words. Slowly,
not without dread, he carefully mouthed each syllable under his
breath as if it were a magic spell. “Catalytic . . .
converter.”

Setting the little car on the coffee table,
he forgot about the strangeness of the words as he rolled the toy
back and forth to the accompaniment of vroom-vroom sounds. He would
remember the Big Words and ask Al what they meant after he got back
up from his nap. Sometimes Al worked as a mechanic in the garage of
his cab company, so Al knew about cars. He must’ve overheard the
Big Words from Al, though he couldn’t remember exactly when. Al
would know what a catalytic converter did.

The Leave It to Beaver rerun wound to
an ending Mark had already memorized. Boring. He resolved to try to
draw the little car later. Maybe today, maybe tomorrow. For now,
Mark carefully set the red Chevy down and took a swig of orange
soda. Superman was coming on!

Mark had a few Superman comic books, but he’d
never seen it on TV. He’d heard Uncle Vinny talk about the
Superman show, also in reruns, and how the star had
variously leapt from the window of a skyscraper, or shot himself in
the head, killing himself in either case. Mark didn’t understand
any of that and, frankly, didn’t care. Grownup stuff.

The screen went dark for a few seconds, with
only the pop and crackle of static coming from the speakers, which
were set close to full blast. During that interlude, Mark believed
he heard a couple of muffled thumps in Mom’s room. Then orchestral
music swelled majestically, and the unseen announcer intoned the
words:

“Faster than a speeding bullet! More
powerful than a locomotive! Able to leap tall buildings at a single
bound! . . . Superman . . . strange
visitor from another planet who came to Earth with powers and
abilities far beyond those of mortal men!”

Mark clapped and whooped, forgetting his
promise to be quiet as the narration continued. He caught himself,
quickly zipping his lip, and feeling both guilty and more than a
bit afraid. However, Mom did not come thundering out of the bedroom
to hit him for making too much noise. It occurred to him that she
probably couldn’t hear his sounds of delight over the television
anyway.

Today, Superman was fighting pirates. Lois
Lane and Superman’s pal, Jimmy Olsen, were on an island the Navy
was going to use for bombing practice. Except the island was a
pirate base. Superman would have to save Lois and Jimmy (and, Mark
had to allow, even the wicked pirates) from being blown up.

The weirdest thing about Superman was that he
was really two people; he was Superman, pretending to be Clark
Kent. Or was it the other way around?

Oddly, the living room was growing
cooler.

The only air-conditioning Mark ever
experienced was in stores. At home, it was all grimy box fans and
open windows in the summer. Sometimes, when a storm was rolling in,
things cooled down quickly like this. Aunt Gwen had told him that
air could blow all the way to Illinois from the North Pole. Maybe
that’s what was happening now. Glancing out the windows, he could
see that the sun was burning full-strength, with only a few fluffy
white clouds to cover it.

Time spent traveling and playing was catching
up with him, and his eyelids grew heavy. Even though grownups often
remarked they wished for as much energy as he had, his need for
sleep attacked like a robber at the worst possible times. Like now,
when Superman was on.

His head bobbed. The sigh of the fan,
combined with the cool air, was very seductive and soothing, a
smooth, blank wall that enveloped everything else. Mark felt like a
snowflake, drifting lazily on frigid currents of air high above the
rooftops.

The TV picture blurred a little; now there
was a vague suggestion of a man’s face and shoulders superimposed
over the action in Mark’s program. Uncle Vinny called these images
ghosts, and said they occurred when pictures from two different
stations tried to come in at the same time. The idea was magical:
invisible pictures sailing through the air, battling with unseen
forces. Sometimes, when no grownups were looking, he broke one of
The Rules and peeked through the little holes in the back of the TV
at the glowing maze of glass tubes within, trapped within shrouds
of dust and cobwebs. One day, he always promised himself,
I’ll know how all this works.

Mark?

His nose itched. He wanted to scratch, but he
couldn’t make his arms work. Had somebody called his name?

Mark? Mark Arsenault?”

Straining, Mark opened his eyes partway.

The ghost wasn’t inside the TV screen
anymore, if it had ever been at all; it seemed to float outside the
set as Superman continued to play behind it.

It felt like icewater was trickling down his
back. The ghost was talking to him, calling him by name. His heart
thudded rapidly in his chest, but his body was somehow unplugged
from his brain; he couldn’t move. The coldness in the room
deepened.

Don’t be afraid, it seemed to say.
Mark couldn’t clearly see the ghost’s mouth, but the words somehow
weren’t in time with the impression he had of motion at the center
of a . . . face? Mark knew he wasn’t actually
hearing the words . . . not with his ears,
anyway.

Hanging there in front of him like a puff of
cigarette smoke, the ghost lacked that peculiar flatness people on
TV had. It seemed real, but Mark was unsure if the face was even a
face at all; it seemed more like one of those faces Mark sometimes
conjured from shapes and shadows in clouds, or from grains and
whorls in wood, visages assembled not within the eye but, rather,
the mind.

Its faint edges rippling like tattered sheets
drying on a clothesline, the ghost muttered softly, lulling him,
telling him of a new game he could play. The child listened
obediently to the strange lesson, trying to understand as best he
could.

 


* * *

 


Thirty minutes later, Mark awoke with a
start. Superman had ended and the news was blaring on the
TV. With a violent jerk of his body, Mark found he could move
again. The ghost was back in whatever chasm had spawned it.

It took him a little effort to orient
himself. I’m at Mom’s house, he told himself as panic roared
through him. Uncle Vinny left me here this morning; I live here
now. Tears welling up in his eyes, he had a sudden impulse to rush
into Mom’s room and seek comfort. He rose and ran down the short
hallway to her door, placing his small hand on the knob, panting,
listening.

Nothing. No sound.

He turned the knob a degree or two. A spring
tightened; some tiny, hidden lever clicked softly inside.

Mark froze, phantom voices shouting warnings
at him. “I’m not supposed to do this. I’m not, no, no, NO!”

He jerked away from the silent door as if it
were aflame. Then, slowly, he backed away, his sudden dread fading
with each rearward step.

“I wasn’t supposed to do that,” he
whispered to himself. His face slowly brightened in triumph, the
odd sense of dread bleeding away. “And I didn’t! I didn’t!” Why
wasn’t he supposed to open that door just then? No matter. He had a
sense of having done something important, even if he wasn’t sure of
what or of why.

 


* * *

 


“Couple more, Reenie.”

An hour after Mark awoke from his brief nap,
standing in her kitchen door, Irene felt sexy despite the fact she
stank of liquor and sweat and funk. Her hair was askew beneath her
nurse’s cap, and her white shift dress was unzipped and hanging
open to showcase her assets, propped up and displayed as they were
in the fancy underwear Al had bought for her. She moved, posing
this way and that. Across the kitchen, Al worked furiously to wind
black-and-white film forward in the little Brownie camera as he
prompted her.

“Oh, yeah! Show us a little leg, babe!
[click] That’s it!”

Irene paused briefly, casting a suspicious
glance at him. “Who’s this friend of yours, again, that you’re
gonna have develop these? I wouldn’t want some jerk at the drug
store, some damn stranger, seeing me in my knickers or sending
copies of these pictures off somewhere.”

“Steve’s a good guy,” Al reassured her.
“He has a darkroom in his basement, and us three will be the only
ones who ever see these.”

“Well, in that case,” Irene giggled and
arched her back, cocking a nylon-clad leg against the
doorframe.

“Last one,” Al grinned, looking at the
little counter in its window on top of the camera. “Make it a good
one.”

Smiling, Irene reached down and unfastened
the latch between the cups of her bra. A breast slipped free, the
upper arc of the aureola peeking from behind white satin.

[click]

Suddenly, Mark was beside her, hugging her
legs furiously. Looking up, he smiled—a hint of concern, almost of
accusation, written on his face—and said, “I love you, Mommy.”

She screamed, a sound of shock and
embarrassment. Wasn’t he still sitting on the couch? He’d been
there an instant ago; shouldn’t she have seen him padding down the
hall leading to the kitchen door, regardless of how quiet he was
trying to be? Al was also startled by Mark’s sudden appearance in
frame. It was as if Mark had just popped into existence there at
her knees.

Now the roll of film was ruined. She couldn’t
have Al’s friend develop and print the pictures, not with her brat
in the last shot. She’d look like some kind of sicko. Irene felt
exposed as a cheap whore, the illusion of being an object of desire
collapsing in ruins.

“Little bastard!” Shrieking, she
blasted him with the back of her hand. Mark staggered back, hurt
and dismay in his damnable, accusing blue eyes. “How dare you
impose yourself on me! Butt into my goddamn life!” More blows
rained down.

Al set the camera down on the table. “Ah,
Reenie . . .”

Irene didn’t hear, couldn’t hear. Windmilling
her arms, she pursued the helpless boy down the hall, into the
living room, where he fell in front of the couch, unable to
breathe, curling up into a ball as his mother continued to
frantically batter and kick him. “Who the fuck do you think you
are? Huh?”

Something pulled her back. Al, slipping up
from behind, his arms around her waist, said, “Reenie, please,
babe. Look at him, please . . .”

Drawing up short, she let her vision focus
again. There was some broken little thing, a tiny pile of twisted
wreckage, on the floor. It made mewling sounds, like the pet mutt
she’d had as a child, the one she’d found wounded, hit by a passing
car, out on the blacktop one sunny morning. Except this wasn’t a
dog; this was her little boy.

“Oh, Marky,” she blubbered, the
mindless rage grounding out of her. There were no words. She was
unable to absorb the whole scene, just bits and pieces: spatters of
blood on her coffee table, and hitching breaths erupting from
between shuddering ribs.

As she reached to lift him, a set of blazing
eyes rose to meet hers. They were like Mark’s, she realized, but
not Mark’s.

No!

Against this vision, she reached for the
nearest weapon she could find: the geisha lamp Mark so loved.

The geisha held together for the first blow,
and the second. It broke at the third impact, showering the baying
form with little pieces of porcelain. And still Irene Arsenault
continued to strike.

“Get AWAY! Get AWAY! Get
BACK!”

Behind her, unable to see what she saw, Al
said, “Reenie, for chrissakes, stop! Reenie!”

Al spoke the last words Mark heard.

“You’re killing him,
Reenie.”

 



CHAPTER 2

 


Tuesday, January 17, 1967

“Mark, school!” Irene Raincrow tentatively
poked her head through the bedroom door at the rear of the house.
Despite the pictures of Jesus and the crucifixes she’d hung on the
walls, she never stayed in that room for very long at a time. Not
even when Thomas, her new husband, was home from the railroad, and
it was daylight. Working nervously to twist her long, gray-streaked
red hair into a conservative bun, she added, “Your father will be
angry if you’re slow getting ready.”

Lying face-up, his eyes half open to the thin
shafts of blue light creeping through the east window, Mark
thought, Raincrow isn’t my father. Mark, paralyzed, couldn’t speak
those words aloud, any more than he could say, “Shake me, Mom,
shake me hard until I can move again.” Instead, he only managed a
weak, guttural sound that she interpreted as assent.

Hearing her retreat, he fought the old panic.
Always now, he sensed the brooding presence of Ghost hovering
nearby. Sometimes it hid in shadow; at other times, it wrapped
itself in light. Mostly it was an unseen thing, muttering its
secrets to him, its disembodied voice seeming to come from
somewhere very near, yet very far. Now, as Mark drifted on the
frontiers of sleep, Ghost froze his muscles and solidified into a
palpable shape near his bed.

Mark sensed the vague, floating presence was
malevolent; yet it seemed to pose no threat to him. Like a
misunderstood child, Ghost didn’t want to hurt him; it only wished
to tell its strange, garbled stories, show its pictures.

And warn him of that other presence lurking
inside his skin, impatiently waiting to express itself.

The only escape was to relax, to blot out the
apparition by thinking of other things until he could sink fully
into dreams once again.

 


* * *

 


In his dreams, there is the roar of an
engine, punctuated by the sounds of honking horns and screeching
tires. Mom is in the backseat with him, scrunched up against the
opposite door far, far away as Al drives and yells.

“Jesus, Reenie! At least
try to hold onto him, will ya? He’s already hurt. Any more
jostling, and he might not make it. Come on, the hospital’s only a
couple more miles.”

“Let him die!” she howls,
her eyes wide.

“Ah, babe, you don’t mean
that.”

“You goddamn right I do!
Didn’t you see it?”

“Reenie, it’s the booze.
You might as well have seen snakes coming out of the walls. That
baby there is your son.”

“He’s a monster!” The word
echoes in his bruised ears, the sound trailing off into
darkness . . .

 . . . Then
a bright light in his eye. Hospital smells.

“Bad fall you had there,
Barry. Can you hear me?”

Barry? Mark wonders why the man, speaking
with a foreign accent, calls him by the wrong name. The pain, the
heat, the hunger are all too intense for him to argue. “I can
hear.”

The doctor leans into Mark’s view, his eyes
huge and insectile behind thick glasses. Thick gauze covers one of
Mark’s own eyes. There seem to be other bandages as well, and the
flesh beneath them burns like a furnace. “Your mother says you rode
your tricycle down the stairs of her house,” the doctor says. “Now,
tell me the truth, is that the way it happened?”

Memories sputter and misfire, vaporous
images that don’t quite ignite inside his skull. “There was a
ghost!”

Frowning, the doctor says, “A ghost did this
to you?”

“No, the ghost talked to me
and then . . .”

“And then what,
Barry?”

He swallows. “Then It
came.”

Time in the dream rushes forward. Now it is
night in the hospital and all is dark and quiet, except for the
ringing in his ears. A softer sound, a furtive voice and Mom’s face
materializes before him. She places a finger across his swollen
lips. “Shut up. Don’t say anything. And don’t you start
whining.”

“It hurts,” he whispers.
“It’s so . . . hot.”

“Get your ass up,” she
hisses, pulling the covers down. Mark sees she is wearing one of
her white nurse’s aide uniforms. “We’re leaving.”

He whimpers, cringing as her hands snake
their way underneath him. Releasing him, she glares and says,
“Look, those doctors are coming back soon to give you more shots.
Do you want more shots?”

“Uh-uh.”

Glancing around with exaggerated wariness,
she adds, “Not only that, The Cops are coming. They want to
question you. Do you want to talk to The Cops?”

Mark’s good eye, the one not covered in
layers of gauze, widens. “Uh-uh!” The Cops, he knows, carry guns
and throw kids in jail for misbehaving; Mark has always been
terrified of The Cops.

“Then let’s go, but
quietly. You don’t need to be here any more. The doctor says you’re
healing fast.” She pauses, and then mutters to herself, “Very, very
fast.”

Mom carries him down a set of back steps out
to her car. So many clothes and things pack the interior that there
is barely room for him. After tossing him into the passenger seat,
she climbs in, reaches into the backseat, hefts a large suitcase
and wedges it between the seat and dashboard like a barricade.

“Do we live here in your
car now?” he asks, almost peering over the top of it.

The starter grinds before the engine
catches. “No, Mark. We’re moving down south a ways.”

“Where’s Al?”

She frowns as she puts the car in drive.
“That no-good bastard isn’t with us anymore. He left to live
somewhere else.”

 


* * *

 


Thomas Raincrow took a sip of coffee and
looped the black bolo tie—the one with the turquoise stone set in a
silver eagle—around his thick, tanned neck as he studied himself in
the mirror. His suit, like all the others he ministered in, was
black; he calculated that little touches like the bolo, the eagle
feather in his black hat and the snakeskin boots made him look more
exotic to his congregation and less like a run-of-the-mill
preacherman. Exotic was good; exotic helped fill the collection
plate at his Church of the Shepherd, where he was known as Brother
Thomas. Put a white man in a black suit, and all you had was an
undertaker; but put a red man in that same suit, and you had a
shaman, a holy man.

Glancing over at Irene, who was nervously
smoothing some wrinkles out of her drab ankle-length dress, he
asked with his deep, flat voice, “Is Mark up yet?”

She turned toward him, her eyes not quite
meeting his. “I called him a few minutes ago. You might have to go
in there.”

Shaking his head, Raincrow sat down at the
table and rumbled. “You should whup him, take spiritual authority
and drive the devil out of him for yourself once in a while.” She
stared at the checkered linoleum floor, nodding meekly. Irene was
terrified of her son, and Thomas wasn’t sure what to do about that.
Early on in their relationship, he had dismissed Irene’s stories
about her son as the wild imaginings of an alcoholic (a recovering
alcoholic, thanks to him, praise Jesus, although she still snuck
cigarettes on the back porch when she thought he wasn’t looking).
While it was perhaps true the boy was under the Devil’s influence,
Mark surely wasn’t a devil himself.

Raincrow feared little, having fled the
poverty of a Navajo reservation in Arizona for the Marine Corps
base at Camp Pendleton at seventeen, culminating in two tours in
Vietnam in his late twenties. A sparkling shower of flying metal
from a Bouncing Betty antipersonnel mine had ended that career,
leaving him a semi-cripple. His life had drastically changed after
attending the A.A. Allen tent revival in Texas two years ago.

Irene favored him with a submissive smile
from across the small kitchen table. “I’m so glad you’re home this
week, Thomas.”

“I don’t understand how Illinois
Central Railroad can afford to lay me off this time of year when
I’m a foreman,” he growled, “while they keep laborers on. Of
course,” he added with a little snort, “through the winter, most of
the laborers are white.”

“The Good Lord calls the shots,” Irene
offered. “Being off, you can take care of His business this week.
You said you’re going to the nursing home today?”

“I’m going to look in on Bill Evers. He
had another stroke, you know.” Raincrow straightened up in his
chair, gazing over the top of her head. “I’ll do a laying-on of
hands for him. The medicine sure isn’t helping any.”

Reaching across the table to take his hand,
she said, “You have gifts, Thomas. Real gifts. You should use them,
try to make this ugly-assed world a little better. Just remember:
charity begins at home.”

“You’re right.” He sighed, squeezing
her hand back. “Satan prowls like a lion. Sometimes when I look at
the sky these days, it seems black with demons to me. I should be
ministering against such evils, not telling wetbacks how to drive
spikes into railroad ties.”

Raincrow, who had never attended any formal
seminary, had been ordained by the laying-on of hands at a retreat
in Oklahoma. At the same time, he’d never entirely rejected his
parents’ animist beliefs either, which in fact syncretized well
with his brand of charismatic Christianity since either theology
blithely accepted the constant intrusion of the supernatural into
everyday life.

Irene glanced at the clock, and then swore
under her breath as she cocked an ear toward the hallway that led
to Mark’s room. “Speaking of the devil,” she said, “he’s not
getting up.”

Raincrow pushed back from the table and rose,
an imposing figure despite the limp he would carry the rest of his
life. Turning, he headed toward Mark’s room. Like Irene, like his
parishioners, Mark needed only a firm hand to steer him toward the
paths of righteousness. There was that old metallic clink-a-clink
as Raincrow undid the buckle of the heavy leather belt he was
wearing.

The bedroom door was slightly ajar and, with
a grunt, Thomas bulled his way in. “Hey!” he called. “Today is a
school day. Time to get up.”

Though seemingly limp, Mark wasn’t asleep.
Lying on his back, his eyes were wide and fixed on the foot of the
bed.

“Mark?”

His chest was heaving up and down, his mouth
was open, a rivulet of saliva running down his cheek, pooling on
his pillow. Faint, gurgling sounds came from his throat. Raincrow
thought, He’s having some kind of fit, like that guy on my crew
used to have. Maybe he’s swallowed his tongue.

As he reached for the supine child, he
caught a glimpse of a dark shape standing near the foot of Mark’s
bed. It was a thing seen out of the corner of his eye, and when he
looked straight at it, it vanished. Shuddering, Raincrow had a
fleeting impression, a nebulous afterimage, of something man-shaped
yet not quite a man.

His heart stuttered in his chest as he fell
back, pressing his back against the wall. Whatever had been there
was now gone; but there had been something there, just for an
instant. He’d seen it, actually seen it with his own eyes; he could
still feel a chill in the room emanating from where the thing had
been standing.

Mark, his eyes open and blank, was still
unaware of his surroundings—at least, in this world. Raincrow
wondered where his mind, perhaps his spirit, was drifting. What was
he seeing right now? Raincrow started to ask, but his mouth had
suddenly dried up. Easing away from the wall, leaning closer, his
right hand locked firmly on his unfastened belt buckle, Raincrow
started to reach for Mark with his other hand.

On his bed, the boy flinched a little.
Raincrow imagined he looked like someone tied up with rope trying
desperately to escape. Mark’s lips pulled back from his teeth as he
strained and, as Raincrow watched, he changed.

Like the shape he’d witnessed at the foot of
the bed, it was a thing like the single beat of a hummingbird’s
wings, occurring almost too fast to see. The geometry of Mark’s
face seemed to contort, the smooth flesh of his cheeks darkening,
his sightless eyes briefly burning like lamps.

Then he was just a small boy once more, one
who was going to be late for school.

Raincrow felt his knees go watery as he tried
to draw courage from the pictures of Jesus that Irene had hung on
the walls. Christ wouldn’t be afraid, he told himself. Our Savior
would know what to do.

His muscles shaking, burning with adrenaline,
Raincrow drew the belt from the loops of his pants like a sword
from its scabbard. It whistled as it arced through the air near the
ceiling, before it came down, again and again.

“Get thee hence, Satan,” he said, his
scriptural quote overwhelmed by the child’s agonized
screams.

 



CHAPTER 3

 


Sunday, March 26, 1967

In the front seat of the tired blue Ford
truck, Mark rode in silence, sandwiched between Raincrow and Mom,
who sat meekly with her hands on the zippered, leather-bound King
James Bible in her lap. Beyond the cracked windshield, the dingy
railroad town of Gulfton dozed uneasily in the morning light
beneath a blanket of grimy slush, lurching by in fits and starts as
Raincrow worked the shifter. Trying to anticipate the lever’s
direction, Mark still caught one in the knees periodically. But the
bruises would heal.

They always healed.

Gulfton was dying. Mark, who knew nothing of
economic downturns or collapsing tax bases, could nevertheless
smell the low odor of decay in the air as it crept in through the
heater vents. It smelled like rusting steel and dirty grease; like
coal smoke and rotted wood. Closing his eyes, Mark could almost
imagine himself in a vast, dank basement stacked with old engine
parts, moldering clothes and boxes of decaying newspapers.

Coming up on the right was S.S. Kresge’s
Five-and-Dime Store. Mark loved visiting the place to paw over the
models in the toy aisle. The thing he desired most was in the front
window: a red Huffy bicycle with white grips, pedals and a white
banana seat. They wanted twenty whole dollars for it, much more
than he’d ever be able to scrape together from his back-alley
forays for returnable soda bottles. He caught the briefest glimpse
of it as the old truck rattled past.

Someday . . .The bright
hope hung in his mind . . . until he realized
Kresge’s would close within a year.

He wondered how he knew that fact.

No matter. The Game occupied most of his
thoughts now. The one Ghost had been trying to teach him. At least,
Ghost always tried to make it seem like a game, a fun thing, like
when he tried to rub his tummy and pat his head.

Not for the first time, he wondered who or
what Ghost was. Perhaps, he speculated, Ghost was his father
(whereabouts unknown). Maybe his father had died, and had come back
to haunt him. Haunt was exactly the right word. Mark had gotten
used to the gaunt, transparent thing’s occasional materializations
at his bedside when he was at the very edge of sleep. But it was
Ghost’s constant and (usually) invisible presence in his life, its
incessant whispering in his consciousness that unnerved him the
most.

The Game was important. Already, his awkward
playing of it had no doubt saved him from many whuppings. There was
one thing even more important than self-preservation: the
preservation of others. Speaking in dark, muttered tones, Ghost
made it clear that if It got out, people would die. The best
way of keeping It chained in the dark was to play The Game,
and to play it well.

Finally, there were those cryptic dreams
Ghost sent. At least, Mark figured the dreams came from Ghost. In
them, Mark saw a monstrous snake writhing and hissing in the sky.
It was huge—bigger than dinosaurs, bigger than the world. Mark
stood on the ground, the floating leviathan taking no note of him,
its attention focused on the tip of its own tail. Always, the
serpent began eating its own tail and, as Mark watched, the earth,
the sky and everything else shattered into dust.

 


* * *

 


The Church of the Shepherd wasn’t really a
church at all. Once, it had been a pool hall, and Mark could still
smell the mixed aroma of chalk and alcohol and cigarette smoke
inside, a rich olfactory history for him to consider during long,
tedious sermons by his stepfather. There was a podium made of
stained plywood that Brother Thomas Raincrow had built, a simple
crucifix nailed to the front, but there were no pews; only
discolored, metal folding chairs. Pale sunlight poured through
yellowed storefront windows, around cartoonish images of Jesus and
some lambs that had been painted directly onto the glass by his
mother. They looked symmetrical when viewed from the outside, but
lopsided and crooked when viewed in reverse from within. The inside
walls were white, a patina of mildew growing in vague blotches from
the baseboards. In the corner sat the old but lovingly restored
upright piano—itself a relic from a nearby gin joint—that Mrs.
Peterson played.

Already, most of the parishioners had
arrived. About half, like the white-haired ladies who always sat in
the front row, were merely old. The rest were what Raincrow called
prodigals—men and women with hard faces who smelled of tobacco and
booze and sweat. (At one time, Mark knew, his own mother had been a
prodigal, as Raincrow often pointed out.) As the only kid there,
apart from Miss Clemons’ toddler, Julia, Mark sat toward the back
of the room.

At eight o’clock, Brother Thomas stepped to
the podium, removed his black hat, set it aside and smiled. His
preacher face. Through the week, he wore the rough, chiseled visage
of a railroader; but on Sundays, he exchanged that mask for this
one. Mark felt the smile was as unfeeling as the one on his Major
Matt Mason action figure he had at home.

Mrs. Peterson began playing “Shall We Gather
at the River.” Toward the end of the second verse, the little bell
on the door jingled and in walked Ferrell. Smiling through yellow
teeth, he removed his own hat with exaggerated respectfulness and
sidestepped to the back row.

He lived two blocks from Mark’s house. Mark
never called him “Mister” Ferrell anymore. “Mister Ferrell was my
daddy,” Ferrell always scolded. “I’m just Ferrell.”

He brushed past Mark. “ ’Scuse me, sir,”
he whispered with a mischievous grin, his eyes locking with Mark’s.
Mark shyly grinned back as Ferrell took a place two seats to the
left.

The music ended. Raincrow affected a mild
smile and intoned, “Let us bow our heads.” Chair legs scraped
against concrete as the Church of the Shepherd collectively rose to
its feet. Raincrow continued. “Bless us, o Lord, in this thy day,
that we may come to know thy will in our lives during these Last
Days. Open our ears, our hearts and our minds to these teachings,
Heavenly Father, so we mayest prepare for the Second Coming of thy
Son Jesus. For it is in His name that we pray, amen.”

A sea of muttered voices responded.
“Amen.”

Opening his Bible, which sat atop the podium,
Raincrow said, “Let us turn now to the Book of Ezekiel, Chapter 37,
Verse One: ‘The hand of the Lord was upon me, and carried me out in
the spirit of the Lord, and set me down in the midst of the valley
which was full of bones . . .”

Mark’s head began to bob. He knew he didn’t
dare fall asleep during church, or Thomas would whup him good
later. Yet despite his best efforts, gray fog enveloped him.
Presently, he fell into a dream, or something like a dream.

 


* * *

 


For Mark, it is in some sense summer
again—or maybe a summer yet to come. His body seems a little
larger, a little taller than it had been seconds earlier. The snow
is gone and the sun is beating down through a hazy blue sky as he
walks down the sidewalk past Ferrell’s trailer, on his way to the
store to get an ice cream. Ferrell sits grinning on his porch,
drinking a can of Coors. “Mark! Ol’ pal. C’mon up and say howdy to
your favorite neighbor.”

“Hey, Ferrell,” Mark says,
skipping to the porch and plunking down in a rusty metal easy
chair.

Picking up a flyswatter, Ferrell gives Mark
a funny, sideways look. “Keepin’ out of trouble?”

“Yup.” Grownups always say
the same dumb things. “What are you doing today?”

Smiling, Ferrell says, “I’m thinkin’.”

Mark cocks his head. “About what?”

“About when I was in the
Army.” Ferrell hums a short, jaunty little tune. “Y’know what that
is, boy?”

“A song?”

With a playful tap across the thighs with
the flyswatter, Ferrell says, “Not just any song. A cadence. We
used to sing cadences when we was marchin’, or runnin’.” With that,
he jumps up and begins trotting in place, humming furiously.

“How do the words go?” Mark
is laughing now, laughing at this silly man who’s probably drunk a
bit too much beer.

Ferrell stops. Snaps to attention. Salutes
Mark. “Soldier, that information is classy-fied.” Rolling his eyes,
he adds, “But if you’ll step inside for root beer and ice cream, I
might be persuaded to let you in on the secret. Whaddaya say?”

 


* * *

 


“. . .  and I will turn thee
back,” Raincrow read during church back in real-time, back in
March, at the very edge of Mark’s consciousness, “and put hooks
into thy jaws, and I will bring thee
forth . . .”

 


* * *

 


Beyond the dirty screen door, the black
interior of Ferrell’s home gapes, a fathomless void. Peculiar
odors. “Um, I’m, uh, not supposed to—you know—go in stranger’s
houses.”

“Stranger?” Ferrell gasps.
“Lord a-mighty! Why, we go to the same church! I’m no stranger! Now
don’t be silly and come on inside.”

Sniffing the air, Mark puts his hand into
his pocket, feeling the quarter and dime he has there. If Ferrell
is willing to provide him with root beer and ice cream, he can save
his money and get not only this month’s issue of The Flash, but a
copy of the Justice League special as well. “OK,” he agrees,
despite the uneasy feeling he has in the pit of his stomach.

Once inside, his eyes quickly adjust to the
dim light. Heat hammers down from the tin roof; an oppressive,
solid force that obviates the box fan on the floor and the
oscillating fan on the end table. The walls are bare: no paintings,
pictures, or photos of loved ones, except for over the couch. A
curved . . .

 


* * *

 


“. . . all of them clothed
with all sorts of armor,” Raincrow read, “even a great company with
bucklers and shields, all of them handling
swords . . .”

 


* * *

 


. . . saber hangs there on
hooks in a scabbard, and beneath it is a wooden box with a glass
front containing medals, ribbons, a patch with a red number one
stitched into it and a name tag that says FERRELL. On one side is a
framed certificate that says “Honorable Discharge” in fancy
letters, while another award printed on yellowing paper hangs
opposite it. Mark is in awe, particularly of the sword; so
impressed, in fact, that he temporarily ignores the sour stench
that seems strongest near a small wastebasket full of Kleenex near
the other end of the sofa.

Ferrell comes out of the kitchen with a
frosty bottle of A&W and a huge bowl of vanilla ice cream
balanced in his hands. “That’s my ‘I-Love-Me’ wall,” he explains,
motioning to his awards and decorations, handing the goodies to
Mark. “I was a grunt in the First Eye-Dee. I got the sword from
being on the Drill & Ceremony team.” The words don’t make
complete sense to Mark, but already he is feeling better as the
cool ice cream slides down his throat.

On the coffee table are haphazard stacks of
magazines. All have women on the covers, and one in particular has
a woman covering huge boobies with only her hands. Ferrell sees
Mark gawping at it. Picking it up, he tosses it to Mark. The pages
flutter like bat wings as it arcs through the humid air. “Go ’head
and look, boy,” Ferrell says with a sly wink. “I won’t tell if you
won’t.”

Mark opens the magazine and begins thumbing
through it. Near the middle are color pictures of a woman who is
wearing absolutely nothing! Mark has never seen a lady without her
clothes on. This particular lady has the biggest boobies he’s ever
saw, and the image somehow reaches out to him, touching some primal
part buried deep inside.

“Is that the fire,” Ferrell
chuckles, “or is that the fire?”

Suddenly feeling alarmed at his own
inexplicable interest in the pictures, Mark closes the cover and
sets it aside. Ferrell laughs and whoops. “The l’il whores in them
pitchers sure are purty, ain’t they? Take a couple of those books
with you when you go, if you want.”

“Mom or Thomas would murder
me.”

“You could hide them under
your bed.”

“No,” Mark says firmly.
“They’d find them.”

Ferrell shrugs and winks. “Well then, you’re
welcome to come here and look at them anytime. Anytime at all.”

Mark considers that shady but intriguing
offer as he shovels down the last of the ice cream and tries to
change the subject. “So what was that, uh, song you were
singing?”

“Oh, the cadence. Helps
soldiers stay in time when they march or run.” Ferrell stands up
and starts jogging in place again as he hums. Seeing the look of
exasperation on Mark’s seven-year-old face, he begins to sing:
“Don’t let your dingle-dangle dangle in the dirt, pick up your
dingle-dangle, put it in your shirt.”

Even Mark knows what a dingle-dangle is. He
laughs; trying to tell himself how hysterical Ferrell is while
pushing down the growing sense of wrongness he feels.

“Don’t let your
dingle-dangle dangle in the sand,” Ferrell sings, still jogging in
place. “Pick up your dingle-dangle hold it in your hand. Don’t let
your dingle-dangle dangle in the mud, pick up your dingle-dangle
hand it to your bud.”

Ferrell stops at that verse to pant and to
leer at Mark. “Does your dingle-dangle dangle in the mud?”

Mark chuckles nervously. “Um, no, I don’t
think—”

With a ‘ta-dah!’ sort of gesture, Ferrell
abruptly drops his pants. His dingle-dangle is sticking straight
out. “When you’re a soldier,” he tells the boy, “you’re not afraid
to let your buddy see your pecker. Show me yours.”

Suddenly, Ferrell is no longer amusing;
suddenly, he is a large and menacing figure—not a harmless clown,
no sir, not at all. Advancing on Mark, his penis sticking straight
out toward Mark’s face like the barrel of a gun, he leans across
the couch, his hands against the wall, and his right hand near the
hilt of the sword hanging there.

“It’s OK,” he hisses,
still breathing hard. “You’re a good soldier, right?”

 


* * *

 


“. . . and I will smite thy
bow out of thy left hand,” Raincrow droned, “and will cause thine
arrows to fall out of thy right hand. I will give thee to unto the
ravenous birds of every sort, and to the beasts of the field to be
devoured.”

 


* * *

 


Mark’s teeth chatter as mere apprehension
of Ferrell melts into a darker, more powerful fear. “No,” he says
faintly, distantly; not so much to Ferrell but to himself, because
he feels himself fading as It rises inside him. Ferrell’s
lips are inches away from Mark’s face, shining wetly in the gloom
of the trailer; his breath is a malodorous haze in Mark’s nostrils.
Ferrell doesn’t perceive the dark halo forming around Mark, doesn’t
notice the way Mark’s form expands as he—his fevered attention
fixed upon Mark’s waistband—clumsily reaches out to undo the little
boy’s fly.

 


* * *

 


. . . and Mark was back in
church with a start, back from the dream he’d been lost in for what
felt like the last ten or fifteen minutes. At the lectern, Brother
Thomas finished with, “And I will send a fire on Magog, and among
them that dwell carelessly in the isles.”

His heart pounding, Mark quickly felt himself
up and down; he was still himself. A dream, he thought, a
bad dream. The reassurance was hollow. Even now, the man from his
dream was eyeing him in the real world, that awful, fishy stink
still emanating from his trousers.

Mark’s teeth began to chatter.

The nightmare had ended, but It was
still coming.

“No!” Mark’s choked cry first caught
Ferrell’s attention, then that of other congregants who turned to
see the boy’s face turning purple, his body shuddering violently as
he fell into some sort of fit.

“NO!” The sound was more
guttural now, rasping past teeth that suddenly felt each as large
and gleaming white as the keys of Mrs. Peterson’s piano, as pointed
and hard as the tip of Ferrell’s sword.

With Raincrow striding toward him from the
lectern, his mother rising in alarm, Ferrell stood and reached
toward Mark to offer help—not realizing that in doing so, he was
moving to embrace his own death.

The Game. Ghost’s voice was a cool
sibilance in his mind. Play the Game, as I’ve showed
you.

. . . like patting his head
while rubbing his tummy.

. . . like curling his tongue,
or wiggling his ears.

Mark was quickly slipping outside himself as
It moved in. Somehow, he managed to focus. He glanced around
wildly, imagining that beams of energy were pouring from his eyes,
hanging in the air like an incandescent spider web connecting him
and everyone else in the room.

Now they all turned to stare, the pupils of
their eyes dilating.

The trembling child held them a moment longer
before deftly turning the lines of force inside-out, changing his
intense focus upon them to a defocused state, letting them become
insubstantial blurs in his mind.

Time seemed to slam to a dead stop as Mark
held on.

When Thomas, his mother and the others
unfroze and began moving again, they wore troubled expressions as
if they’d laid something down and forgotten where they’d left it—or
even what it was they’d laid down in the first place. Dazed,
Raincrow stiffly returned to the lectern and continued preaching
disjointed nonsense about Armageddon, Gog and Magog. The others all
mechanically turned forward in their seats, Ferrell stumbling back
to his own chair with a slack mouth and a blank expression.

Breathe, let it
out . . . Ghost was still with him. Let it
pass, let it pass.

Nobody noticed as Mark, gasping for air,
fighting for control of his palsied body, got up and made for the
door. Brother Thomas Raincrow continued sputtering his gibberish as
Mark walked right past him. His mother, smiling stupidly, didn’t
seem to notice even when he bumped up against her. Mrs. Peterson
was working the piano keys again, but there was no tune as her
fingers crashed numbly against the ivory, her eyes pointed at the
sheet music before her but fixed on infinity. Turning, he realized
everyone had the same distant, vacant expression.

It was working.

They weren’t seeing him at all.

The tremors wracking his body were subsiding.
As he lurched toward the door, afraid he’d break the spell, another
image came to him: the field trip last fall to the St. Louis Zoo
with his class. Mark had enjoyed most of the features there, except
for the monkey cages. The smell had been vile, unbearable. As his
hand touched the door handle, he realized the smell inside the
Church of the Shepherd was the same.

Apes, he thought feverishly.
They’re all apes.

Unseen, Mark heaved the door open and ran
outside. The cold air burning in his lungs, he sagged against the
dull brickwork of the church, weeping.

 



CHAPTER 4

 


Monday, April 29, 1968

ATOM AGE VAMPIRE! The marquis at the State
Theater on State Street shouted at Mark as he bicycled past it
after school. FRIDAY NIGHT SPOOK SHOW! ALSO SHOWING: MONSTER
ZERO!

Pedaling backwards to brake, Mark screeched
to a halt in front of the lobby windows. Colorful posters hung
taped to the glass (and sometimes, Mark knew, the posters were
better than the films). The movie poster for ATOM AGE VAMPIRE! was
OK, Mark decided, even with its hokey depiction of a blonde menaced
by a fanged, disfigured creature. However, the poster for MONSTER
ZERO!—ah, that was something else. Godzilla, his maple-leaf
dorsal fins crackling with blue light, was breathing a bolt of
flame at three-headed dragon Ghidrah as giant pterodactyl Rodan and
a pair of flying saucers circled menacingly overhead. A river of
screaming faces with—oddly enough—western features fled from
crumbling buildings toward the flat foreground of the image.

Mark already knew all about the film, having
read about it in one of his issues of Famous Monsters of
Filmland he’d bought on the sly. Mom and Raincrow would have
killed him had they found such a thing in his possession, or if
they knew he was contemplating sneaking to the State Theater for
the Spook Show this Friday night.

He dismounted and leaned his bike against a
parking meter, stepping closer for a better look at the MONSTER
ZERO! poster. There was something about Ghidrah, with its trio of
horned, reptilian heads attached to serpentine necks, which haunted
him. He’d gotten the same deja vu sensation looking at photos of
the rubbery beast in his monster magazines. What was it about
Ghidrah? It was maddening, like having a word stuck on the tip of
his tongue.

Ghost.

Vaguely, Mark could remember the one dream—or
parts of it, at any rate. The one dream about Ghost always seemed
the same, despite the fact he couldn’t remember the details. When
he was dreaming it, he knew exactly who and what Ghost was, the
knowledge always dissolving like mist when he awoke.

An image always stayed with him afterwards:
an ophidian neck and head sinuously curving upwards out of the
water.

The dream-dragon’s head looked like
Ghidrah’s.

And Ghost rode on the monster’s back.

 


* * *

 


He rode to the very edge of Gulfton, to a
crumbling, narrow blacktop just off 19th Street Road. Mark’s
fortress brooded at the very end of that overgrown lane.

The kids at school said the abandoned house
was haunted, and it was—but only by Mark who, accustomed to the
real thing, didn’t fear imaginary phantoms and haints. Weeds and
brush had almost engulfed the place which, when combined with local
stories about poltergeists, made it an almost ideal hiding place
for Mark. Usually, people stayed away from here—usually, but not
always. Glancing warily around, Mark surreptitiously pushed his
bicycle into a riot of shrubbery near a collapsed, skeletal
structure that had once been an outbuilding.

His ten-speed wasn’t new, but most of the
gears worked. The frame was a drab shade of green, a spray-can job
by a previous owner, the better for hiding in bushes. Raincrow had
bought it for him for last Christmas, from a guy he worked with
whose own son had cobbled it together from spare parts. It was a
gift given coldly and without affection, another go-away thing
handed over to keep him out of his parents’ hair.

Mark knew it was more than that. He was more
than just a nuisance to Mom and Raincrow.

They were afraid of him. They
knew.

Knew what?

They knew about Ghost, for one. Several times
now, one or both had walked into his room when he was lying awake
but unable to move, wreathed in icy air as Ghost hung nearby,
muttering riddles. Mark knew they couldn’t see or hear Ghost in
quite the same direct way he could when Ghost visited; still, it
was at these times they sensed an ominous presence there. He knew
they did because he sometimes overheard them afterwards whispering
together about evil spirits and possession by demons.

My secret place, he thought as he gazed at
the lonely, neglected house with the battered porch and shattered
windows; I can forget all that junk here for a little while.
It didn’t look it, but the house was still quite solid in its
decades-old white oak beams constructed atop a solid stone
foundation. Mark loved the place and often imagined he was a
grownup, maybe even with a family of his own, living here in peace
and contentment.

Wiping moisture from his brow, Mark carefully
took the red dime-store radio from his pocket and switched it on.
There was only a soft, tinny hiss on the speaker before he
carefully dialed it back to 630 AM, KXOK radio in St. Louis, where
Manfred Mann was singing about an Eskimo with the unlikely name of
The Mighty Quinn. Lowering the volume a notch, he quietly made his
way around to the rear of the house, to the back porch.

Mark sniffed the air.

Something was wrong here, out of place. At
the base of the rotted back steps were three cigarette butts.
Scrawled across the back door in fresh, blood-red spray paint were
the letters KKK. Somebody else had been here since yesterday.

He froze, sniffed the air again.

The intruders, whoever they had been, were
gone.

Relaxing, Mark felt the warm breeze ruffle
his unruly hair and allowed his attention to return to Ghost and
to . . . the other thing. Ghost was only half
the problem. The other thing was . . . well, maybe
it is a demon, he thought to himself as he forcefully pushed open
the back door of his fortress. If so, he wondered how they were
related—Ghost, and the thing that hid inside him. There had to be a
connection. It was too big of a coincidence.

Inside the back door, with its rusted
hinges, was the kitchen. No food had been prepared here for a long
time; a gas stove with chunks of porcelain skinned away still
lurked in a corner, near the hulking remains of an ancient
refrigerator.

I wish I could talk to somebody, Mark
thought, as he passed through the kitchen, entered what had been a
dining room and made for a set of rickety stairs that led up to the
second story. Probably there’s nobody I can talk with. Not about
this. Not now, not ever.

Maybe I could talk to Raincrow, he thought,
who was a preacher-man, after all. But for all his dinner table
talk of rebuking demons, for all his supposed belief in spiritual
warfare, Thomas Raincrow was deeply afraid of him. Mark could smell
it in his pores. Rather than flee, Raincrow simply tuned Mark out,
pretended he wasn’t there—or, at least, that he wasn’t
different.

Mark sighed deeply as he reached the top
steps and made his way into a cramped room at the end of the hall.
Here were his treasures.

Stacked in loose piles and crammed into
cardboard boxes were what Mark figured was just about every
magazine in the world. There were hundreds of them. An avid reader,
Mark always felt a sense of safety surrounded by the aging
periodicals. A few were detective magazines, or boring lady-books
such as Good Housekeeping; but most were interesting:
Popular Science, Popular Mechanics, National Geographic,
Electronic Hobbyist, and the like. In the corner, in a plastic
milk crate he’d scavenged from behind the supermarket, Mark kept
his illicit collection of comics and monster magazines.

Near the south-facing window, laying face-up
and open, was a recent copy of Guns and Ammo. His
sometimes-friend Kevin must have left that there, having shoplifted
it the week before from the Piggly Wiggly over on Elm. Printed
across two pages was a large photograph of a military M-16, with
the caption: America’s Rifle Comes Home! The New Service Rifle
Finds Favor Among Civilian Shooters.

 


* * *

 


It is the day before, and he and Kevin are
hanging out here, going through magazines. Kevin flips through the
Guns & Ammo and wishes for his own M-16. “I’d want one like the
Marines have, with a bayonet and everything,” Kevin says dreamily,
tracing the menacing shape of the weapon with his trigger finger.
“I’d carry it to my grandpa’s farm, take it down by the woods and
kill me some Japs. DAH-DAH-DAH-DAH-DAH.”

Mark, looking up from a piece about the
secrets of tunnel diodes in a ten-year-old issue of Popular
Electronics, says in a distracted voice, “We’re friends with the
Japs now and, anyway, there aren’t any at your grandpa’s. Besides,
it’s a poor design.”

“What is?” Kevin glances
toward his buddy.

“The M-16. It’s a poor
design. The gas tube—”

Kevin slaps the G&A down and stands up.
“What are you talking about?”

Mark’s eight-year-old face is blank, his
voice flat and detached, and his eyes glassy. “The gas tube. As a
bullet travels down the barrel, some of the expanding gunpowder
gases behind it bleed off through a vent in the front sight post,
diverting into the gas tube. This sends the gases back down the
rifle to the upper receiver, where it blows directly into the
chamber to cycle the action. Except carbon in the gas fouls the
bolt face, you know? Messes up the extractor.”

Kevin huffs, “Man, you are such
a weirdo.”

 


* * *

 


Weirdo . . . Turning
the page, he sat the Guns & Ammo on a stack of
Lifes, thinking, I guess I must’ve read about the gas tube
in one of these. Except the knowledge didn’t feel as if it had come
from a book. There was a certain intimacy, a sense of personal
experience, associated with that particular fact. Often when Ghost
told him strange things, they had that sort of feel to them. Mark
frowned; why would Ghost know all about the M-16?

Not for the first time, Mark considered that
his father—Dan Arsenault, his real father—had been in the
Army. Or maybe it had been the Air Force. His mother didn’t talk
much about his dad. If Dad had been a soldier, a marine or an
airman, he surely would have known about the M-16. Assuming Dan
Arsenault was dead, as his mother intimated, perhaps his spirit was
telling him these things from beyond the grave.

Mark sat down on the dusty floor and leaned
against some boxes as a shaft of afternoon sunlight washed over
him, warming him without banishing the specters that always lurked
nearby. Taking a breath, Mark spoke into the dead air, “If you’re
my dad, why don’t you say so? Why don’t you ever answer my
questions?”

A languid swarm of dust motes drifted
passively in the light.

Nobody—no thing—replied.

His brow knotted as his jaws clenched.
“Hello? I know you’re there, dammit!”

The swear word failed to provoke a
response.

Bounding to his feet, Mark grabbed a copy of
Life with Jackie Kennedy’s picture on the cover, rolled it
into a club and began slapping it into his left hand. [whack] “Who
are you?” [whack] “What do you want with me?” [whack] “I know
you’re there.” [whack] “You’re always there.” [whack] “Speak
up!”

Nothing.

On his little radio, the pop group Amen
Corner sang “. . . bend me, shape me, anyway you
want me . . .”

Mark crushed the magazine into a tight tube
and hurled it across the room. Then silence, except for the
staticky music coming from the distant AM station.

Clenching his fists, Mark shrieked in rage.
The long, ululating sound erupting from his lungs felt good.

It wanted to come out.

“No!” Now fear tinged the sound of his
voice, even as desire burned in his heart.

“No . . .” Mark slumped
to the floor, letting his back sag against a stack of boxes. He
breathed slowly, closing his eyes. The thing retreated a little
further back into shadow.

A cool breeze spilled through a broken
window, carrying spring-smells. Even as green life was returning to
the world, the day itself was growing old; the sun was maybe an
hour away from touching the horizon, and a thin crescent of moon
hung above it. Somewhere in the woods behind the old house, a
whippoorwill sang.

Mark continued to breathe, slower and deeper,
slower and deeper, seizing on these bucolic images to calm down.
Soon, he found himself growing drowsy, as he often did anytime
It almost escaped. Drawing his knees up to his chest,
pulling the hood of his jacket over his head, he closed his
eyes.

The dream returned and again, if only in that
dream, Mark understood Ghost’s identity as clearly as he could
smell the salty sea-air and see the dragon’s head rising from the
water line. As he watched, the dragon’s tail lashed out of the
water, looped perfectly over its back and into its mouth.

The dragon was eating itself.

 


* * *

 


“Not without your hood,” Tim Dickerson said
as he seized Butch Falbe’s arm near the back door of the old house.
“This here’s our klavern. We have to show the proper respect.”

Falbe, who, at sixteen, was a year younger
and a head shorter than Dickerson, clamped the butt of the Marlboro
between his teeth. “C’mon Tim. Even real Klansmen smoke! I can’t
smoke with this fuckin’ pillowcase over my—”

Dickerson cuffed him on the jaw, knocking the
cigarette into the dirt. Billy Thatcher—“Ace” to his
friends—tittered in the dark, along with Jake Dicenzo, the wop
Dickerson had reluctantly allowed to join his gang. In the gloom,
he glared at them. “We are real Klansmen,” he spat. “And we fuckin’
better act like it. Now c’mon, get your hoods on.”

Dicenzo repressed a giggle at bossing from a
stocky, six-foot galoot who was wearing a pillowcase with crude
eyeholes cut into it. Tim takes this shit soooo seriously, he
thought. Biting the inside of his cheek, Jake focused on the trench
knife Tim carried in the small of his back with its seven-inch
blade and brass-knuckle hilt, and complied. Timmy was a goon, after
all, and just might use that pig-sticker.

Properly hooded now, the four made their way
inside their klavern. Inside it was dark, with only a hint of dusky
light filtering in from outside. Branches brushed restlessly
against the building’s exterior, stirred by the cool air.

 


* * *

 


Upstairs in his makeshift library, Mark
moaned in his sleep as Ghost showed him things. Pictures.
Events.

The dream changed. Ghost’s face pressed close
to his own. Mark studied the shape of that face, considered the
lines and scars he saw there. The face was familiar to him, yet
alien. Grim. Frightening.

Opening its mouth, Ghost spoke.

Wake up, boy.
Run . . .

 


* * *

 


The older boys kept their lights off to save
their batteries as they passed a bottle of Maker’s Mark
whiskey—stolen from Ace’s dad—between them. Taking a sip, Ace lit a
cigarette, the red glow briefly illuminating his pockmarked face.
“So what’s the plan for this evening?”

Dickerson drew a man-sized swig from the
bottle and smiled with crooked teeth. “I figger we could bust into
that one house over by the tracks. The one I was tellin’ y’all
about. We oughta turn up some cash. You know how old people are
about hidin’ money in shoeboxes and shit. At the very least, we
oughta find some guns. Old man Gebke had a fuckin’ pile of guns,
from what I heared. Fought in the war, he did. Maybe he’s got some
stuff he took off German soldiers,” he added with a soft laugh.
“That’d be soooo cool.”

The other three boys listened intently.
Dickerson knew stuff; he’d been breaking into houses since he was
eleven. Twice he’d been in reform school—once for stabbing some guy
in a fight. This made him quite the celebrity at Gulfton High,
where many of the students, and most of the faculty, despised and
feared him.

“OK,” Dicenzo said, raising his hand as
if he were in class. “So we get guns. What then? Sell ’em? To
who?”

Dickerson frowned. “You got a lot ta learn,
dago. No, we ain’t gonna sell no guns. We’re gonna keep ’em. Maybe
hide ’em here, in the attic or some shit.”

“For, like, a holdup?” It was Falbe,
who’d finally received permission to remove his hood to smoke.
Dickerson lit Falbe’s Marlboro for him with the Harley-Davidson
Zippo lighter he’d cadged from his old man. In the flickering
light, Falbe’s face seemed almost childlike and
innocent.

“Hmm, hadn’t really thought of that.”
Dickerson briefly considered the suggestion before filing it away.
“Nah, not tonight. Not fer a while. There’s Hobie’s Package Liquor.
They stay open late. Problem is ol’ Hobie keeps himself a loaded
12-gauge behind the counter. We’d prob’ly have to kill the ol’
fucker—not a good thing to do right on the main drag.”

Leaning forward, he told them, “Nope, if we
find guns, we’re gonna go on a little, ah, safari in south-town.”
The others would have exchanged nervous glances, if they could have
seen one another, because south-town was the section of Gulfton
where the blacks all lived. “Coupla spooks down there I got a bone
to pick with. Dago, you’re the new guy. Maybe for yer initiation
I’ll have you cork some li’l pickaninny. You’d like that, wouldn’t
you? Ain’t that why you wanted in so bad?”

Dicenzo who, last fall, had tried to rape his
nine-year-old sister in her room while their parents were away, and
who’d threatened to cut her throat in her sleep if she told,
giggled.

Ace cleared his throat. “One question. How do
we know that old bastard Gebke isn’t home from the hospital? What
if we climb through a window and find him on the phone to the cops
or, worse, waiting for us with one o’ those fucking guns? How do we
know it’s safe?”

“You assholes forget,” Dickerson
sighed, “my mom’s a nurse at—”

A flashlight flicked on. Dicenzo. The other
gang members blinked against the abrupt glare.

The lantern cast Dicenzo’s features into
stark relief as he looked toward the ceiling. “D’you dickheads hear
something upstairs?”

 


* * *

 


Mark awoke to the sound of many sets of
footsteps clumping up the stairs, carrying whispered voices toward
him. The intruders who’d left the cigarette butts and the
spray-painted letter Ks, he knew, were back.

He lay perfectly still in shadow. All around
him, it was dark—dark and yet not so dark to his eyes.
Flashlight beams painted the walls and ceiling of the stairwell as
the intruders advanced. Mark could smell the familiar scent of
aggression. Shock and surprise jarred any idea of The Game out of
his head.

Ghost’s voice still echoed in his head.
You’ve got to get out of there, boy. You’ve got to run.

There was no escape. The intruders would hit
the top of the stairs any second now and fan out to search the
other three rooms up here. This wouldn’t take long, since the other
rooms were empty.

You’ve got to get out of there, boy.

Turning, he made for the room’s lone window.
This was the only one in the house with glass still in it. Through
the dirty, yellowed pane, he could see the crescent moon hanging
above a distant tree line like a demon’s slanted eye. With some
effort, he turned the latch at the top of the window, but the frame
itself was painted shut. On the other side, the roof dipped steeply
away, culminating in a two-story jump into brambles.

Something bad is about to happen. You’ve got
to run.

In the near darkness, Mark frantically looked
for something to break the glass, then remembered the plastic milk
crate where he kept his collection of comic books and horror
magazines.

Running to the corner, he grabbed it. Cocking
back, he launched it at the window.

It clipped the frame and bounced back at
him.

The footsteps were coming closer. Beams found
him. A rough voice yelled, “Hey, in here, you guys.”

His own limberness surprising him, Mark
pivoted and kicked his foot through the glass, a jagged shard
knifing into the side of his ankle. He ignored the flare of pain,
the sudden, sweet, coppery smell of his own blood, and kicked twice
more to clear the fragments.

“Hey!”

Moving quickly, Mark scissored his legs
through the opening as the biggest one ran toward him brandishing a
huge knife with a brass knuckle handle. The roof was slippery,
covered in splotches of moss, and he fought for traction as he slid
downwards, his grip on the sill the only thing preventing him from
plunging eighteen feet to the ground.

Ghost chattered wildly. Let go, Mark. Let
go.

Hands closed around his wrists.

Too late, he remembered The Game.

Kicking wildly, Mark was unable to keep them
from pulling him back in. His shirt had hiked up across his belly
and, as he grated across the pane, tiny chips of glass tore into
his skin. Suddenly he was lying crumpled in a pool of radiance from
a pair of flashlights.

“Well, well, well,” Dickerson chuckled.
“What do we have here? Whatchoo doin’ here, punk?”

Mark was breathing heavily, more from rage
than pain or fear, and this alarmed him. “My . . .
clubhouse . . .” he panted.

“Yours?” Dickerson kicked him in the
ribs. “This here’s our hideout.”

Ace kicked him as well. “We’re the Klan,
son!”

“I’m white,” Mark grunted. “So let me
go home.”

The Game.

He couldn’t focus.

 


* * *

 


Dickerson motioned to the others. Ace and
Falbe grabbed him under his armpits and hauled him to his feet as
Dickerson pressed the point of the trench knife against his throat,
gently twisting it this way and that. Dickerson hissed, “You are a
goddam spy, or I’ll be butched. You heard us talkin’, dintcha? We
let your sorry ass go, and you’ll run pissin’ and squealin’
straight to th’ cops, wontcha?”

“No, I . . . I didn’t
hear anything. Please, let me go.”

“Hey, Tim, lookey here.” Dicenzo waved
his beam over Mark’s pile of comics and horror magazines that had
spilled onto the floor near the window.

Dickerson stirred the pile with the toe of
his boot. “Monsters,” he laughed. “And comic books. Soooo-per Man!
Are you Soooo-per Man, punk? Are you a monster?”

Shaking his head, Dickerson said, “Naw. Yer
just a little faggot, near as I can tell. And you know what the
Klan does to faggots that spy on them, dontcha?”

Reaching into his jean jacket, Dickerson
produced a Swisher Sweet cigar. “Hold ’im good, boys,” he said as
he removed the cellophane wrapper, drew his Zippo from another
pocket, and lit the stogie. The trench knife disappeared into the
small of his back once more as he puffed furiously, making the tip
of the cigar blaze. Then he removed the cigar from his mouth, blew
smoke into Mark’s eyes, and pressed the lit end into Mark’s
bleeding stomach. “Awwww. You got all cut up and shit, better let
me carterize that for ya.”

Mark shuddered violently, teeth clattering as
his lips peeled back from his teeth in what Dickerson interpreted
as a leering grin.

“Fucking little fagboy,” Dickerson
snarled, jamming the lit cigar deep into Mark’s skin. “You’re
enjoying this, aintcha? Sick little queer.”

Still holding Mark’s right arm, Falbe
whistled as Mark convulsed. “Owww! That hurt, huh? That really,
really hurt!” Glancing at Ace, he said, “You better hold on tight.
Fagboy here is stronger than he—”

In the dim light, the little punk’s form
suddenly rippled, blurring as it darkened.

Then the punk was gone, something else
standing where he had been.

Dickerson heard a bestial cry explode into
the night. It was the triumphant voice of a predator, like
something on Marlin Perkins’ Wild Kingdom.

He saw Falbe dive clear of whatever nightmare
had materialized there in the musty, abandoned room. Ace dropped
his flashlight, and the shape grabbed him, azure eyes blazing as it
lifted him, roaring in his face. Even from the corner he’d
scrunched into, Dickerson could smell its breath, an aroma like
spoiled meat. Something like a paw, or perhaps a hand, curled into
a fist and lashed out, hammering twice against Ace’s ribcage. Ace
collapsed, gasping for air, his lung lacerated by shards of
bone.

Falbe scrambled for the door as it dropped
Ace and came shrieking at him from behind, leathery fingers
ratcheting down on his left ankle. Dickerson could hear the sound
of splintering bone as he saw Falbe lifted, hurled and spun through
the air, his arms pinwheeling in freefall for an instant before his
head and right shoulder smashed through a lath-and-plaster wall,
his body going suddenly limp.

Dicenzo, who’d kept his flashlight long
enough for them to glimpse what was in the room with them, took the
window. Distantly, Dickerson heard him skittering and rolling down
the steep pitch of the roof, heard the creak of bending metal as he
caught on a jagged, rusty section of guttering before plunging to
the earth. Dickerson couldn’t hear the crunch as Dicenzo landed
feet first with enough force to drive his left femur into the hip
socket, fracturing both, sending a jagged protrusion of bone out
through the flesh of his buttock, the agony of the compound
fracture snatching his consciousness away in an instant. But he did
hear the thudding impact, and the ominous silence that
followed.

Holding the lit Zippo lighter out before him
like a villager with a torch, his trench knife now forgotten,
Dickerson huddled in the corner. The Zippo provided just enough
light to show the shape and size of the thing that was attacking
his gang, but Dickerson blocked that—unable to accept what he was
seeing—and fixed on the flame itself.

Time seemed to drift by lazily for Dickerson
as he stared at the flame.

The light seemed to split into three, with
the original fire haloed by two mirror images on either side. It
took him a moment to realize he was looking into the eyes of the
beast, held inches away from his face.

It grunted and snarled as its black lips
wrinkled back from fangs that loomed as large as a picket
fence.

A dog. A big ol’ mean-ass dog, he thought as
it howled and lunged toward him.

Darkness.

 


* * *

 


Mark was running across darkened yards, bare
feet hammering the dew-soaked ground when he returned to himself
and realized he was nearing his house. He slowed first to a jog,
then to a walk and finally stopped completely as he found himself
in that old nightmare where one is naked in public. Mark was too
tired, and in too much pain, to worry about being nude.

Insanely, he worried about his bike. The one
he’d left in the bushes at the old house. With that, he knew he was
only Mark again and not It.

His strength leaving him, he found his house,
heaved open his front door and tumbled across the threshold. Mom
was in the living room watching Milton Berle on the television. She
turned and, seeing him, went white. “Thomas!”

Mark’s stepfather lumbered into the living
room from the kitchen to find Mark lying naked, half-in and
half-out of the door, his chest heaving, and his eyes wide and
freakish.

“It . . .
killed . . . them, it . . .
killed . . . them . . .” he repeated
through hitching breaths. “They hurt me, but it killed
them . . . killed them
all . . .”

Thomas tossed the Bible he’d been reading
onto the couch. “Irene, call the police, right now. Tell them to
send an ambulance.” Turning to Mark, he kneeled and tried examining
the boy.

Mark flinched and curled up. “Get away from
me! Don’t you touch me!”

“Son,” Raincrow said hesitantly, “What
happened? What’s this about folks killed? Who did this to
you?”

“A monster. A
monster . . . did . . .
this . . .”

Slowly, Raincrow stood and took two steps
back from Mark. Irene was gibbering into the telephone receiver. In
a minute or two, sirens would disrupt the peace of this fine spring
evening. “A monster?” he said distantly. “I thought you’d outgrown
the monster in the closet.”

Mark turned his head and glared at
Raincrow.

“Not in the closet,” he panted. “In
me.”

 



CHAPTER 5

 


Wednesday, May 8, 1968

Sighing, Paul Simmons closed the thick folder
and rubbed his eyes. Damn, he thought, I hate fieldwork. The drive
to this backward little burg from Chicago had been a long one, and
the miles and hours were starting to catch up to him.

He reached into the pocket of his tweed
jacket and withdrew a small vial of clear liquid. Holding it up to
his eye like the lens of a spyglass, he scanned the sparse room.
Even through the prismatic distortion, the room was still as flat
and bland as any other government office he’d ever sat in. There
was the usual hulking gray steel desk, with its peeling paint and
legs discolored from splashed mop water. Directly in front of that
sat a pair of straight-backed wooden chairs, with a battered beige
filing cabinet in the corner. Behind him was a grimy window, its
exterior covered with wire mesh; like most Department of Children
and Family Services offices, this one was located in a bad
neighborhood. An amateurish mural covered the wall to his right,
showing happy mommies, daddies, puppies, and kiddies cavorting
together. A picture, perhaps, of what a good childhood ought to
look like.

Apart from the dissonant artwork and the
window, Paul Simmons judged the room was a dead ringer for his old
command, the 569th SMS squadron at Mountain Home Air Force Base in
Idaho. Simmons closed his eyes, recalling those days when he’d had
nine Titan ICBMs under his authority. It had been a heady feeling
at first, especially after the whirlwind series of promotions he’d
engineered. However, command of thermonuclear weapons had
ultimately been a source of endless frustration. He remembered the
Cuban Missile Crisis; oh, how he’d itched to have his men turn
those keys and push those buttons. Nameless, faceless, gutless
bureaucrats in government had lacked the resolve to order him to do
the correct thing. Now the Soviet communists and their Chinese
counterparts were marching all over the globe with impunity.

In mid-1965, his unit had been dissolved,
the old Titans decommissioned in favor of the newer, better Titan
IIs.

And today I’m overseeing things potentially
far more lethal than missiles, Simmons told himself with a smug
grin.

This was a good assignment; one his
recruiters felt he was naturally suited for. He still contended
with a troublesome chain-of-command. Although in only a short time,
Simmons had made inroads there, moving quickly up this ladder that
lay buried in the bowels of the Pentagon. There had been a faux pas
or two on the part of supervisors, predictable results of not
allowing nascent specimens to remain in situ until they were ready.
Automatically whisking newly-discovered subjects away, Simmons
argued, even in the name of public safety, tended to interfere with
their natural development and render them even more unstable than
usual.

“We have to watch them,” Simmons had
explained to the Director, “learn where all the strings are. That
way, when they finally come to us of their own free will, we’re
better able to control them.”

The pitch had impressed the boss. Now,
Simmons stood poised once more to assume the responsibilities of
former superiors.

Reaching into his briefcase, Simmons
retrieved a syringe. Turning the bottle of clear fluid upside-down,
he jabbed the needle through the rubber membrane and drew a
standard 20cc dose. After bleeding off an air bubble, he rolled up
the sleeve of his blue turtleneck sweater, found a vein, and drove
the needle home.

In a few seconds, the room began to change
and grow brighter. That was the brolamfetamine, a synthetic
hallucinogen. It sharpened the senses for about an hour, before the
effect began to degrade. The other component of the pharmaceutical
cocktail was old-fashioned methamphetamine, which acted to dampen
hallucinations without affecting the sensory enhancement. He and
other members of the project nicknamed the stuff blammo. When
dealing with subjects like Mark Arsenault, heightened alertness and
clarity of perception was an absolute necessity.

Simmons opened the folder, the one with
Mark’s name on it, to review the contents one last time before the
boy came in for his appointment. As he did so, he noticed the
adhesive label was somewhat crooked, and he took a moment to
appreciate the rich texture of the fibers comprising the manila
folder itself, and the crisp smell of the new paper.

Mark’s name wasn’t really Arsenault, of
course. His father, born Daniel Ivarsson, was an adoptee. The
Scandinavian lineage fit the usual pattern. Daniel Ivarsson’s last
known address had been in California. Members of the project were
currently trying to track him down.

Here were the results of the medical exams:
the peculiar architecture of the pelvis; the lengthening and
torsion of the phalangeal bones of the index fingers; and—most
telling of all—the high mitochondrial densities in the cells of
Mark’s body. That’s why they heal so fast, why they’re so goddamn
strong, Simmons recalled. All those mitochondria, revving like
billions of tiny dynamos.

Simmons glanced again at the police reports
from the incident that had brought Mark to his attention, chuckling
as he picked out odd gaps in the narrative signifying where the
interviewers had blanked out at various points. There were also
photographs of the victims, taken as they lay in hospital beds
recovering from their grievous wounds. The fact these hoodlums had
survived the encounter concerned him. Had Mark learned to control
it? This seemed unlikely to Simmons, but if he had, especially at
his young age . . .

He pondered that, and then closed the folder,
drumming his fingers atop it before snapping the big Colt pistol
from the pancake holster hidden beneath his tweed jacket. Thumbing
the safety off, Simmons eased the slide back to make sure the piece
had one in the pipe. It did; through the ejection port. A sliver of
brass gleamed against the matte finish of the gun like gold against
blackest velvet.

After admiring how the light reflected off
the shiny yellow metal, Simmons dropped the magazine and racked the
slide, ejecting the round from the chamber. .38 Super cartridges
were slimmer and longer than standard .45 Auto rounds. They were
much faster as well, meaning they penetrated further, especially
when used with armor piercing bullets like this one. Yet for all
its power, the .38 Super wasn’t an unmanageable monster like the
.41 or .44 Magnums initially recommended for this detail. The
recoil was low enough that the shooter could hold the gun on target
for the multiple shots usually required to bring down those who had
learned to control their peculiar gifts. Nothing was more
objectionable than a rogue operating without the benefit of proper
conditioning.

Before rechambering the Colt, Simmons
double-checked the base of the shell to make sure he was loaded
with antiarmor stuff. Yes, there was the little spearhead device,
imprinted into the case-head. Odhinn’s Spear. Simmons always
chuckled at that, putting this outfit’s unofficial emblem on each
round of standard-issue ammo like some bullshit calling card. How
James Bond; what a riot.

Simmons reloaded, recocked and relocked the
government model pistol. Before holstering, he brought it up in
both hands and drew a bead on the closer of the two chairs, the one
where young Mr. Arsenault would sit.

“Boom,” he whispered to himself,
smiling as he slipped the gun back into his waistband.

 


* * *

 


Mark, sitting between his silent mother and
stepfather, felt small in the government waiting room. Behind
frosted glass doors, typewriters chattered, phones rang, and grave
voices muttered strange secrets. Cocking his head this way and
that, Mark listened to see if he could hear anyone talking about
him in those hidden offices. The fact he could not pick out any
conversation regarding him was no reassurance.

Probably The Cops will be here too, he
winced, like everyplace else. For the past month, The Cops had
repeatedly accused him of almost killing the teenagers in the
abandoned house. There were always the same dumb questions: Did you
have a knife, kid? Where’d you toss it? Was there a dog? Did you
sic a dog on them? We found your monster magazines. Did you have a
monster mask, too? Where is it? Was somebody else there with you?
Mark hadn’t answered many of the questions, in part because he
didn’t clearly remember much of the incident, and because The Cops
would never have believed what he did remember.

The worst part was the response of his
parents: their silence, their reproachful stares, and their
remoteness. Mark reasoned most moms and dads would have wanted
desperately to know exactly what had happened in the old house. His
were either too uncaring or too afraid to ask.

Probably both, he realized.

To his left, one of the tall doors swung
open. A young, pleasant-looking man with red hair, boyish freckles
scattered across his nose, a goatee and bright, sharp eyes peeked
around the frame. “Mark? Are you Mark Arsenault?”

Mark glanced back down at the floor. “Yes,
sir,” he said softly.

“Paul Simmons,” the man beamed,
stepping out and holding his hand forth. When Mark didn’t extend
his own hand, Irene gave him an icy stare. Slowly, Mark stood and
shook Simmons’ hand.

“Mark!” Simmons smiled, pumping
vigorously, and lied through his teeth. “I’m kind of like a doctor.
Now, now, don’t stiffen up on me. I’m not that kind of doctor. I
promise I won’t poke you or anything. I’m a doctor of child
psychology. Do you know what a psychologist does?”

“They talk to crazy people,” Mark
mumbled.

Simmons laughed. “That’s what most people
think, my young friend. A psychologist is a sort of doctor that
helps people with how they feel, with what kinds of troubles
they’re having. And I am told you are having all kinds of
troubles.”

Mark nodded.

“Well, let’s step into my office and
talk about this, and see what we can do to make those troubles go
away.”

“Do I have to lie on a couch and
stuff?”

Simmons winked at Irene, and put a hand on
Mark’s shoulder. “No, I think you can sit in a chair like a regular
guy.”

Walking into the small office, Mark followed
Simmons and sat where told. Mark detected a strange smell about
him, an oily solvent odor like the closet where Raincrow kept his
guns. Was Simmons one of The Cops? Were The Cops lurking
nearby?

Simmons took his seat behind the desk and
opened a spiral notebook. “Mark, I’ve read what the police say
happened at that empty house.” Smiling gently, he leaned forward.
“They say you hurt those older kids . . . maybe with
a knife, maybe with a vicious stray dog you’d somehow befriended.
Those kids told some pretty wild stories themselves. Stories about
how you did all this, how you sent the four of them to the
hospital. Now, you’re just a little kid next to these other boys,
these . . . bullies. How could you possibly have
been responsible for what happened to them?”

Mark looked intently at Simmons, but said
nothing.

“These bullies and the police are
trying to blame you for what happened. Nevertheless, it wasn’t your
fault, was it? Was it, Mark?”

Slowly, he shook his head.

“And there wasn’t any dog, was there?
Something else was in that house, wasn’t it? Something besides you
and the bad guys?”

Mark felt himself slipping into The Game.

Simmons blinked, but his eyes, though
slightly dazed, remained locked on him. The Game wasn’t working.
Mark saw Dr. Simmons reach inside his jacket as if he had an itch.
Then Simmons said something that both calmed and terrified him.

“It’s OK, Mark. I know about it. I
know . . .”

Sagging into the wood-backed chair, Mark
began to sniffle and weep. “It wasn’t me. Not really. It
was . . .”

“It was what?”

“You won’t believe me, Dr. Simmons.
You’ll think I’m telling stories to try to get out of trouble.
You’ll think I’m crazy and send me to the Loony Bin.”

Moving slowly, almost cautiously, Simmons
stood up, moved around the desk, and kneeled in front of him,
patting his small hand as it clenched the arm of his chair. “I can
see you’re being honest with me. I don’t think you’re lying or
telling stories. Why not tell me what you believe happened, get it
out in the open, so we can fix all this and make it right?”

Wiping his nose on the sleeve of his shirt,
Mark looked into Simmons’ keen eyes and said,
“There . . . there was a monster.”

Simmons nodded, patting his hand some more.
“There, that wasn’t so hard, was it? You’ll notice I’m not calling
you a liar, or measuring you for a straightjacket right now, am
I?”

“No, sir. I couldn’t tell The Cops. I
tried telling Mom and Raincrow, but they wouldn’t
listen.”

“Hey! I’m listening to you.” After an
empathetic pause, Simmons continued. “Tell me about your
monster?”

“What do you mean?”

Simmons backed up, sat on front of the desk,
and let his legs dangle casually. “What is it exactly, this
monster?”

Stunned at having someone, especially a
grownup, actually listen to his darkest fears, Mark said, “I’m not
sure.”

“Well, what’s it like? Is it more like
an animal, or a space alien,
or . . . ?

“It’s more like an animal, I think, but
smart, like a person.”

Simmons nodded gravely. “I see. Where does it
come from?”

Mark folded his arms across his chest as if
trying to hold something in. “It comes . . . I think
it comes from me.”

“Hmmm.” Simmons seemed to consider
that. “Let me ask you this, Mark. Have you ever heard of Doctor
Jekyll and Mister Hyde?”

“Well, sure.” Mark blinked. “I’ve got
the comic book. Well, I had the comic book . . . it
was a Classics Illustrated. I kept that kinda stuff in my
clubhouse, but The Cops took all that away.”

“Yes,” Simmons sighed with exaggerated
weariness, “the police. I read about your monster magazines in
their stupid reports. Why do you suppose you like reading about
monsters so much?”

“I don’t know.” Mark shrugged, amazed
at how easy it was to open up to a complete stranger. Perhaps it
was the very fact that Dr. Simmons was a stranger that made it
easier to tell him these things.

“Do you think your fascination with
monsters might be you trying to understand your own
monster?”

“Maybe.”

“In Doctor Jekyll and Mister Hyde, the
monster is the man. Mister Hyde is Doctor Jekyll’s dark
side, his own anger and bad feelings expressing themselves. All of
us have a dark side, Mark. Is your monster like that? Is it your
own dark side?”

“No,” Mark said slowly. “It’s
real.”

“Do you mean real as in ‘I really have
angry thoughts and bad feelings sometimes’, or real as in ‘my
monster is a real, solid thing’?”

Mark stumbled for words. “It’s real. It’s not
me, but it lives inside of me, not a part of me, but more
like . . . I don’t know.”

Simmons stepped over to the window, leaning
against the glass with the sun over his shoulder. “Is it inside of
you right now?”

“It’s always inside of me.”

“What’s it doing right now?”

“Right now?” Mark sat up straight. “It
wants out.” Dr. Simmons, Mark saw, had to scratch again.

“Why does it want out right now?”
Simmons asked slowly. “Is it angry with me? Does it want to hurt
me, maybe for asking so many questions?”

Mark shook his head vigorously. “I don’t know
what it thinks, not for sure. I know it always wants out. Always,
all the time, even when I sleep.”

“So what keeps it in? You? Are you able
to control it?”

“Not me,” he said. “I think Ghost must
help.”

Cocking his head, Simmons frowned. “Ghost?
What ghost?”

“You won’t understand.”

“I’d like to try, Mark, if you’d give
me a chance. Won’t you give me a chance?”

Mark pursed his lips. “I don’t understand
myself. I think Ghost may be my dad—my real dad, not Raincrow. Mom
said my real dad was in the service, but she never talks about him.
I think maybe he’s dead, and he haunts me, sort of.”

“Is he here now?”

Closing his eyes, Mark sat very still. “Ghost
is close right now, maybe not in this room, but close. Sometimes
it’s like he can’t talk, like he’s only able to listen.”

Simmons sat and hurriedly scribbled a few
notes. “The ghost talks? What does he say?”

“Different things,” Mark shrugged,
feeling suddenly reluctant to say anything more about Ghost. “Most
of the time, I don’t hear him. Sometimes he’s in my dreams, but
when I wake up, I don’t remember too good.”

“But he keeps the monster
away?”

“I think he does, but I’m not sure. Dr.
Simmons?”

Simmons stopped writing and set his pencil
down. Mark’s eyes were watery and scared. “Yes?”

“Am I crazy?”

 


* * *

 


Forty-five minutes later, the door to the
waiting room opened, and Mark emerged looking drained. He smiled
feebly at his mother, and plopped down in the chair next to her,
saying nothing.

Simmons held the door. “Mom and Dad, I’ll see
you now.” Thomas and Irene rose. “Mark, stay right here,” Raincrow
told him. “Don’t go wandering off.”

“OK.”

Affecting a pleasant, cordial expression,
Simmons nevertheless knotted his brows behind his wire-frame
glasses to communicate he was deeply troubled. Seeing this gesture,
Raincrow placed his hand on his wife’s waist and guided her into
the small, dingy room to see what the state specialist had
discovered about her son. Once inside, Raincrow and Irene sat,
remaining politely silent as Simmons scribbled a few more notes in
his book.

Simmons tapped his pencil’s eraser on the
desk, scrawled some additional script, and then set the pencil
down. “Mr. and Mrs. Raincrow, that’s a fine boy you have there. A
very fine boy.”

“If he was such a fine boy, we wouldn’t
be here,” Raincrow grunted. “So . . . what did you
find out?”

“Thomas, you’re a veteran, aren’t you?
Marines?”

“Uh, well, yes, sir.”

“I see you won the Purple Heart,”
Simmons nodded, flipping through papers in his folder, selecting a
deception to help build rapport. “And quite a few other awards.
Damn fine job, Marine. I served with the Corps myself, ’63 to ’65,
as a Lieutenant until I was assigned to this detail.”

Raincrow and Irene exchanged nervous glances.
“Detail? What do you mean?”

Leaning forward, Simmons lied again. “I got
my masters in psychology in 1960, and then entered the Corps as an
intelligence officer. My area of specialization has always been
violence and violent behavior. I earned my doctorate while I was
still on active duty, and I can’t begin to tell you how much coffee
that took. When certain offices within the Department of Defense
decided to do this study, I got asked to come aboard.” He shrugged.
“I still hold a commission in the Marine Corps, but I answer
directly to DOD.”

“So,” Raincrow said, “you’re not with
Children and Family Services?”

“No, no. I work with child protective
services all over the country. They refer these cases to my office,
and I come in as a consultant, doing evaluations and gathering
information for the study. Haven’t they explained this to
you?”

Irene scowled and narrowed her eyes. “Nobody
told us a damn thing about the Marines being involved. Those
busybodies at DCFS ordered us to bring Mark to you, telling us you
were some kind of specialist. What is this? A trick of some
kind?”

Simmons smiled gently, sympathetically. “I’m
not here to treat Mark like some lab animal. Part of the reason I’m
here is to help him if I can, same as I’ve helped other kids like
him. But, at the same time, the Pentagon is interested in finding
out what drives aggressive behavior in some individuals.”

Turning to Raincrow, he continued his patter.
“I don’t have to tell you what our boys are facing in Southeast
Asia. Fanatics. Maniacs who are all too willing to charge into
battle, mounting these human wave attacks, so completely berserk
they can soak up hit after hit and keep fighting, without any care
at all if they survive.

“We very much need to understand that
level of aggressiveness—what causes it, what triggers it and so
forth. DOD thinks if we can identify what causes this in
individuals—genetics, mental illness, or whatever—we’ll be one up
on the enemy. Maybe we can even find a way to instill higher levels
of aggression in our own troops.”

Irene and Raincrow exchanged worried glances
again. Raincrow said, “We don’t understand.”

Time for a little shock therapy, he thought.
Flipping through his folder, Simmons began laying glossy
photographs out on the desk for them to see. “This is what Mark did
to those boys,” he said. “I don’t mean to alarm you, but you need
to understand what he’s capable of.”

“You know,” Irene said after a cursory
appraisal of the pictures, “you don’t have to show me this. I knew
those other boys were hurt. God knows, everybody from the police,
to the State’s Attorney, to those boys’ no-good parents remind us
of that fact every day. Your pictures aren’t going to put the blame
on my shoulders any more than all those damn papers and phone calls
I’ve gotten.”

“Your son,” Simmons said, his voice
grave, “came within a whisker of killing them. All four of them.
All of them much bigger and older than he.”

The images were obviously disturbing even to
Raincrow. Irene wept and looked away. When she’d composed herself,
she said, “What’s wrong with Mark? How could he do this?”

“Mark is a hyperaggressive,” Simmons
said, tenting his fingers. “We see this from time to time, though I
can’t say I’m aware of any case quite as severe as this.” After
returning the photos to his folder, Simmons continued. “I’m a
doctor, so I want to help Mark. I want to stop his behavior before
he or anyone else gets hurt like this. In order to help him, I need
to understand him. And understanding this not only helps Mark, but
our country as well.”

Raincrow glared at Irene. “Your son is a
maniac. He should be locked away somewhere.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” Simmons
said. Rising, he walked around the desk and leaned against the
front. “Certainly, Mark is delusional. He believes a monster did
this.” Genuine puzzlement crossed his face. “He seems to have
created an imaginary friend, a ghost he calls it, to help him keep
the monster under control. It’s clear he’s externalizing his own
capability for violence, maybe his own confusion about himself, as
a means of coping with the extreme violence he himself knows he is
capable of.”

“Mark has never been violent around us,
he’s always been so . . .
quiet . . .” Irene’s voice trailed off. Wasn’t that
what people always said about psycho-killers?

Scowling, Raincrow asked, “So what are we
supposed to do with him?”

Simmons knelt in front of them, putting his
eyes level with theirs. “You should know that the juvenile courts
are looking at taking him away from you, placing him in some sort
of custodial setting. And, I mean, you have to see Mark’s behavior
here goes well beyond that of a mischievous kid throwing rocks
through somebody’s windows.”

“Good,” Raincrow huffed. “Put him in
juvie. Put him in prison.”

“That won’t do anyone any good.”
Simmons stood again, waving his hands. “Especially not Mark, and
certainly not the United States government, that stands to learn so
much from him and other kids like him. Rest assured, the courts
will lock Mark away, maybe even try to hold you, his parents,
partly responsible for this unless he is placed in an alternative
arrangement.”

“You mean like a hospital?” Irene said
coldly.

Walking back around his desk, Simmons took a
sheaf of papers from his briefcase. “So long as you are Mark’s
legal guardians, you are at peril from the State of Illinois and
from the courts. You are responsible. However, if you surrender
your parental rights, sign guardianship over to my agency, both you
two and Mark are off the hook legally. He would continue to live
with you as his custodians, and I would continue to supervise and
treat him. I should also tell you that if you agree to this
arrangement, you’ll be entitled to a generous stipend to help with
his maintenance, and the maintenance of your household.”

“How much is ‘generous’?” Raincrow
asked.

“Five hundred dollars per
month.”

“Hmmph. That doesn’t sound very
generous, considering what this boy might decide to do to us in our
sleep.”

Simmons nodded. “Understood. Actually, case
studies of similar individuals show that the risk of Mark turning
on either or both of you is negligible—nonexistent, really. Like I
say, I’d have frequent contact with him, me and other members of my
agency, so if there was ever the slightest indication, the
slightest hint of violent ideation toward either of you, we’d move
him to an institutional setting both for yours and Mark’s
safety.”

“And there’d go your ‘maintenance’.”
Raincrow crossed his arms.

“Not at all. You’d get that stipend,
rain or shine, until Mark reached his twenty-first birthday.”
Simmons could see the stepfather’s eyes widening at that. “And
also, since this is a DOD program, and since you, Thomas, are a
decorated veteran—not to mention a Native American—I’m sure that I
could ramrod certain forms through the pipeline. Persuade certain
bigwigs to give you additional assistance commensurate with your
sacrifices, the ones you’ve already made, and the one I’m asking
you to consider now.”

Flipping through his notes, Simmons added, “I
see you’re getting—what?—a little over sixty bucks a month for your
military disability? I think we could quadruple that, at
least.”

Irene, who had quietly sat listening to the
conversation, spoke up. “Money and government checks and all kinds
of aid are fine for us, but what happens to Mark? I mean, in the
end, what do you do with him? Will he go on tranquilizers until
he’s of age?”

Simmons recalled what Mark had told him about
his relationship with her. Rather than challenge her phony concern,
he went along with the act. “I understand a mother’s heart. Believe
me, I do. But Mrs. Raincrow, you simply must understand that unlike
the juvenile courts, I am here to protect, not prosecute, your son.
I can help him, I really can, and without resorting to drugs. But
not if the local courts step in to take him away from you and lock
him up somewhere. You simply must believe that relinquishing
guardianship of Mark to us is the wisest thing you could do.
Really, it’s the only thing, at this point. He’ll receive the best
treatments and therapies available, and you folks will be
compensated fairly for your trouble.”

Her mouth pursed, Irene weighed this for
perhaps ten seconds. She turned to Raincrow, started to say
something, and then stopped herself. “Dr. Simmons? Could Thomas and
I talk about this, you know, confidentially?”

“Certainly,” Simmons smiled, gathering
up his paperwork, except for the forms he left laying on the desk.
“I’ll be outside with Mark.”

Simmons stepped into the waiting room, where
Mark was still sitting in a chair, listlessly swinging his legs.
The boy looked at him questioningly.

“Your parents are talking,” Simmons
said in a low voice, making a shushing gesture with his index
finger. “I think we’re going to sign some papers, some very
important papers, which will get you out of this trouble you’re in.
Do you understand, Mark?”

His face brightened, but only slightly. “Yes,
sir.”

“It’s going to be OK, son,” Simmons
whispered. “You’ll see.” Standing there, the effects of the blammo
fading quickly, Simmons silently congratulated himself. They’re
scared, he thought, all three of them. And scared people usually
follow orders. His ability to influence, to manipulate, to break
down resistance, was a gift he’d carefully cultivated. Still
smiling to himself, he glanced back over at Mark, who, having seen
Dr. Simmons smile, smiled back. So small, Simmons considered, and
yet so dangerous.

He remembered back ten years ago, to Test
Shot Loki in the Nevada desert: the power—the magnificent
power. Yet for all its majesty, Loki had only been a bomb; a
stupid, mindless release of energy by an insensate machine. There
was very little mystery there, just a cone of plutonium slammed
into a corresponding sphere of the same material. E=MC squared.
High school science stuff.

Mark and others like him,
however . . . there were no textbooks to explain
their existence, no equations to define their properties. Simmons
smiled to himself.

This time, he thought, I have the launch
codes, the keys, and full control of the buttons.

The door to the office opened, interrupting
Simmons’ reveries. Irene stepped into the hallway with Raincrow
looking over her shoulder and said, “Dr. Simmons, my husband and I
have decided to sign your papers.”

Simmons restrained himself, and only nodded
reassuringly. Turning to Mark, he said, “See, Mark, everything is
going to be OK. We’re going to become great friends, you and
I.”

Mark smiled weakly, and then dropped his gaze
again to the dingy tiled floor of the state office waiting room,
moving his foot in slow circles. Neither his parents nor Simmons
could know that, in his mind, he was tracing the shape of a phantom
serpent with his toes—a serpent that was eating itself.

 



CHAPTER 6

 


Tuesday, September 30, 1969

The grasshopper’s antennae stirred the cool
air. Winter was coming soon, and she would die. Unintelligent yet
keenly aware of her surroundings, she idly scratched her back legs
together, turning her multifaceted eyes this way and that,
searching in vain for a warm place under the ground to lay her eggs
and continue her line. From her vantage point on the school steps,
a universe of black, hard asphalt receded away in all directions.
Yet in her simple mind, she did not understand such lofty concepts
as hope and despair; all she understood was her simple desire to
survive, if only for a little while longer.
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