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@20 The Good Son

it was hell's season, and the air snelled of burning children

This snell was what had destroyed Dan Lambert's taste for
bar becued pork sandwi ches. Before August of 1969, the year he'd turned
twenty, his favorite food had been barbecue crispy at the edges and
drenched with sl oppy red sauce.

After the eleventh day of that nmonth, the snell of it was enough
to make himsick to death.

He was driving east through Shreveport on 70th Street, into the
glare of the nmorning sun. It glanced off the hood of his gray pickup
truck and stabbed his eyes, inflam ng the slow ache in his skull. He
knew this pain, and its vagari es.

Sonetimes it cane upon himlike a brute with a hamer, sonetines
like a surgeon with a precise scalpel. During the worst tines it hit
and ran like a Mack truck and all he could do was chew on his rage and
lie there until his body cane back to him

It was a hard thing, dying was.

In this August of 1991, a summer that had been one of the hottest
in Louisiana's long history of hellish seasons, Dan was forty-two years
old. He looked ten years older, his rawboned, heavily lined face a
testament to his ceasel ess conbat with pain. It was a fight he knew he
couldn't win. if he knew for certain he would live three nore years,
he wasn't sure if he'd be happy about it. Right nowit was day-to-day.

Sone days were all right, sonme weren't worth a bucket of warm spit.



But it wasn't in his nature to give up

no matter how tough things got. H's father, the quitter, had not
raised a quitter. 1In this, at least, Dan could find strength.

He drove on along the arrowstraight line of 70th Street, past
strip malls and car lots and fast-food joints. He drove on into the
nerciless sun and the snell of nurdered innocents.

Li ning the conmercial carnival of 70th Street was a score of
bar becue restaurants, and it was fromtheir kitchen chimeys that this
odor of burned flesh rose into the scalded sky. It was just after nine,
and already the tenperature sign in front of the Friendship Bank of
Loui si ana read ei ghty-six degrees. The sky was cloudl ess, but was nore
white than blue, as if all the color had been bleached fromit. The
sun was a burnished ball of pewter, a prom se of another day of msery
across the @ulf states. Yesterday the tenperature had hit a hundred
and two, and Dan figured that today it was going to be hot enough to
fry pigeons on the w ng.

Afternoon showers passed through every few days, but it was just
enough to steamthe streets. The Red River flowed its nuddy course
t hrough Shreveport to the bayou country and the air shinmered over the
| arger buildings that stood iron-gray agai nst the horizon

Dan had to stop for a red light. The pickup's brakes squeal ed a
little, in need of new pads. A job replacing rotten |unber on a patio
deck | ast week had made hi m enough to pay the month's rent and
utilities, and he'd had a few dollars left over for groceries. Still
some-things had to slide. He'd missed two paynments on the pickup, and
he needed to go in and see M. Jarrett to work something out. M.
Jarrett, the |loan manager at the First Conmercial Bank, understood that
Dan had fallen on hard tinmes, and cut himsome slack

The pain was back behind his eyes. It lived there, like a hermt
crab. Dan reached beside hinself on the seat, picked up the white
bottl e of Excedrin, and popped it open. He shook two tablets onto his
tongue and chewed them The light turned green and he drove on, toward
Death Vall ey.

Dan wore a rust-col ored short-sleeve shirt and bl ue jeans

wi th patches on the knees. Under a faded bl ue baseball his
t hi nning brown hair was conmbed back fromhis fore and spilled over his
shoul ders; haircuts were not high on his list of priorities. He had
light brown eyes and a cl osecropped beard that was alnost all gray. On
his left wist was a Tinmex and on his feet was a sturdy pair of brown,
much- scuffed workboots. On his right forearmwas the bluish-green
ghost of a snake tattoo, a remi nder of a burly kid who'd had one too
many cheap and potent zonbies with his buddies on a night of |eave in
Sai gon. That kid was |long gone, and Dan was left with the tattoo. The
Snake Handl ers, that's what they'd been. Not afraid to stick their
hands in the jungle's holes and pull out whatever horror mght be
coiled up and waiting in there. They had not known, then, that the
entire world was a snake hole, and that the snakes just kept getting
bi gger and meaner. They had not known, in their raucous rush toward
the future, that the snakes were lying in wait not only in the holes
but in the nmowed green grass of the Anerican Dream They got your | egs
first, wound around your ankles, and slowed you down. They slithered
into your guts and made you sick and afraid, and then you were easy to
kill.

In the years since that Day-A@ o nmenory of a night in Saigon, Dan
Lambert had shrunken. At his chest-thunping, Charlie-whonping best
he'd stood six-two and carried two hundred and twel ve pounds of Parris
I sland-trai ned nuscle. Back then, he'd felt as if he could swall ow



bull ets and shit iron. He weighed about a hundred and seventy pounds
now, and he didn't think he was nmuch over six feet. There was a
gauntness in his face that made hi mthink of sone of the old Vietnanese
peopl e who'd huddled in their hootches with eyes as terrified as those
of nmongrel dogs expecting a boot. H s cheekbones jutted, his chin was
as sharp as a can opener under the beard. It was the fact that he
rarely ate three neals a day, and of course a lot of his shrinkage was
due to the sickness, too.

Gravity and time were the giant killers, he thought as he drove
al ong the sun-washed highway with the back of his

sweat -wet shirt stuck to the seat. Gavity shrank you and tine
pul l ed you into the grave, and not even the Snake Handl ers coul d beat
such fearsone enenies as those.

He drove through pal e smoke that had drifted fromthe chi mey of
Hungry Bob's Barbecue Shack, the cook getting all that meat good and
bl ack for the lunch cromd. A tire hit a pothole, and in the truck's
bed his box of tools jangled. They were the hamers, nails, |levels and
saws of a carpenter.

At the next intersection he turned right and drove south into an
area of warehouses. It was a world of chainlink fences, |oading docks,
and brick walls. Between the buildings the heat |lay trapped and
vengeful. Up ahead a hal fdozen pickup trucks and a few cars were
parked in an enpty lot. Dan could see sone of the nen standing around
t al ki ng.

Anot her man was sitting in a folding chair readi ng a newspaper
his CAT hat throwing a slice of shade across his face. Standing near
one of the cars was a man who had a sign hangi ng around his neck, and
on that sign was hand-lettered WLL WORK FOR FOOD

This was Death Vall ey.

Dan pulled his truck into the ot and cut the engine. He unpeeled
his damp shirt fromthe backrest, slipped the bottle of aspirin into
hi s pocket, and got out. "There's Dan the man!" Steve Lynam called
fromwhere he stood talking with Darryl @ ennon and Curtis Nowell, and
Dan raised a hand in greeting.

"Mornin, Dan," Joe Yates said, |aying his newspaper in his |ap.
"How s it hangin'?"

"It's still there," Dan answered. "I think."

"CGot iced tea." A plastic jug and a bag of Dixie cups sat on the
ground next to Joe's folding chair. "Cone on over."

Dan joined him He drewiced tea into a cup and eased hinsel f
down beside Joe's shadow. "Terry got a ticket," Joe said as he offered
Dan sone of the newspaper. "Fella cane by 'bout ten minutes ago,

lookin' for a man to set sone Sheetrock. Picked Terry and off they
went . "

"That's good." Terry Palmeter had a wife and two kids to feed.
"Fella say he might be needin' sonme nore help |ater on?"

"Just the one Sheetrock man." Joe squinted up toward the sun. He
was a | ean, hard-faced man with a nose that had been broken and
flattened by a vicious fist sonmewhere down the l[ine. He'd been coning
here to Death Valley for over a year, about as |ong as Dan had been
On nost days Joe was an am abl e gent, but on others he sat broodi ng and
darkspirited and was not to be approached. Like the other nmen who cane
to Death Valley, Joe had never reveal ed nmuch about hinsel f, though Dan
had | earned the nman had been nmarried and divorced the sanme as he had.
Most of the men were fromtowns other than Shreveport. They were
wanderers, followi ng the prom se of work, and for themthe roads on the
map |l ed not so nmuch fromcity to city as fromhot-tarred roofs to



nortared walls to the raw franmeworks of new houses wi th pi newood so
fresh the tinbers wept yellow tears. "God, it's gonna be a cooker
today," Joe said, and he |owered his head and returned to his reading
and wai ting.

Dan drank the iced tea and felt sweat pricker* the back of his
neck. He didn't want to stare, but his eyes kept returning to the man
who wore the desperate hand-lettered sign. The

an had sandy- bl ond

hair, was probably in s lite twenties,

and wore a checked shirt and stained overalls. His
face was @ boyi sh, though it was starting to take on the tautness of
true hunger. It rem nded Dan of someone he'd known a long time ago. A
nane cane to him Farrow. He let it go, and the menory drifted away

i ke the acrid barbecue snoke.

"Looky here, Dan." Joe thunped an article in the Caper

"President's econonics honcho says the recession's over and
everybody ought to be in fine shape by Christmas. Says new
construction's already up thirty percent."

"Do tell," Dan said.

"CGot all sorts of graphs in here to show how happy we oughta be."
He showed themto Dan, who gl anced at the neaningl ess bars and arrows

and then watched the man with the sign again. "Yeah, things are sure
getting' better all over, ain't they.?" Joe nodded, answering his own
cyni cal question. "Yessir. Too bad they forgot to tell the workman."

"Joe, who's that fella over there?" Dan asked. "The guy with the
sign."
"I don't know." He didn't Iift his gaze fromthe paper
"He was there when | got here. Young fella, looks to be. Hell

ve

man jack of us would work for food if it cane to that, b%e don't
wear signs advertisin' it, do we?"

"Maybe we're not hungry enough yet."

"Maybe not," Joe agreed, and then he said nothing else.

More nen were arriving in their pickups and cars, some with w ves
who |l et themout and drove off. Dan recognized others he knew, |ike
Andy Slane and Jim Neilds. They were a community of sorts, scholars in
the col |l ege of hard knocks.

Fourteen nont hs ago Dan had been working on the payroll of the ARA
Constructi on Conpany. Their motto had been We Build the Best for Less.
Even so, the conpany hadn't been strong enough to survive the bottom
falling out of the building business. Dan had lost his job of five
years and qui ckly found that nobody was hiring carpenters full-tine.

The first thing to go had been his house, in favor of a cheaper
apartment. H s savings had dw ndl ed amazi ngl y-and fri ghteni ngly-fast.
Since his divorce in 1984 he'd been paying child support to Susan, so
hi s bank account had never been well padded. But he'd never been a man
who needed or expected luxuries, anyway. The nicest thing in his
possessi on was his Chevy pickup-"metallic mst" was the correct nanme of
its color, according to the sal esman-whi ch he'd bought three nonths
prior to the crash of A&A Construction. Being behind the two paynents
bothered him M. Jarrett was a fair man, and Dan was not one to take
advant age of fairness. He was going to have to find a way to scrape
some cash together.

He didn't like |looking at the man who wore the handl ettered sign
but he couldn't help it. He knew what trying to find a steady job was
like. Wth all the layoffs and busi nesses goi ng under, the hel p-wanted
ads had dried up to nothing.



Skilled | aborers |like Dan and the others who cane to Death Valley
were the first to feel the hurt. He didn't |ike |Iooking at the man
with the desperate sign because he feared he m ght be seeing his own
future.

Death Vall ey was where nmen who wanted to work cane to wait for a
"ticket." Getting a ticket neant being picked for a job by anyone who
needed | abor. The contractors who were still in business knew about
Death Vall ey, and would go there to find hel p when a regul ar crewran
was sick or they needed extra hands for a day or two. Regul ar
honeowners sonetinmes drove by as well, to hire sonebody to do such jobs
as patching a roof or building a fence. The citizens of Death Valley
wor ked cheap.

And the hell of it, Dan had | earned by talking to the others, was
that places like Death Valley existed in every city. It had becone
clear to himthat thousands of nen and wonen lived clinging to the edge
of poverty through no fawt of their own but because of the tines and
the luck of the draw. The recession had been a beast with a cold eye,
and it had wenched famlies young and old fromtheir homes and
shattered their lives with equal dispassion

"Hey, Dan! How many'd ya kill?"

Two shadows had fallen across him He | ooked up and nmade out
Steve Lynam and Curtis Nowell standing beside himw th the sun at their
backs. "What?" he asked.

"How many'd ya kill?" Curtis had posed the question

He was in his early thirties, had curly dark brown hair, and wore
a yellow T-shirt with no stenciled on it. "How many chinks? More than
twenty or |less than twenty?"

"Chi nks?" Dan repeated, not quite grasping the point.

"yeah
Curtis dug a pack of Wnstons and a lighter fromhis jeans
pocket. "Charlies. Gooks. \Whatever you dudes called 'em back then
You kill more than twenty of 'enf"

Joe pushed the brimof his cap up. "You fellas don't have anythin'

better to do than invade a nman's privacy?"

"No," Curtis said as he lit up. "W ain't hurtin anythin' by
askin, are we, Dan? | nean, you're proud to be a vet, ain't you?"

"Yes, | am" Dan sipped his" tea again. Mst of the Death Valley
regul ars knew about his tour of duty, not because he particularly cared
to crow about it but because Curtis had asked hi mwhere held gotten the
tattoo. @s @a big

nmouth and he was on the dunmb side: a bad comnbi nation

“I"'mproud | served ny country,” Dan said.

"Yeah, you didn't run to Canada |ike themdraft-dodgin' fuckers
did, huh?" Steve asked. He was a few years older than Curtis, had
keen bl ue eyes and a chest as big as a beer keg.

"No," Dan answered, "I did what | was told."

"So how many?" Curtis urged. "More than twenty?"

Dan rel eased a | ong, weary breath. The sun was beating down on

his skull, even through the baseball cap. "Does it really matter?"

"W want to know," Curtis said, the cigarette clenched between his
teeth and his nouth | eaking snmoke. "You kept a body count, didn't
you?"

Dan stared straight ahead. He was |ooking at a chain-link fence.
Beyond it was a wall of brown bricks. Sun and shadow | ay worlds apart
on that wall. In the air Dan could snell the burning.

"Talked to this vet once in Mbile," Curtis plowed on.



"Fell a was one-legged. He said he kept a body count. Said he
knew how many chinks he'd killed right to the man."

"Jesus Christ!" Joe said. "Wy don't you two go on and pester
the shit outta sonebody el se? Can't you see Dan don't want to talk
about it?"

"He's got a voice,"'
tal k about it or not."

Dan coul d sense Joe was about to stand up fromhis chair.

VWhen Joe stood up, it was either to go after a ticket or knock the
ugly out of sonmebody. "I didn't keep a body count," Dan said before
Joe could |l eave the folding chair. "I just did my job."

"But you can kinda figure out how many, right?" Curtis wasn't
about to give up until he'd gnawed all the nmeat off this particular

Steve replied. "He can say if he wants to

bone. "Like nore or |less than twenty?"
A sl ow pi nwheel of nenories had begun to turn in Dan's mnind
These nenories were never far fromhim even on the best of days. in

t hat sl ow pi nwheel were fragnents of scenes and events: nortar shells
blasting dirt showers in a jungle where the sunlight was cut to a murky
gl oom rice paddies

a

The Good Son shimering in the noonday heat; helicopters circling
overhead whil e soldiers screamed for help over their radi os and sni per
bullets ripped the air; the fal se neon joy of Saigon's streets and
bars; dark shapes unseen yet felt, and human excrenment lying within the
perimeter wire to mark the contenpt the Cong had for Uncle Samls young
men; rockets scrawing white and red across the tw light sky;

AnnMar gret in thigh-high boots and pink hot pants, dancing the frug at
a USO show, the body of a Cong soldier, a boy maybe fifteen years old,
who had stepped on a mne and been bl own apart and flies fornmng a

bl ack mask on his bloody face; a firelight in a nuddy clearing, and a
terrified voice yelling notherfucker notherfucker notherfucker like a
strange mantra; the silver rain, drenching the trees and vines and
grass, the hair and skin and eyes and not one drop of it clean; and the
vi | | age.

Ch, yes. The village.

Dan's mouth was very dry. He took another swallow of tea. The
ice was al nost gone. He could feel the men waiting for himto speak

and he knew they wouldn't | eave himalone until he did. "Mre than
twenty."

"Hot damm, | knew it!" Ginning, Curtis elbowed Steve in the ribs
and held out his palm "Cough it up, friend!"

"Ckay, okay." Steve brought out a battered wallet, opened it, and
slapped a five-dollar bill into Curtis Nowell's hand. "I1'Il get it

back sooner or later."

"You boys ain't got trouble enough, you gotta gamble your nobney
away?" Joe sneered.

Dan set his cup down. A hot pul se had begun beating at his

temples. "You laid a bet," he said as he lifted a wintry gaze to the
two nen, "on how many corpses | left in 'NanP"

"Yeah, | bet it'd be nore than twenty," Curtis said, "and Steve
bet it'd be-" , I "I get the drift." Dan stood up. It was a slow,
easy movenent though it hurt his knees. "You used ne and what | did to
Wi n you some cash, Curtis?"

"Sure did." It was said proudly. Curtis started to push the

river into his pocket.
"Let me see the noney."

Still grinning, Curtis held the bill out.



Dan didn't smile. Hi s hand whi pped forward, took the noney, and
had it in his grip before Curtis's grin could drop. "Woa!" Curtis
said. "Gve it here, man!"

"You used ne and what | did? What | lived through? | think I
deserve half of this, don't you?" Wthout hesitation, Dan tore the
bill in two.

"Hey, man! It's against the fuckin'lawto tear up nmoney!"
"Sue me. Here's your half."
Curtis's face had reddened. "I oughta bust your fuckin, head is

what | oughta do!"
"Maybe you ought to. Try, at least."
Sensing trouble, a few of the other nen had started edgi ng cl oser

Curtis's grin returned, only this tine it was nmean. "l could take you
wi th one hand, you skinny old bastard."
"You mght be right about that." Dan watched the younger nan's

eyes, knowi ng that in them he would see the punch com ng before
Curtis's armwas cocked for the strike.

"M ght be. But before you try, | want you to know that | haven't
raised ny hand in anger to a nman since | left'Nam | wasn't the best
soldier, but I did ny job and nobody could ever say |I'd gone south."
Dan saw a nerve in Curries left eyelid begin to tick. Curtis was close

to swinging. "If you swing on nme," Dan said calmy, "you'll have to
kill ne to put me dowmn. | won't be used or nmade a fool of, and I won't
have you winnin' a bet on how many bodies I left in nmy footprints. Do

you understand that, Curtis?"

"I think you're full of shit," Curtis said, but his grin had
weakened. Blisters of sweat glistened on his cheeks and forehead. He
glanced to the right and left, taking in the hal f-dozen or so
onl ookers, then back to Dan. "You think you' re sonething special
'cause you're a vet?"

"Not hi n' special about ne," Dan answered. "l just want you to
know that | learned howto kill over there. | got better at it than
wanted to be. | didn't kill all those Cong with a gun or a knife. Sone
of "em| had to use ny hands. Curtis, | |ove peace nore than any nan

alive, but I won't take disrespect. So go on and swing if you want to,
I'"mnot goin' anywhere."

“Man, | could break your damm neck with one punch," Curtis said,
but the way he said it told Dan he was trying to deci de whether to push
this thing any further.

Dan waited. The decision was not his to nake.

A few seconds ticked past. Dan and Curtis stared at each other

"Awful hot to be fightin'," Joe said. "G own men, | swear!"

"Hell, it's only five dollars,"” Steve added.

Curtis took a deep drag on his cigarette and exhal ed snoke through
his nostrils. Dan kept watching him his gaze steady and his face
pl acid though the pain in his skull had racheted up a notch

"Shit," Curtis said at last. He spat out a shred of tobacco.

"Gve it here, then." He took the half that Dan offered.

"Keep you fromtapin' it back together and spendin' it, at least."

"There ya go. Ya'll kiss and make up,"” Joe suggested.

Curtis |aughed, and Dan allowed a snile. The nmen who'd thronged
around began nmovi ng away. Dan knew that Curtis wasn't a bad fell ow
Curtis just had a bad attitude sometimes and needed a little sense
knocked into him But on this day, with the sun burning down and no
breeze stirring the weeds of Death Valley, Dan was very glad push had
not come to shove

"Sorry," Steve told him "QGuess we didn't think it'd bother you
The bet, | nean."



"Now you know. Let's forget it, all right?"

Curtis and Steve noved off. Dan took the Excedrin bottle fromhis
pocket and popped another aspirin. H s palns were danp, not fromfear
of Curtis, but fromfear of what he m ght have done had that particul ar
denon been | oosed.

"You okay?" Joe was watching himcarefully.

"Yeah. Headache."

"You get a lot of those, don't you?"

"Afew "

"You seen a doctor?"

"Yeah." Dan put the bottle away. "Says it's migraine."

"I's that so?"

"Uh-huh." He knows I'mlyin', Dan thought. There was no need to
tell any of the men here about his sickness. He crunched the aspirin
between his teeth and washed it down with the [ast of his iced tea.

"Curtis is gonna get his clock cleaned one fine day", imsaid.
"Fella don't have no sense.”

"He hasn't @ed enough, that's his problem™

"Right. Not like us old relics, huh?" Joe |ooked up at the sky,
measuring the journey of the sun. "Did you see sone hell over there,
Dan?"

Dan settled hinmself back down beside his friend s chair.

He | et the question hang for a nmoment, and then he said, "I did.
W all did."

"I just missed getting' drafted. | supported you fellas all the
way, though. | didn't march in the streets or nothin' ."

"M ght' ve been better if you had. W were over there way too
[ ong. "

"We could ve won it," Joe said. "Yessir. W could' ve swept the
floor with them bastards if we'd just-" "That's what | used to think,"
Dan interrupted quietly. "I used to think if it wasn't for the
protesters, we could ve turned that damm country into a big asphalt
parkin'lot." He drew his knees up to his chest. The aspirin was
kicking in now, dulling the pain. "Then | went up to Washi ngton, and
wal ked al ong that wall. You know, where the names are.

Lots of nanes up there. Fellas |I knew. Young boys, eighteen and
ni neteen, and what was left of "emwouldn't fill a bucket. 1've
t hought and t hought about it, but | can't fipre out what we woul d' ve
had if we'd won. If we'd killed every Charlie to a man, if we'd
mar ched right into Hanoi and torched it to the ground, if we'd cone
hone the heroes like the Desert Stormboys did ... what would we have
won?"

"Respect, | guess," Joe said.

"No, not even that. It was past time to get out. | knew it when
| saw all those names on that black wall. Wen | saw nothers and
fathers tracin' their dead sons' names on paper to take hone with 'em
because that's all they had left, | knew the protesters were right. W
never could ve won it.

Never."

"CGone south," Joe said.
"What ?"

@ Gone south. You told Curtis nobody could ever say you'd gone
south. What's that nean?”

Dan realized he'd used the term but hearing it fromthe nmouth of
anot her man had taken him by surprise.



"Somethin' we said in 'Nam" he explained. "Sonmebody screwed
up-or cracked up-we said he'd gone south."

"And you never screwed up?"

"Not enough to get mnyself or anybody else killed. That was all we
wanted: to get out alive."

Joe grunted. "Sone |life you cane back to, huh?"

"Yeah," Dan said, "some life."

Joe lapsed into silence, and Dan offered nothing el se.

Vi et nam was not a subject Dan willingly tal ked about.

I f anyone wanted to know and they pressed it, he mght tell them
hesitantly about the Snake Handl ers and their exploits, the childlike
bar girls of Saigon and the jungle snipers he'd been trained to hunt
and kill, but never could he utter a word about two things: the village
and the dirty silver rain.

The sun rose higher and the norning grew old. It was a slow day
for tickets. Near ten-thirty a man in a white panel truck stopped at
Death Valley and the call went up for two nmen who had experience in
house-painting. Jimmy Staggs and Curtis Nowell got a ticket, and after
they left in the panel truck everybody el se settled down to waiting
agai n.

Dan felt the brutal heat sapping him He had to go sit in his
truck for a while to get out of the sun. A couple of the younger bucks
had brought baseball gl oves and a ball, and they peeled off their wet
shirts and pitched sonme as Dan and the ol der nmen watched. The guy with
the hand-lettered sign around his neck was sitting on the curb, |ooking
expectantly in the direction fromwhich the ticket givers would be
comng like God's emissaries. Dan wanted to go over and tell himto
take that sign off, that he shouldn't beg,

but he decided against it. You did what you had to do to get by.
Agai n the young man rem nded Dan of soneone el se

Farrow was the name. It was the color of the hair and the boyish
face, Dan thought. Farrow, the kid from Boston

Well, they'd all been kids back in those days, hadn't they?

But thinking about Farrow stirred up old, deep pain, and Dan
shunted the haunting i mages asi de.

Dan had been born in Shreveport on the fifth of May in 1950. His
father, who had been a sergeant in the Marine Corps but who liked to be
called "Major" by his fell ow workers at the Pepsi bottling plant, had
departed this life in 1973 by route of a revolver bullet to the roof of
t he nout h.

Dan's mot her, never in the best of health, had gone to south
Florida to live with an ol der sister. Dan understood she had part
interest in a flower shop and was doing all right. H's sister, Kathy,
ol der than he by three years, lived in Taos, New Mexi co, where she nade
copper-and-turquoi se jewelry. O the tw of them Kathy had been the
rebel against the major's rigid love-it-or-leave-it patriotism She'd
escaped just past her seventeenth birthday, junping into a van with a
band of fol ksingers-"scumof the earth,” the najor had called them and
hitting the road to the golden West. Dan, the good @ad finished high
school, kept his hair cut short, had becone a carpenter's apprentice,
and had been driven by his father to the Marine recruiting center to do
his duty as a "good American."

And now Dan was waiting, in the city of his birth, for a ticket in
the hot stillness of Death Valley.

Around el even-thirty another panel truck pulled up. Dan was
al ways amazed at how qui ckly everybody coul d nove when the day was



passing and tickets were in short supply.

Li ke hungry animals the nen jostled for position around the pane
truck. Dan was anong them This tine the call was for four |aborers
to patch and tar a warehouse's roof. Joe Yates got a ticket, but Dan
was | eft behind when the panel truck drove away.

As twel ve noon passed, sone of the nen began | eaving.

Experience taught that if you hadn't gotten a ticket by noon,
you'd struck out. There was always tonorrow. Rain or shine, Death
Valley and its citizens would be here. As one o'clock approached, Dan
got into his pickup, started the The Good Son engi ne, and drove through
the charred-nmeat snoke for hone.

He lived in a small apartment conpl ex about six mles from Death
Val |l ey, but on the sanme side of town. Near his apartment stood a
conbi nati on gas station and grocery store, and Dan stopped to go inside
and check the store's bulletin board. On it he'd placed an ad that
sai d "Carpenter Needs Wirk, Reasonable Rates" with his tel ephone nunber
duplicated on little tags to be torn off by potential customers. He
wanted to make sure all the tags weren't gone; they were not. He spent
a few mnutes talking to Leon, the store's clerk, and asked again if
M. Khasab, the Saudi Arabi an nan who owned the store, needed any hel p.

As usual, Leon said M. Khasab had Dan's application on file

The apartnent buil di ng was made of tawny-col ored bricks, and on
these blistering days the little roons held heat |ike closed fists.

Dan got out of his truck, his back sopping wet, and opened his mail box
with his key. He was running an ad in the Jobs Wanted section of the
classifieds this week, with his phone nunber and address, and he was
hopi ng for any response. |Inside the nailbox were two envel opes. The
first, addressed to "Cccupant,” was froma city council man running for
reelection. The second had his full name on it-M. Daniel Lews
Lanmbert-and its return address was the First Conmercial Bank of
Shreveport.

"Confidential Information" was typed across the envelope in the
lower left corner. Dan didn't like the |ooks of that. He tore open the
envel ope, unfolded the crisp white sheet of paper within, and read it.

It was fromthe bank's |oan departnment. He'd already assuned as
much, though this stiff formality was not M.

Jarrett's style. It took himonly a few seconds to read the
par agraph under the Dear M. Lanbert, and when he'd finished he felt
as if he'd just taken a punch to the heart.

val ued | oan custoner, however ... action as we see proper at
this time ... due to your past erratic record of paynent and current
del i nquency ... surrender the keys,

regi stration, and appropriate papers ... 1990 Chevrol et pickup
truck, color netallic mst, engine serial nunber ... 2

"Ch ny God," Dan whi spered.
i medi at e repossession ..
Dan blinked, dazed in the white glare of the scorching

Ti ckin,q

sun.
They were taking his truck away from hi m

VWhen he pushed through the revol ving door into the First
Conmmer ci al Bank at ten minutes before two, Dan was wearing his best
clothes: a short-sleeve white shirt, atie with pale blue stripes, and
dark gray slacks. He'd renpved his baseball cap and conbed his hair,
and on his feet were black shoes instead of the workman's boots. He'd



expected the usual cold job of full-blast air-conditioning, but the
bank's interior wasn't nuch cooler than the street. The
air-condi tioning had conked out, the tellers sweating in their booths.

Dan wal ked to the elevator, his fresh shirt already soaked. In
his right hand was the envel ope, and in the envel ope was the letter of
r epossessi on.

He was terrified.

The | oan departnment was on the second floor. Before he went
t hrough the sol etm oak door, Dan stopped at a water fountain to take
anot her aspirin. His hands had started trenbling. The tine of
reckoni ng had arrived.

The signature on the letter was not that of Robert "Bud" Jarrett.
A man naned Enory Bl anchard had siped it

Beneat h Bl anchard's signature was a title: Manager. Two nonths
ago Bud Jarrett had been the | oan department's nanager. As nuch as he
could, Dan steeled hinmself for whatever |ay ahead, and he opened the
door and wal ked t hrough.

In the reception area was a sofa, a grouping of chairs, and a
magazi ne rack. The Secretary, whose name was Ms. Faye

Duval |, was on the tel ephone at her desk, a computer's screen
gl owi ng bl ue before her. She was forty-nine, grayhaired, fit, and
tanned, and Dan had tal ked to her enough to know she played tennis
every Saturday at Lakeside Park.

She had taken off the jacket of her peach-hued suit and draped it
over the back of her chair, and a fan ainmed directly at her whirred
atop a filing cabinet.

Dan saw that the cl osed door behind her no | onger had M.
Jarrett's nanme on it. On the door was enbossed MR E

BLANCHARD. "One minute," Ms. Duvall said to Dan, and returned to
her phone conversation. It was sonething to do with refinancing. Dan
wai t ed, standi ng before her desk. The wi ndow s blinds had been cl osed
to seal out the sun, but the heat was stifling even with the fan in
notion. At |ast Ms.

Duval | said good-bye and hung up the phone, and she smiled at Dan
but he could see the edginess in it. She knew, of course; she'd typed
the letter.

"' Afternoon," she said. "Hot enough for you?"

"I've known worse."

"W need a good rain, is what we need. Rain would take the
sufferin' out of that sky."

"M. Jarrett," Dan said. "What happened to hinP"

She | eaned back in her chair and frowned, the corners of her nouth

crinkling. "Well, it was sudden, that's for sure. They called him
upstairs a week ago Monday, he cleaned out his desk on Tuesday, and he
was gone. They brought in this new fella, a real hard charger." She
angl ed her head toward Bl anchard's door. "I just couldn't believe it
nmysel f. Bud was here eight years; | figured he'd stay till he
retired.”

"Why'd they let himgo?"

"I can't say." The inflection of her voice, however, told Dan she
was wel |l aware of the reasons. "Wat | hear is, M.

Bl anchard was a real fireball at a bank in Baton Rouge.

Turned their |oan departnment around in a year." She shrugged.

"Bud was the nicest fella you' d ever hope to neet.

But maybe he was too nice."

"He sure helped me out a lot." Dan held up the letter. "I got
this today."

is



Ti cki ng

"Ch. Yes." Her eyes becane a little flinty, and she sat up
straighter. The tinme for personal conversation was over.

"Did you follow the instructions?"

"I"'d like to see M. Blanchard," Dan said. "Maybe | can work
somet hing' out."

"Well, he's not here right now" She glanced at a small clock on
her desk, "I don't expect him back for another hour."

"1 wait."

"Go ahead and sit down, then. W're not exactly crowded at the
mnute.” Dan took a seat, and Ms. Duvall returned to her task on the

conputer screen. After a few noments, during which Dan was lost in his
t hought s about how he was going to plead his case, Ms. Duvall cleared
her throat and said, "lI'msorry about this. Do you have enough noney
to make one paynent ?"

"No." He'd gone through his apartnent like a whirlwind in search
of cash, but all he'd been able to conme up with was thirty-eight
dollars and sixty-two cents.

"Any friends you could borrow it fronP"

He shook his head. This was his problem and he wasn'ting to
&g anybody else into it.

"Don't you have a steady job yet?"

"No. Not that, either."

Ms. Duvall was silent, working on the keyboard. Dan put the
letter in his pocket, laced his fingers together, and waited. He
didn't have to be told that he was up Shit Creek without a paddl e and
that his boat had just sprung a |eak

The heat weighed on him Ms. Duvall got up fromher chair and
angled the fan a little so sone of the breeze canme Dan's way. She
asked if he wanted a cold drink fromthe machine down the hall, but he
said he was fine.

"I tell you, this damm heat in here is somethingjawfW" she said
as she backed the cursor up to correct a m stake.

"Air-conditionin' busted first thing this nornin', can you believe

it?"

"It's bad, all right."

"Listen, M. Lanbert." She |ooked at him and he w nced inside
because he could see pity in her expression. "l've

gotta tell you that M. Blanchard doesn't go for hard-|uck
stories. |If you could make up for one paynment, that might help a whole
lot."

"I can't," Dan said. "No work's been comn' in. But if |I |ose ny
truck, there's no way | can get to a job if sonmebody calls nme. That
truck. . . it's the only thing |I've got left."

"Do you know anyt hin' about guns?"

' Par don?"

"Quns," she repeated. "M . Blanchard loves to go huntin', and he
collects guns. |If you know anythin' about guns, you nmight get him

tal kin' about 'em before you make your pitch."

Dan smled faintly. The last gun he'd had anything to do with was
an M16. "Thank you," he said. "I'll renmenber that."

An hour crept past. Dan paged through all the magazi nes, | ooking
up whenever the door to the hallway opened, but it was only to admt
ot her | oan custoners who canme and went.

He was aware of the clock on Ms. Duvall's desk ticking. His
nerves were beginning to fray. At three-fifteen he stood up to go get
a drink of water fromthe fountain, and that was when the door opened



and two nmen entered the office.

"Hello, M. Blanchard!"™ Ms. Duvall said cheerfully, cueing Dan
that the boss had arrived.

"Faye, get me Perry Giffin on the phone, please." Enory
Bl anchard carried the jacket of his ri& blue | seersucker suit over
his right arm He wore a white shirt and a yellowtie with little blue
dots on it. There were sweat stains at his arnpits. He was a
heavyset, fleshy man, his face ruddy and gleaming with nmoisture. Dan
figured he was in his mdthirties, at |least ten years younger than Bud
Jarrett. Blanchard had cl ose-cropped brown hair that was receding in
front, and his square and chunky face coupled with powerful shoul ders
made Dan think the man m ght' ve played coll ege football before the
beers had overtaken his belly. He wore silver-wire-rimred gl asses and
he was chew ng gum

The second man had |ikew se stripped off the coat of his
tan-col ored suit, and he had curly blond hair going

gray on the sides. "Step on in here, Jerone," Blanchard raid as
he headed for his office, "and let's do us a little badness."

"Uh ... M. Blanchard?" Ms. Duvall had the tel ephone to her
ear. She glanced at Dan and then back to Bl anchard, who had paused
with one hand on the doorknob. "M.

Lanbert's been waitin' to see you."

Who?"

Dan stepped forward. "Dan Lanbert. | need to talk to you
pl ease. "

The force of Blanchard's full pze was a sturdy thing. His eyes
were steely blue, and they provided the first chill Dan had felt al

day. In three seconds Bl anchard had taken Dan in from shoetips to the
crown of his head. 14 I'msorry?" fris eyebrows rose.

"Repossession,” Ms. Duvall explained. "Chevrolet pickup
truck"

"Right!" Blanchard snapped his fingers. "Got it now.

Your letter went out yesterday, | recall."

"Yes sir, I've got it here with me. That's what | need to talk to
you about . "

Bl anchard frowned, if s teeth had found a fly in his

as his chewing gum "I believe the instructions in that letter
were clear, weren't they' "They were, yeah. But can | just have two
m nutes of your tinme?"

"M. Giffin's on the line," the secretary announced.

"Two mnutes,"” Dan said. Don't beg, he thought. But he couldn't
help it; the truck was his freedom and if it was

taken fromhim he'd have nothing. "Then I'Il be gone, |
swear.'s

"I"'ma busy man."
"YeS sir, | know you are. But could you just please hear ne outr’
The chilly blue eyes remined i npassive, and Dan feared it was al
over. But then Bl anchard ghed ans
d &Id resipedly, "All right, sit dowm and I'll get to you
Faye, pipe al' Perry into ny office, will you? "Yes sir."

Dan settled into his chair again as Blanchard and the other man
went into the inner office. When the door had firmy closed, Ms.



Duval | said quietly, "He's in a good nmood. You m ght be able to get
sonmewhere with him"

"W'll see." H s heart felt Iike a bagful of tw sting worns.

He took a long, deep breath. There was pain in his skull, but he
could tough it out. After a few mnutes had passed, Dan heard
Bl anchard | augh behind the door; it was a hearty, gut-felt |augh, the
ki nd of |augh a man makes when he's got noney in his pockets and a
steak in his belly. Dan waited, his hands gripped together and sweat
| eaking from his pores.

It was half an hour |ater when the door opened again.

Jerone energed. He |ooked happy, and Dan figured their business
had been successful. He closed the door behind him "See ya later on
Faye," he told Ms. Duvall, and she said, "You take care, now. "
Jerone left, and Dan continued to wait with tension paw ng his nerves.

A buzzer went off on Ms. Duvall's desk, and Dan al nost junped
out of his chair. She pressed a button. "Yes sir?"

"Send M. Lanbert in," the voice said through the interCOM

"Good luck," Ms. Duvall told Dan as he approached the door, and
he nodded.

Enory Bl anchard's office was at a corner of the building, and had
two high wi ndows. The blinds were drawn but shards of sunlight arrowed
white and fierce between the slats. Blanchard was sitting behind his
desk like a lion in his den, inperial and renote. "Shut the door and
have a seat," he said. Dan did, sitting in one of two bl ack | eather
chairs that faced the desk. Blanchard renoved his gl asses and wi ped

the round |l enses with a handkerchief. He was still chewing gum The
sweat stains at his arnpits had grown; noisture glistened on his cheeks
and forehead. "Summertimnme." He spoke the word Iike a grunt. "Sure

not ny favorite season."

"It's been a hot one, all right." Dan gl anced around the office,
noting how this man had altered it fromBud Jarrett's honey sinplicity.
The carpet was a red-and-gold Oriental

and behind Bl anchard on oak shelves that still snelled of the
sawm || were thick |eather-bound books, neticul ously arranged tones
that were for display nore than for reading.

A stag's head with a four-point rack of antlers was nmounted on a
wal | and beneath it a brass plaque read nm BUCY, nm HERE. Prints of
fox hunts were hung on either side of the stopped buck. On the w de,
snoot h expanse of Blanchard's desk were it=ed photographs of an
attractive but handy made-up bl ond wonman and two children, a girl of
seven or eight and a boy who | ooked to be ten. The boy had his fathers
cool blue eyes and his regal bearing, the girl was all bows and white
| ace.

"My kids," Blanchard said.

."Nice-lookin'" famly."

Bl anchard returned the glasses to his face. He picked up the

boy's picture and regarded it with admration. -yance nade
all-Amrerican on his teamlast year. Got an arm @Joe Montana. He sure
raised a holler when we | eft Baton Rouge, but he'll do fine."

"I've got a son," Dan said.

"Yessir." Blanchard put the photograph back in its place next to a

smal |l Lucite cube that had a little plastic American flag nounted
inside it. Witten on the cube in red, white, and blue were the words
| Supported Desert Storm

wait about nine nore years, you'll see Yance Bl anchard

it.

breal dn' some passin' records at LSU, | @ee He swiveled his chair



around to where a conputer a tel ephone, and the intercomwere set up
He smtched the computer on, pressed a few keys, and bl ack |ines of

i nformati on appeared. "Ckay, there's your file," he said. "You a
Cajun, M. Lanbert?"
"No. "

derin metines can "Just won SO you can't tell who's a Cajun and
who's not. Allrighty, let's see what we've got here."

Carpenter, are you? Enployed at A&A Construction, are you?"
were enpl oyed at A&A Construction until Novenmber of this year."

"The conpany went bankrupt." He'd told nr. Jarrett about it, of
course, and it had gone into his file.

"Construction bidness hit the rocks, that's for sure. You
freelancin' now, is that it?"

"Yes sir."

"I see Jarrett was lattin' you slide sone nonths. Delinquent two
paynments. See, that's not a good thing. W can let you get by
sonmetines if you' re one payment behind, but two paynments is a whole
different story."

"Yes sir, | know that, but I ... kind of had an understandin' wth
M. Jarrett.”

Even as he said it, Dan knew it was the wong thing to say.

Bl anchard' s bi g shoul ders hunched up al nost inperceptibly, and he
slowy swiveled his chair around fromthe conputer screen to face Dan
Bl anchard wore a tight, strained smle. "See, there's a problem" he
said. "There is no M. Jarrett at this bank anynore. So any
under st andi n'
you might've had with himisn't valid as far as |'mconcerned."

Dan's cheeks were stinging. "I didn't mean to be-" "Your record
speaks for itself,"” the other man interrupted. "Can you nake at | east
one paynent today.?"

"No sir, | can't. But that's what | wanted to talk to you about.
If I could ... maybe ... pay you fifteen dollars a week until a job

cones along. Then | could start makin' the regul ar paynents again.
|'ve never been so | ong between jobs before. But | figure things'l
pi ck up agai n when the weather cools off."

"Uh- huh," Blanchard said. "M. Lanbert, when you |lost your job
did you | ook for any other kind of work?"

"I looked for other jobs, yeah. But |I'ma carpenter. That's what
I've al ways done."

"You subscribe to the paper?"

"No." His subscription had been one of the first itens to

be cut.

"They run classified ads in there every day. Page after page of
em Al kinds of jobs, just beggin ."

"Not for carpenters. |'ve |ooked, plenty of tines." He saw
Bl anchard's gaze fix on his snake tattoo for a few seconds, then veer
away W th obvi ous distaste.

"When the goin' gets tough," Blanchard said, "the tough get goin'.
Ever hear that sayin'? |If nore people lived by it, we wouldn't be
headin' for a welfare state.”

"I've never been on welfare." The pain flared, |ike an engine
being started, deep in Dan's skull. "Not one day in ny life."

Bl anchard swiveled to face the conmputer's screen again.

He gave a grunt. "Vietnamvet, huh? well, that's one point in
your favor. | w sh you fellas had cl eaned house |ike the boys did over
inlraqg."

"It was a different kind of war." Dan swall owed thickly.



He thought he could taste ashes. "A different tine."

"Hell, fightin's fightin'. Jungle or desert, what's the
di fference?"

The pain was getting bad now Dan's guts were clenched up. "A
lot," he said. "In the desert you can see who's shootin' at you." His
gaze ticked to the Lucite cube that held the plastic flag. Something
smal |l was stanped on its lower left corner. Three words. He |eaned
forward to read them

Made in China.

"Heal th problem" Bl anchard said.

"What ?" "Health problem Says so right here. What's your health
problem M. Lanbert?"

Dan remai ned silent.

Bl anchard turned around. "You sick, or not?"

Dan put one hand up against his forehead. GCh, Jesus, he thought.
To have to bare hinmself before a stranger this way was al nost too nuch
for him

"You aren't on drugs, are you?" Blanchard' s voice had taken on a
cutting edge. "W could've cleaned house over there if so many of you
fellas hadn't been on drugs."

Dan | ooked into Blanchard's sweating, heat-puffed face. A jolt of
true rage twisted himinside, but he jammed it back down again, where
it had been drowsing so long. He in that nonent that Bl anchard was the
ki nd of man who enjoyed kicking a body when it was beaten. He |eaned
toward Bl anchard's desk, and slowy he pulled hinself out

of the black Ieather chair. "No, sir," he said tersely, "I'mnot
on drugs. But yeah, | amsick. |If you really want to know, 1'II tell
you. "

"I'mlistenin ."

"I"ve got leukemi a," Dan said. "It's a slow kind, and sone days
feel just fine. Oher days | can hardly get out of bed.

|'"ve got a tunmor the size of a walnut right about here." He
tapped the left side of his forehead. "The doctor says he can operate,

but because of where the tunor lies | might |ose the feelin' on ny
right side. Now, what kind of carpenter would | be if | couldn't use
nmy right hand or leg.?"

"I"'msorry to hear that, but-" "I'mnot finished," Dan said, and
Bl anchard was qui et"You wanted to know what was wong with ne, you
oughta have the manners to hear the whole story." Blanchard chose that

nmonent to glance at the gold Rolex watch on his wist, and Dan cane
very close to reaching across the desk and grabbing himby his yellow
necktie. "I want to tell you about a soldier." Dan's voice was
roughened by the sandpaper of raw emption. "He was a kid, really. The
ki nd of kid who always did what he was told. He drew duty in a sector
of jungle that hid an eneny supply route. And it was always rainin' on
that jungle. It was always drippin' wet, and the ground stayed nuddy.
It was a silver rain. Sonetimes it fell right out of a clear blue sky,
and afterward the jungle snelled like flowers gone over to rot. The
silver rain fell in torrents, and this young sol dier got drenched by it
day after day. It was slick and oily, like grease off the bottomof a
fryin' pan. There was no way to get it off the skin, and the heat and
the steam just cooked it in deeper." Dan drew up a tight, terrible
smle. "He asked his platoon | eader about it.

Hi s platoon | eader said it was harm ess, unless you were a tree or
a vine. Said you could bathe in it and you'd be all right, but if you
di pped a bl ade of sawgrass in it, that sawgrass would blotch up brown
and crispy as quick as you please. Said it was to clear the jungle so
we could find the supply route. And this young soldier ... you know
what he di d?"



"No," Bl anchard sai d.

"He went back out in that jungle again. Back out in that dirty
rain, whenever they told himto. He could see the jungle dyin'. All
of it was shrivelin' away, being' burned up without fire. He didn't fee
right about it because he knew a chemical as strong as that had to be
bad for skin and bones.

He knew it. But he was a good soldier, and he was proud to fight
for his country. Do you see?"

"I think so. Agent Orange?"

"It could kill a jungle in a week," Dan said. "Wuat it could do
to a man didn't show up until a long tine later

That's what being' a good soldier did to me, M. Blanchard. |
cane hone full of poison, and nobody blew a trunpet or held a parade.
| don't like being'" out of wort | don't like feelin' I'mnot worth a
damm sonetinmes. But that's what ny LIFE is right now "

Bl anchard nodded. He wouldn't neet Dan's eyes. "I

really, truly, amsorry. | swear | am | know things are tough
out there.”

"Yes sir, they are. That's why | have to ask you to give ne one
nore week before you take ny truck. Wthout ny truck, | don't have any

way to get to a job if one conmes open. Can you please help me out?"

Bl anchard rested his el bows on his desk and |l aced his fingers
together. He wore a big LSU ring on his right hand.

H s brows knitted, and he gave a |long, heavy sigh. "I feel for
you, M. Lambert. God knows | do. But | just can't give you an
extension. "

Dan's heart had started pounding. He knew he was facing disaster
of the darkest shade.

"Look at ny position." Blanchard' s chewi ng gum was goi ng ni nety
mles a mnute. "M superiors kicked Bud Jarrett out of here because
of the bad | oans he made. They hired ne because | don't make bad
| oans, and part of my job is to fix the ness Jarrett |left behind. One

week or one nmonth: | don't think it would really matter very much, do
you?"

"I need ny truck," Dan rasped.

"You need a social. worker, not a loan officer. You could get
yoursel f chocked into the VA hospital ."

"I"ve been there. |I'mnot ready to roll over and die yet."

"I"'m@ry, but there's nothin' | can do for you. It's bidness, you
see? You can bring the keys and the paperwork tonorrow nmornin'. 'l
be in the office by ten." He swiveled around and switched the
conputer's screen off, telling Dan that their conversation was over.

“I won't doit," Dan said. "I won't."

"You will, M. Lanbert, or you'll find yourself in some serious
trouble.”

"Jesus Christ, man! Don't you think I'malready in serious
trouble? | don't even have enough noney to buy decent groceries! How
am | gonna get around w thout my truck?"

"We're finished, | think. 1'd like you to | eave now. "

Maybe it was the pain building in Dan's skull; maybe it was this
final flat command fromthe man who was squeezing the |ast of the
dignity fromhis life. Watever it was, it shoved Dan over the edge.

He knew he should not. Knewit. But suddenly he was reachi ng out
toward the photographs and the Made in China American flag, and as he
gritted his teeth the rage flew fromhimlike a dark bird and he swept
everything off the top of Blanchard's desk in a swelling crash and
clatter.



"Hey! Hey!" Blanchard shouted. "Wat're you doin"?"

"Serious trouble,"” Dan said. "You want to see sone serious
trouble, mster?" He halted the chair he'd been sitting on and sl amed
it against the wall. The sign that said The Buck Stops Here fell to

the floor, and books jittered on the perfect shelves. Dan picked up
t he wast ebasket, tears of frustration and shame stinging his eyes, and
he threw its contents over Blanchard, then flung the wastebasket
agai nst the stag's head. A small voice inside Dan screaned at himto
stop, that this was childish and stupid and woul d earn hi m not hi ng, but
hi s body was noving on the power of singlemnded fury. If this man was
going to take his freedomfromhim he would tear the office apart.

Bl anchard had picked up the tel ephone. "Security!" he yelled.
"Qui ck!"

Dan grabbed the phone and jerked it away fromhim and it too went
flying into the shelves. As Dan attacked the

fox-hunt pictures, he was aware in a cold, distant place that
this was not only about the truck. It was about the cancer in his
bones and the growh in his brain, the brutal heart of Death Vall ey,
the jostling for tickets, the dirty silver rain, the mgjor, the
village, his failed marriage, the son who had been infected with his
father's poison. It was all those things and nore, and Dan tore the
pictures off the walls, his face contorted, as Bl anchard kept shouting
for himto stop. A good soldier, Dan thought as he began pulling the
books of f the shelves and fringing themw |ldly around the office. A
good sol di er good soldier |'ve always been a goodSomeone grabbed hi m
from behi nd.

"CGet himout!" Blanchard hollered. "He's gone crazy!"

A pair of husky arms had cl amped around Dan's chest, pinning his
own arnms at his sides. Dan thrashed to break free, but the security
guard was strong. The grip tightened, forcing the air fromDan's
lungs. "Get himoutta herel™

Bl anchard had wedged hinmself into a corner, his face nottled with
red. "Faye, call the police!"

"Yes, sir!" She'd been standing in the open door, and she hurried
to the phone on her desk.

Dan kept fighting. He couldn't stand to be confined, the pressure
on his chest driving himto further heights of frenzy. "Hold still,
damm it!" the guard said, and he began draggi ng Dan to the door
"Come on, you're goin" with-" Panic made Dan snap his head backward
and the guard's nose popped as bone net cartilage. The man gave a
wounded grunt, and suddenly Dan was free. As Dan turned toward him he
saw t he guard-a man as big as a football |inebacker, wearing a gray
uniformsitting on his knees on the carpet. H s cap had spun away, his
bl ack hair cropped in a severe crew cut, his hands cupped over his nose
wi th bl ood | eaki ng between the sausage-thick fingers. "You busted ny
nose!" he gasped, his eyes slatted and wet with pain. "You sumnbitch
you busted ny nose!"

The sight of blood skidded Dan back to reality. He hadn't meant
to hurt anyone; he hadn't meant to tear up this man's office. He was
in a bad dream and surely he nust soon wake UP

But the bad dream took another, nore wi cked turn

"You sunbitch," the guard said again, and he reached w th bl oody
fingers to the pistol in a holster at his waist. He pulled the gun
| oose, snapping off the safety as it cleared the |eather

Goi ng to shoot ne, Dan thought. He saw the man's finger on the
trigger. For an instant the snell of ozone came to hima nmenory of



danger in the silver-dripping jungle and the flesh prickled at the back
of his neck.

He | unged for the guard, seized the man's wist, and twi sted the
gun aside. The guard reached up with his free hand to claw at Dan's
eyes, but Dan hung on. He heard Ms.

Duval | shout, "The police are conmin'!" The guard was trying to
get to his feet; a punch caught Dan in the rib cage and al nost toppled
him but still he held on to the guard's wist. Another punch was

com ng, and Dan snapped his left hand forward with the pal mout and
smashed the man's bl eedi ng nose. As the guard bell owed and fell back
Dan wrenched the pistol |oose. He got his hand on the grip and funbl ed
to snap the safety on again.

He heard a click behind him

He knew that sound.

Death had found him It had slid fromits hole here in this
sweltering office, and it was about to sink its fangs.

Dan whirled around. Blanchard had opened a desk drawer and was
lifting a pistol to take aim the hammer cocked back and a finger on
the trigger. Blanchard's face was terrified, and Dan knew t he nman
meant to Kill him

It took a second.

One second.

Sonething as old as survival took hold of Dan. Sonething ancient
and unthinking, and it swept Dan's sense aside in a feverish rush.

He fired without aimng. The pistol's crack vibrated through his
hand, up his snake-tattooed forearmand into his shoul der

"Uh," Bl anchard said.

Bl ood spurted froma hole in his throat.

Bl anchard st aggered back, his yell ow necktie turning

scarlet. H's gun went off, and Dan flinched as he heard the
bul l et hiss past his head and thunk into the door janb. Then Bl anchard
crashed to the floor amid the fam |y photographs, fox-hunt prints, and
| eat her - bound books.

Ms. Duvall screaned.

Dan heard soneone noban. |t was not Bl anchard, nor the guard. He
| ooked at the pistol in his hand, then at the splatter of red that |ay
across Bl anchard's desk. "Ch, Cod," Dan said as the horror of what
he'd just done hit himfull force. "Ch, nmy God ... no . . ."

The gears of the universe seemed to shift. Everything shut
down.to a hazy slownotion. Dan was aware of the guard cowering
against a wall. Ms. Duvall fled into the corridor, still shrieking.
Then Dan felt hinmself noving around the desk toward Bl anchard, and
t hough he knew he was noving as fast as he could, it was nore |like a
strange, disenbodied drifting. Bright red arterial blood was pulsing
fromBl anchard's throat in rhythmw th his heart. Dan dropped the
pistol, got down on his knees, and pressed ]lis hands agai nst the
wound. "No!" Dan said, as if to a disobedient child. "No!"

Bl anchard stared up at him his chilly blue eyes glazed and his mouth
hal f open. The bl ood kept spurting, flow ng between Dan's fingers.

Bl anchard shuddered, his | egs noving feebly, his heels plow ng the
carpet. He coughed once. A red glob of chewing gumrolled fromhis
mout h, followed by rivulets of blood that streamed over his |lower lip.

"No oh God no please no don't die," Dan began to beg.

Sonet hi ng broke inside him and the tears ran out. He was trying
to stop the bleeding, trying to hold the bl ood back, but it was a tide
that would not be turned. "Call an anbul ance!" he shouted. The guard
didn't nove; without his gun the man's courage had crunpled |ike cheap
tin.



"Somebody call an ambul ance!" Dan pl eaded. "Hang on!"

he told Blanchard. "Do you hear? Hang on!"

Bl anchard had begun maki ng a harsh hitching noise deep in his
chest. The sound filled Dan with fresh terror. He knew what it was.
He heard it before, in 'Nam the death watch, ticking.

The police, Ms. Duvall had said.

The police are comn'.

Bl anchard's face was white and waxen, his tie and shirt soaked
with gore. The blood was still pulsing, but Blanchard' s eyes stared at
not hi ng.

Murder, Dan realized. ©Onh Jesus, |'ve nurdered him

No anbul ance could make it in tinme. He knewit. The bullet had
done too nmuch damage. "l'msorry, |I'msorry," Dan said, his voice
cracking. H's eyes blurred up with tears.

"I"'msorry, dear God I'msorry."

The police are comn'.

The i mage of handcuffs and iron bars cane to him He saw his
future, confined behind stone walls topped with barbed wire.

There was not hing nore he could do.

Dan stood up, the roomslowy spinning around him He | ooked at
hi s bl oodi ed hands, and snelled the odor of a slaughterhouse.

He ran, past the guard and out of the office. Standing in the
corridor were people who'd energed fromtheir own offices, but when
they saw Dan's bl oody shirt and his gray-tinged face they scurried out
of his way. He ran past the elevator, heading for the stairwell.

At the bottom of the stairwell were two doors, one |eading back
into the teller's area and another with a sign that said EMERGENCY Exrr
ONLY!  ALARM WLL SOQUND! As Dan shoved the exit door open, a
hi gh-pitched al arm went off in his ear

Searing sunlight hit him he was facing the parking | ot beside the
bank. His truck was in a space twenty yards away, past the autonatic
teller machine and the drive-up windows. There was no sign yet of a
police car. He ran to his truck, frantically unlocked the door, and
slid behind the wheel. TWw nen, neither of thema police officer, cane
out of the energency exit and stood gawki ng as Dan started the engine,
put the truck into reverse, and backed out of the parking space. His
brakes shrieked when he stonped on the pedal to keep from smashing the
car parked behind him

Then he twi sted the wheel and sped out of the lot, and with
anot her scream of brakes and tires he took a |left on the

street. A glance in his rearview mrror showed a police car, its
bubbl e lights spinning, pulling up to the curb in front of the
buil ding. He had no sooner focused his attention on the street ahead
than a second police car flashed past him trailing a siren's wail, in
the direction of the bank.

Dan didn't know how rmuch time he had. His apartnent was five
mles to the west. Beads of sweat clung to his face, blood sneared al
over the steering wheel

A sob welled up and clutched his throat.

He cried, silently.

He had always tried to live right. To be fair. To obey orders
and be a good soldier no matter what slid out of this world full of
snake hol es.

As he drove to his apartnent, fighting the awful urge to sink his
foot to the floorboard, he realized what one stupid, senseless second
had wrought .



|'ve gone south, he thought. He wiped his eyes with his
snake-clad forearm the nmetallic snell of blood sickening

himin the hellish August heat. Gone south, after all this tine.

And he knew, as well, that he'd just taken the first step of a
journey fromwhich there could be no return.
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Hurry! Dan told hinself as he pulled clothes froma dresser
drawer and jamred theminto a duffel bag. Mavin'too slow huny they'l
be here soon any minute now ...

The sound of a distant siren shocked his heart. He stood still,
listening, as his pulse rioted. A precious few seconds passed before
he realized the sound was coming through the wall from M. Wocoffs
apartment. The television set. M.

Wcoff, a retired steelwrker, always watched the Starsky and
Hutch reruns that canme on every day at three-thirty.

Dan turned his mnd away fromthe sound and kept packing, pain |ike
an iron spike throbbing in his skull.

He had torn off the bloody shirt, hastily scrubbed his hands in the
bat hroom s sink, and struggled into a clean white T-shirt. He didn't
have tinme to change his pants or his shoes,| his nerves were shredding
with each | ost second. He pushed a pair of blue jeans into the duffe
bag, then picked up his dark bl ue baseball cap fromthe dressers top
and put it on. A framed photograph of his son, Chad, taken ten years
ago when the boy was seven, caught his attention and it too went into
the bag. Dan went to the closet, reached UP to the top shelf, and
brought down the shoebox that held thirty-eight dollars, all his noney
inthe world. As he was shoving the noney into his pocket, the
t el ephone rang.

The answering machi ne-a Radi o Shack speci al
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clicked on after three rings. Dan heard his own voice asking the
caller to | eave a nessage

“I"'mcallin" about your ad in the paper,"” a man said. "l need ny
backyard fenced in, and I was wonderin'-" Dan m ght have | aughed if he
didn't feel the rage of the | aw bearing down on him

could th

-if you d do e job and what you'd charge. |If you'd call me back
sonmetine today |1'd appreciate it. M nunber's

Too late. Mich, nuch too |ate.

He zi pped the bag shut, picked it up, and got out.

There were no sounds yet of sirens in the air. Dan threw the bag
into the back of his truck, next to the tool box and he got behind the
wheel and tore out of the parking' lot. He crossed the railroad tracks,
drove six blocks east, and saw the signs for Interstate 49 ahead. He
swung the pickup onto the ranp that had a sign saying 1-49 SOUTHBOUND

Then he steadily gave the truck nore gas, and he nerged with the
afternoon traffic, leaving the industrial haze of Shreveport at their
backs.

Killer, he thought. The inmage of blood spurting from Bl anchard's

throat and the man's waxen face was in his brain, unshakabl e as gospel
It had all happened SO fast, he felt still in a strange, dreamike

trance. They would [ock himaway forever for this crime; he would die



behi nd prison walls.

But first they had to catch him because he sure as hell wasn't
gi ving hinmsel f up

He switched on his radio and turned the dial, searching
Shreveport's stations for the news. There was country nusic, rock 'n
roll, rap, and advertisenents but no bulletin yet about a shooting at
the First Commercial Bank. But he knew it wouldn't take |ong; soon his
description and the description of his truck would be all over the
ai rwaves. Not nmany nen bore the tattoo of a snake on their right
f orearms.

He realized that what he'd worn as a badge of pride and courage in
" Nam now was akin to the mark of Cain.

Tears were scorching his eyes again. He blinked them away. The
time for weeping was over. He had committed the

nost stupid, insane act of his life; he had gone south in a way he
woul d never have thought possible. H's gaze kept flicking to the
rearview mrror, and he expected to see flashing lights comng after
him They weren't there yet, but they were hunting for him by now
The first place they'd go would be the apartnent. They woul d' ve gotten
all the information about himfromthe bank's computer records.

How long would it take for the state troopers to get his |license
nunber and be on the | ookout for a nmetallic-m st Chevrol et pickup truck
with a killer at the wheel ?

A desperate thought hit him rmaybe Bl anchard hadn't died.

Maybe an anbul ance had gotten there in time. Maybe the paranedics
had somehow been able to stop the bleeding and get Blanchard to the
hospital. Then the charge woul dn't be murder, would it? In a couple
of weeks Bl anchard could | eave the hospital and go hone to his wife and
children. Dan could plead tenporary insanity, because that's surely
what it had been. He would spend some tine in jail, yes, but there'd
be a light at the end of the tunnel. Maybe. MayA horn blew, jarring
himback to reality. He'd been drifting into the next |lane, and a
cream col ored Bui ck swept past himw th a furious whoosh.

He passed the intersection of the Industrial Loop Expressway, and
was movi ng through the outskirts of Shreveport.

Subdi vi si ons of bl ocky tract houses, strip mall, and apartnent
conpl exes stood near warehouses and factories with vast parking |ots.
The Iand was flat, its sunmer green bl eached to a grayish hue by the
nmercil ess sun. Ahead of him the |ong, straight highway shi mered and
crows circled over small aninmals that had been nangl ed by heavy wheel s.

It came to Dan that he didn't know where he was goi ng.

He knew the direction, yes, but not the destination. Does it
matter? he asked hinmself. Al he knewis, he had to get as far from
Shreveport as he could. A glance at the gas gauge showed hi mthe tank
was a little over a quarter full. The Chevy got good gas mnileage for a
pi ckup truck; that was one
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of the reasons he'd bought it. But how far could he get with
thirty-eight dollars and some change in his pocket?

Hi s heart junped. A state trooper's car was approachi ng, heading
north on the other side of the nedian. He watched it cone nearer, al
the spit drying up in his mouth. Then the car was passing him doing a
steady fifty-five. Had the trooper b himd the wh | |ooked at n? D
kept wat ch,

the rearview mirrQ, but the trooper car's brake lights didn't



flare. But what if the trooper had recogni zed the pickup truck and
radi oed to another highway patrol car waiting farther south? on this
interstate the troopers could be massing in a roadbl ock just through
the next heat shimrer.

He was going to have to get off 1-49 and take a | esser-travel ed
Parish road. Another four mles rolled under the tires before he saw
the exit O highway 175, heading south toward the town O Mansfi el d.
Dan sl owed his speed and eared onto the ranp, which turned into a
two- | ane road bordered by thick stands of pines and palnmettos. As he'd
figured, this route was all but deserted, just a couple of cars visible
far ahead and none at his back. Still, he drove the speed limt and
wat ched warily for the highway patrol

Now he was going to have to decide where to go. The Texas |ine
was about twenty nmiles to the west. He could be
in Mexico in fifteen hours or so. |If he continued on this road,
he woul d reach the bayous and swanpland on the edge of the GQulf in a
little over three hours. He could get to the @Gulf and head either west
to Port Arthur or east to New Orleans. And what then? Go into hiding?

Find a job? Mke up a newidentity, shave Of his beard, bleach out
the tattoo?

He could go to Al exandria, he thought. That city was |l ess than a
hundred nil es away, just below the heart of louisiana. He'd lived
there for nine years, when he'd been working with FOrdham construction

H's ex-wife and son lived there still, in the house on Jackson Avenue

Right. His nouthed into a grimline. The police would have
that address too, fromthe bank's recorcls. Dan had faithfully made
his child support paynents every nonth. |f he went to that house, the
PAice would swarmall over him And besides, Susan was so afraid of
hi m anyway that she wouldn't let himin the door even if he cane as a
choirboy instead of a killer. He hadn't seen his ex-wi fe and
sevent een-year-old son in over six years. It had been better that way,
because his divorce was still an open wound.

He wondered what the other Snake Handl ers would think of a father
who had attacked his own little boy in the mddle of the night. D d it
matter that in those days Dan had been half crazy and suffered
ni ght mari sh fl ashbacks? Did it matter that when he'd put his hands
around the boy's throat he'd believed he was trying to choke to death a
Vi et Cong sniper in the silver-puddl ed nud?

No, it didn't. He renenbered com ng out of the flashback to
Susan's scream he renmenbered the stark terror on Chad's tear-streaked
face. Ten seconds nore-just tenand he night have killed his own son
He couldn't blanme Susan for wanting to be rid of him and so he hadn't
contested the divorce.

He caught hinself-, the truck was drifting toward the centerline
again as his attention wandered, He saw sone dried bl ood between his
fingers that he'd mssed with the soap and rag, and the inage of
Bl anchard' s bl eached face stabbed hi m

A glance in the rearview mrror al nost stopped his heart entirely.

Speeding after himwas a vehicle with its lights flashing. Dan

hesi tated between jamm ng the accelerator and hitting the brake, but
before he could decide to do either, a cherry-red pickup truck with two
grinning teenagers in the cab roared past himand the boy on the
passenger side stuck a hand out with the middle finger pointed skyward.

Dan started trenmbling. He couldn't stop it. Sickness roiled in
hi s stomach, a mani acal drunmbeat trapped in his skull. He thought for
a few seconds that he was going to pass out as dark notes spun before
his eyes like flecks of ash

Around the next bend he saw a narrow dirt road going off into the
woods on his right. He turned onto it and followed it fifty yards into
the sheltering forest, his rear tires throwing up plumes of yell ow



dust.
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Then he stopped the truck, cut the engine, and sat there under the
pines with beads of cold sweat on his face, H s stomach lurched. As
the fire rose up his throat, Dan scramnbled out of the truck and was
able to reach the weeds before he threw up. He retched and retched
until there was nothing left, and then he sat on his knees, breathing
sour steamas birds sang in the trees above him

He pulled the tail of his T-shirt out and blotted the sweat from
his cheeks and forehead. Dust hung in the air, the sunlight lying in
shards amid the trees. He tried to clear his mnd enough to grapple
with the problem of where to go. To Texas and Mexi CO? To the @ulf and
New Ol eans? O should he turn the truck around, return to Shreveport,
and give hinself up?

That was the sensible thing, wasn't it? Go back to Shreveport and
try to explain to the police that he'd thought Bl anchard was about to
kill him that he hadnt nmeant to

| ose his tenper, that he was so very, very sorry.
Stone walls, he thought. stone walls waiting.

At | ast he stood up and wal ked unsteadily back to truck. He got
in, started the engine, and turned on the radio.

He began to nove the dial through the stations; they were weaker
now, di m ni shed by di stance. Seven or eight mnutes @and then Dan
canme upon a worman's coot matterof-fact voice

"- - - shooting at the First Conmercial Bank of ShrevePort just
after three-thirty this afternoon .

Dan turned it up

accOrding to police, a disturbed Vietnamveteran entered the
bank with a gun and shot Enory Bl anchard, the bank's |oan manager
Bl anchard was pronounced dead on arrival at Al Saints Hospital. W'l
have nore details as this story develops. 1In other news, the city
council and the waterworks board found thensel ves at odds agai n today
when ... "

Dan stared at nothing, his mouth opening to rel ease a soft, agonized

gasp.

Dead on arrival It was official now He was a nurderer

But what was that about entering the bank with a gun?

"That's wong," he said thickly. "It's wong." The way it
sounded, he'd gone to the bank intent on killing sonmebody.

O course they had to put the "disturbed Vietnamveteran" in
there, too. Mght as well make him sound |ike a psycho while they were
at it.

But he knew what the bank was doing. Wat would their custoners
think if they knew Bl anchard had been killed with a security guard's
gun? Wasn't it better, then, to say that the crazy Vietnam veteran had
cone in packing a gun and hunting a victin? He kept searching the
stations, and in another couple of mnutes he found a snippet: "
rushed to AIl Saints Hospital, where he was pronounced dead on arrival

Pol i ce caution that Lanmbert should be considered arned and dangerous.

"Bull shit!"™ Dan said. "I didn't go there to kill anybody!"

He saw what woul d happen if he gave hinmself up. They woul dn't
listen to him They'd put himin a hole and drop a rock on it for the
rest of his life. Maybe he might hve only three nore years, but he
wasn't planning to die in prison and be buried in a pauper's grave.



He engaged the gears. Head to the bayou country, he decided.
Fromthere he could go either to New Orleans or Port Arthur. Mybe he
could find a freighter captain who needed cheap | abor and didn't care
to ask questions. He turned the truck around and then he drove back to
H ghway 175. He took a right, southbound again.

The truck's cab was a sweat box, even with both wi ndows down. The
heat was wei ghing on him wearing himout. He thought about Susan and
Chad. If the news was on the radio, it wouldn't be long before it hit
the local TV stations. Susan m ght already have gotten a call fromthe
police. He didn't particularly care what she thought of hin it was
Chad's opinion that mattered. The boy was going to think his father
was a col d-bl ooded killer, and this fact pained Dan's soul

The question was: what could be done about it?

He heard an engi ne gunni ng behind him

He | ooked in the rearview mrror.
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And there was a state trooper's car right on his tail, its blue
bubbl e 1'i ghts spi nning.

Dan had known true terror before, in the jungles of Vietnam and
when he'd seen Bl anchard's gun leveling to take aim This instant,

t hough, froze his blood and stiffened himup Iike a dime-store dumy.

The siren yow ed.

He was caught.

He jerked the wheel to the right, panic sputtering through his
nerves.

The trooper whi pped past himand was gone around the next curve in
a matter of seconds.

Bef ore he could think to stop and turn around, Dan was into the
curve and saw the trooper pulling off onto the road' s shoulder. A
cherry-red pickup truck was down in a ditch, and one of the teenage
boys was standing on the black scrawl the, tires had | eft when he'd
| ost control of the wheel. The other boy was sitting in the weeds, his
head | owered and his left armcl asped agai nst his chest. As Dan glided
past the accident scene, he saw the trooper get out of the car and
shake his head as if he knew the boys were |ucky they wereret scattered
i ke bl oody rags am d the pines.

VWen the trooper's car was well behind, Dan picked up his speed
again. Dark nmotes were still drifting in and out of his vision, the
sun's glare still fierce even as the afternoon shadows | engthened. He'd
had not a bite of food since breakfast, and he'd | ost the nmeager
contents of his stomach

He considered stopping at a gas station to buy a candy bar and a
soft drink, but the thought of pulling off while a state trooper was so
cl ose behind himput an end to that idea. He kept going, follow ng the
sun- baked road as it twisted like the serpent on his forearm

Mle after nmile passed. The traffic was sparse, both in front and
behi nd, but the strain of watching in either direction began to take its
toll. The shooting replayed itself over and over in his mnd. He
t hought of Bl anchard's w fe-wi dow, that is-and the two children, and
what they rmust be going through right now He began to fear what

m ght be lying in wait for himaround the curves. his headache
returned with a vengeance, as did his trenors. The heat was sapping his
| ast reserves' of strength, and soon it becane clear to himthat he had
to stop somewhere to rest.

Another few nmles @ the highway runni ng between pine forest broken by
an occasional dusty field, and then Dan saw a gravel road on his right.
As he sl owed down, prepared to turn into the woods and sleep in his



truck, he saw that the road wi dened into a parking lot. There was a
smal I whitewashed church standi ng beneath a pair of huge weeping wll ow
trees. A linle wooden sign in need of repainting said.

VI CTORY | N THE BLADCD BApTi st .

It was as good a place as any. Dan pulled into the gravel |ot,
whi ch was de@ and he drove the track around to the back of the church
When he was hidden fromthe road, he cut the engine and slid the key
out. He pulled his wet shirt away fromthe backrest and |lay down on
the seat. He closed his eyes, but Blanchard' s death leapt at himto

keep himfrom finding sl eep

He'd been lying down for only a few m nutes when soneone npped
twi ce against the side of his truck Dan bolted upright, blinking
dazedly. Standing there beside his open wi ndow was a shin black man
with a long-jawed face and a tight cap of white hair. Over the nman's

deep-set ebony eyes, the thick white brows had nerged together. "You
kay, mister?" he asked.

"Yeah." Dan nodded, still a little disoriented. "Just needed to
rest.”

"Heard you pull up. Looked out the wi nda and there you were."

"I didn't know anybody was around."

"Well," the man said, and when he snmiled he showed al abaster teeth
that | ooked as | ong as piano keys, "just ne and God sittin' inside
talkin ."

Dan started to slide the key back into the ignition. "l'd better
head on."
"Now, hold on a minute, I ain't mnin'you off. You don't mnd ne

sayin', you don't appear to be up to snuff. You travelin' far?"

Mark of Cain

"Yes." "Seens to me that if a fella wants to rest, he oughta
rest. |If you'd like to cone in, you' re wel cone."

“I'm... not a religious man," Dan said.

"Well, | didn't say | was gonna preach to you. 'Course, sone

woul d say listenin' to nmy sernmons is a surefire way to catch up on your
sleep. Name's Nathan GM nn." He thrust a hand toward Dan, who t ook
it.

"Dan . . ." His nmind skipped tracks for a few seconds. A nane
cane to him "Farrow, " he said

"Pleased to neet you. Come on in, there's roomto stretch out on
a pewif youd like."

Dan | ooked at the church. 1t had been years since he'd set foot
in one. Some of the things he'd seen, both in Vietnam and afterward,
had convinced himthat if any supernatural force was the master of this
world, it snmelled of brinmstone and devoured innocent flesh as its
sacrament .

"Cool er inside,” Gvnn told him "The fans are workin' this
week. "

After a nonment of deliberation, Dan opened the door and got out.
"I"'mobliged," he said, and he foll owed Ga nnwho wore bl ack trousers
and a plain light blue short-sleeve shirt-through the church's back
door. The interior of the church was Spartan, wi th an unvarni shed
wooden floor that had felt the Sunday shoes of several generations. "I
was witin' my sernmon when | heard you," GmM nn said, and he notioned
into a cubicle of an office whose open wi ndow overl| ooked the rear |ot.
Two chairs, a desk and lanp, a file cabinet, and a couple of peach
crates full of religious books had been squeezed into the little room
On the desk was a pad of paper and a cup containing a nunber of
bal | poi nt pens. "Not havin' nuch luck, |I'ma'fearca" he confided.

"Sometines you dig deep and just wind up scrapin' the bottom But



| ain't worried, sonething'll conme to ne. A, ways does. You want sone
water, there's a fountain this way."

Gnvinn led himthrough a corridor lined with other small rooms, the
floor creaking underfoot. A ceiling fan stirred the heat. There was a
wat er fountain, and Dan went to work

satisfying his thirst. "You a regular canel, ain't you?"
Gni nn asked. "Come on in here, you can stretch yourself out."
Dan foll owed hi mthrough another doorway, into the chapel. A dozen

pews faced the preacher's podium and the sunlight that entered was cut
to an underwater haze by the pale green glass of the stained wi ndows.
Overhead, two fans nmuttered like elderly ladies as they turned, fighting
a |l ost cause. Dan sat down on a pew toward the middl e of the church
and he pressed his palms against his eyes to ease the pain throbbing in
his skull.

"Nice tattoo," GmM nn said. "You get that around here?"

"No. Somepl ace else."

"Mnd if | ask where you're headin' fromand where you're gain

I'"m"From Shreveport,” Dan said. "I'mgoin' to-" He paused. "I'm
just goin'."

"“Your home in Shreveport, is it?"

"Used to be." Dan took his hands away from his eyes.

"I"'mnot real sure where | belong right now" A thought struck
him "I didn't see your car outside."

"Ch, | walked frommy house. | just live 'bout a half-mle up the
road. You hungry, M. Farrow?"

"I could do with something', yeah." Hearing that name was strange,

after all this tine. He didn't know why he'd chosen it; probably it
was from seei ng the young man who was beggi ng work at Death Vall ey.
"You like crullers? | got some in nmy office; nmy wife baked term
just this nmornin'."
Dan told himthat sounded fine, and Gai nn went to his office and
returned with three sugar-frosted crullers in a brown paper bag. It
t ook about four seconds for Dan to consunme one of them "Have
another," GM nn offered as he sat on the pewin front of Dan. "I
believe you ain't et in a while."

A second pastry went down the hatch. Ga nn scratched his |ongjaw
and said, "Take the other one, too. M wfe sure would be tickled to
see a fefla enjoyin' her bakin' so much."

VWen the third one was history, Dan |licked the sugar fromhis
fingers. Gwinn |aughed, the sound like the nsp of a rusty

Mark of Cain
saw bl ade. "Part canel, part goat,"
chemn' on that bag, now. "

"You can tell your w fe she makes good crullers.”

Gni nn reached into a trouser pocket, pulled out a silver watch

he said. "Don't you go

and checked the time. "'Bout quarter to five. You can tell Lavinia
yourself if you want to."

" Par don?"

"Supper's at six. You want to eat with Lavinia and nme, you're
wel cone."” He returned the watch to his pocket.

"Wn't be no fancy feast, but it'll warmyour belly up. | can go

call her, tell her to put another plate on the table."
"Thanks, but |'ve gotta get back on the road after | rest

sone.



"Ch." OGmann lifted his shaggy white brows. "Decide where ygu're
goi n', have you?"
Dan was silent, his hands cl asped toget her

"The road' Il still be there, M. Farrow," Gunnn said quietly.
"Don't you think?"

Dan | ooked into the preacher's eyes. "You don't know ne.

| could be . . . somebody you wouldn't want in your house."

"True enough. But my Lord Jesus Christ says we should feed the
wayfarin' stranger." GmMnn's voice had taken on sone of the singsong
inflections of his calling. "'Pears to ne that's what you are. So if
you want a taste of fried chicken that'll make you hear the heavenly

choir, you just say the word and you got it."
.1 Dan didn't have to think very long to nake a deci sion
Al right. 1'd be grateful.”

"Just be hungry! Lavinia always nmakes a whoppin' supper

on Thursday ni ghts anyhow." Gm nn stood up. "Lemme go on back
and call her. Wy don't you rest sone and |I'Il fetch you when I'm
ready to go."

"Thank you," Dan said. "I really do appreciate this." He lay

down on the pew as Gwi nn wal ked back to his office. The pew was no
mattress, but just being able to relax for a little while was glorious.
He cl osed his eyes, the sweat cooling on his body, and he searched for

a few minutes of sleep that mght shield himfromthe i mage of Enory

Bl anchard bl eedi ng to deat h.

In his office, Reverend Gam nn was on the tel ephone to his wife
She stoically took the news that a white stranger named Dan Farrow was
joining them for supper, even though Thursday was al ways the ni ght
their son and daughter-in-law came to visit from Mansfield. But
everything would work out fine, Lavinia told her husband, because
Terrence had called a few minutes before to I et her know he and AneHa
woul dn't be there until after seven.

There'd been a raid on a house where drugs were being sold, she
tol d Nathan, and Terrence had sonme paperwork to do at the jail.

"That's our boy," GmMnn said. "Gonna get elected sheriff yet."

VWhen he hung up, the reverend turned his attention again to the
unwitten sernon. A light cane on in his brain.

Ki ndness for the wayfarin' strange. Yessir, that would do quite
ni cel y!

They al ways amazed him the nysterious workings of God did. You
never knew when an answer to a problemwould conme right out of the
blue; or, in this case, out of a gray Chevy pickup truck.

He picked up a pen, opened a Bible for reference, and began to
wite an outline of his message for Sunday norning. @

The Hand of dint
"Two cards."

"I'"I'l take three."
"Two for me."

"One card.”

"Ch, oh! | don't like the sound of that, Bents. Well, dealers
gonna take three and see what we got."

The poker gane in the back room of Leopol4's Pool Hall, on the

rough west end of Caddo Street in Shreveport, had started around two



o' clock It was now five forty-nine, according to the Regul ator clock
hangi ng on the cracked sea-Wen wall. Beneath a gray haze of cigarette
and stogi e snoke, a quintet of nen regarded their cards in silence poo
es around the felt-topped table. Qut where the | table were, balls
struck together like a pistol shot, and fromthe aged Wirlitzer jukebox
Gl evel and Crochet holl ered about Sugar Bee to the wail of a Cajun
accordi on.

The room was a hotbox. Three of the nmen were in shirtsl eeves, the
fourth in a danp T-shirt. The fifth man, however, had never renoved
the rather bul ky jacket of his iridescent, violet-blue sharkskin suit.
In respect of the heat, though, he'd | oosened the knot of his necktie
and unbuttoned the starched collar of his white shirt. A glass of nmelting
ice and pale, cloudy liquid was placed near his right hand. Al so within
reach was a stack of chips worth three hundred and ni neteen doll ars.
His fortunes had risen and

fallen and risen again during the progress of the game, and right
now he was on a definite winning jag. He was the man who' d requested
one card, so sure was he that he owned a hand no one el se could touch

The deal er, a bal d- headed bl ack man naned Anbrose, finally cleared
his throat. "It's up to you, Royce."

"I'min for five." Royce, a big-bellied man with a flanecol ored
beard and a voice like a rodent's squeak, tossed a red chip on top of
the ante.

"I fold."™ The next man, whose nanme was Vincent, laid his cards
facedown with an enphatic thunp of disgust.

There was a pause. "Cone on, Junior," Anbrose prodded.

"I"'mthinkin' ." At age twenty-eight, Junior was the youngest of
the players. He had a sallow, heavy-jawed face and unruly
reddi sh- brown hair, sweat gl eam ng on his cheeks and bl otching his
T-shirt. He stared at his cards, a cigarette clenched between his
teeth. Hi s lightless eyes ticked to the player next to him "I
believe | got you this tine, M.

Lucky. "

The man in the sharkskin suit was engrossed in his own cards. His
eyes were pallid blue, his face so pale the purple-tinged veins were
visible at his temples. He |ooked to be in his md-thirties, his body
as lean as a drawn blade. H s black hair was perfectly conbed, the
part straight to the point of obsessiveness. At the center of his
hairline a streak of white showed like a touch of Iightning.

"Put up or fold 'em" Anbrose said.

"See the five and raise you ten." The chips clattered down.
"Fifteen dollars,” the man in the sharkskin suit said, his voice
so soft it neared a whisper, "and fifteen nore." He tossed the chips

inwith aflick of his right wist.

"Ch, |awwwdy!" Anbrose studied his cards w th hei ght ened
interest. "Talk to me, chillen, talk to nme!" He picked up his cigar
stub froman ashtray and puffed on it as if trying to divine the future
i n snmoke signal s.

Ni ck, the pool hall's bartender, cane in while Anbrose was
del i berating and asked if anybody needed their drinks

freshened. Junior said he wanted anot her Budwei ser, and Vi ncent

said he'd have a refill of iced tea. The man in the sharkskin suit
downed his cloudy drink in tw |long swallows and said, "I'll have
anot her of the same.”

"l'ib ... you sure you don't want some sugar in that?"

N ck asked.



"No supr. Just straight |lenmon juice."

Ni ck returned to the front room Anbrose puffed out a | ast
qguestion mark and put his cards facedown. "Nope. M w fe's gone have
my ass as it is."

Royce stayed in and raised another five spot. Junior chewed his
lower lip. "Dam it, |'ve gotta stay in!" he decided. "Hell, I'lI
raise five to you!"

"And fifteen nore," canme the reply.

"Sheeeeyit!" Anbrose grinned. "W gots us a showdown here!"

"I"'mout." Royce's cards went on the table.

Juni or | eaned back in his chair, his cards close to his chest and
fresh sweat sparkling on his face. He glowered long and hard at the
man beside him whom he'd cone to detest in the |ast two hours.
"You're fuckin' bluffin,” he said. "I caught you last tinme you tried
to bluff me, didn't I?"

"Fifteen dollars to you, Junior," Anbrose said.

"\What ' cha gone do?"

"Don't rush ne, man!" Junior had two red chips in front of him
He'd conme into the game with over a hundred dollars. "You're tryin' to
fox nme, ain't you, M. Lucky?"

The man's head turned. The pale blue eyes fixed upon Junior, and
t he whi spery voice said, "The name is Flint."

"I don't give a shit! You're tryin' torob me, | figure | can
call you whatever | please!"
"Hey, Junior!" Royce cautioned. "Wtch that tongue, now"

"Well, who the hell knows this guy, anyhow? He cones in here,
gets in our gane, and takes us all for a ride! How do we know he ain't
a pro?"

"I paid for ny seat,” Flint said. "You didn't holler when you
t ook my mnoney."

"Maybe I'mhollerin' now" Junior sneered. "Does anybody know
hi n?" he asked the others. N ck came in with the drinks on a tray.
"Hey, Nick! You ever see this here dude before?"

"Can't say | have."

"So how cone he just wandered in off the street |ookin' to play
poker? How come he's sittin' there with all our damm noney?"

Flint snapped the cards shut in his left hand, drank sonme of the
fresh | emon juice, and rubbed the cold glass across his forehead.
"Meet the raise," he said, "or go home and cry to your momy."

Juni or exhal ed sworls of snoke. Crinmson had risen in his cheeks.
"Maybe you and ne oughta go dance in the alley, what do you think about
t hat ?"

"Come on, Junior!" Anbrose said. "Play or fold!"

"Nick, loan me five dollars."

"No way!" N ck retreated toward the door. "This ain't no bank in
here, man!"

"Somebody loan ne five dollars,” Junior said to the others. This
demand was nmet with a silence that might have made stones weep. "Five
dollars! What's wong with you guys?"

"We don't loan noney in this room" Anbrose rem nded him "Never
have and never will. You know the house rules."

“I'd loan it to you if you were in a tight!"
"No you Wouldn't. And | wouldn't ask. The rule is: you play with
your own noney."

"Well, it's sure nice to know who your friends are!™ Junior
wr enched the cheap wistwatch off his armand slid it in front of
Flint. "Here, damm it! ‘'that's gotta be worth fifteen or twenty

bucks!"
Flint picked up the watch and examined it. Then he returned it to



the tabl e and | eaned back, his cards fanned out again and resting

agai nst his chest. "Merchandise isn't nobney, but since you' re so eager
to wal k out of here a loser, I'Il grant you the favor."
"Favor. " Junior alnost spat the word. "Yeah, right! Cone on

let's see what you' ve got!"

"Lay yours down first," Flint said.

"dad to!" Slap went the cards on the table. "Three queens!
al ways was lucky with the wonen!"™ Junior grinned, one hand al ready
reaching out to rake in the chips and his watch

But before his hand got there, it was bl ocked by three aces.

"I was always snmart at poker," Flint said. "And snmart beats |ucky
any day."

Junior's grin evaporated. He stared at the trio of aces, his
nmout h crinping around the cigarette.

Flint scooped up the chips and put the wistwatch into his inside
coat pocket. While Nick didn't | oan noney, he did sell poker chips.

It was time, Flint knew, to cash in and be on his way. "That does it
for me." He pocketed the rest of his wi nnings and stood up. "Thank
you for the gane, gentlenen.”

"Cheater.

“Junior!"™ Anbrose snapped. "Hush up!"

"Cheater!" Junior scraped his chair back and rose to his feet.
H s sweating face was gorged with blood. "You cheated nme, by God!"

"Did I?" Flint's eyes were heavy-lidded. "How?"

"I don't know how! | just know you won a few too nany hands

today! Oh, yeah, maybe you | ost sonme, but you never |ost enough to put
you too far behind, did you? Nosir! You lost just to keep us playin',
so you could set ne up for this shit!"

"Sit down, Junior," Vincent told him "Sone people gotta w n,
some gotta lose. That's why they call it ganblin'."
"Hell, can't you see it? He's a pro is what he is! He cane in

here off the street, got in our gane, and nmade fools outta every damm
one of us!"

"I see," Anbrose said wearily, "that it's alnmost six o'clock
Honey' Il skin ny butt if | don't get hone."

"CGone skin your butt anyhow for losin' that paycheck," Royce said
with a high giggle.

"Hum ity keeps me an honest man, ny friends." Anbrose stood up
and stretched. "Junior, that | ook on your face could scare eight |ives
out of a cat. Forget it now, hear?

You can't win every day, or it wuldn't be no fun when you did."

Juni or watched Flint, who was buttoning his jacket.

Beneath Flint's arnms were dark hal f-nmoons of sweat. "I say that
bastard cheated! There's sonething' not right about him™"

Flint suddenly turned, took two strides forward, and his face and
Junior's were only inches apart. "I'Il ask you once nmore. Tell ne how
| cheated, sonny boy."

"You know you did! Mybe you're just slicker'n ow shit, but I
know you cheated sonehow "

"Prove it," Flint said, and only Junior saw the faint smle that
ri ppl ed across his thindipped nouth.

"You dirty sonora-" Junior haul ed back his armto deliver a punch
but Anbrose and Royce both grabbed himand pulled himaway. "Leme

go!"™ Junior hollered as he thrashed with inmpotent rage. "I'll tear
himapart, | swear to God!"
"Mster," Anbrose said, "it mght be best if you don't cone 'round

here again."



"I wasn't plannin' on it." Flint finished off his | enon juice
his face inpassive. Then he turned his back on the other men and wal ked
out to the bar to cash in his chips. H s stride was as sl ow and
deliberate as snoke drifting. While Nick was counting the noney,

Juni or was escorted to the street by Anbrose, Vincent, and Royce.
"You'll get yours, M. Lucky!" was Junior's parting shot before the
door cl osed.

"He flies off the handl e sometines, but he's okay." Nick laid the
crisp green winnings in Flint's pale palm "Better not wal k around
with that kinda cash in this nei ghborhood."

"Thank you." He gave Nick a twenty. "For the advice."

He started wal king toward the door, his hand finding the car keys
in his pocket, and over the zydeco music on the jukebox he heard the
t el ephone ri ng.

"Ckay, hold on a minute. Hey, your name Mirtaugh?"

Ni ck called
Flint stopped at the door, dying sunlight flaring through the
fly-specked wi ndows. "Yes."

"It's for you."
"Murtaugh,” Flint said into the phone.

"You seen the TV in the last half hour?" It was a husky,
ear-hurting voice: Smoates, calling fromthe shop

"No. |'ve been busy."

"Well, wrap up your bidness and get on over here. Ten mnutes.”

Cick, and Snoates was gone.

Even as six 0'clock noved past and the blue shadows | engthened,
the heat was suffocating. Flint could snell the lenon juice in his
perspiration as he strode al ong the sidewal k. When Snhpates said ten
m nutes, he meant eight.

It had to be another job, of course. Flint had just brought a
skin back for Smpates this nmorning and collected his conm ssion-forty
percent -on four thousand doll ars.

Smoat es, who was the kind of man who had an ear on every corner and
in every back room had told himabout the Thursday afternoon poker pine
at Leopold's, and with some time to kill before going back to his notel
Flint had eased hinmself into what had turned out to be child' s play. If
he had any passion, it was for the snap of cards being shuffled, the
clack of spinning roulette wheels, the soft thunp of dice tunbling
across sweet green felt; it was for the snells of smoky rooms where
stacks of chips rose and fell, where cold sweat collected under the
collar and an ace nade the heartbeat quicken. Today's w nnings had
been smal | change, but a game was a game and Flint's thirst for risk
had been tenporarily quenched.

He reached his ride: a black 1978 Cadillac El dorado that had seen
three or four used car lots. The car had a broken right front
headl i ght, the rear bunper was secured with burlap tw ne, the passenger
door was crunpled in, and the southern sun had cracked and jigsawed the
ol d bl ack paint.

The interior snelled of m|dew and the chassis npaned over
potholes like a funeral bell. Flint's appetite for ganbling didn't
al ways | eave hima w nner, the horses, greyhounds,

and the casinos of Vegas took his noney with a frequency that
woul d have terrified an ordinary man. Flint Mrtaugh, however, could
by no stretch of the imagination be called ordinary.

He slipped his key into the door's lock. As it clicked open, he
heard anot her noise-a netallic snap-very close behind him and he
realized quite suddenly that he would have to pay for his inattention



"Easy, M. Lucky."
Flint felt the switchblade's tip press at his right kidney.

He let the breath hiss frombetween his teeth. "You' re makina
real big mstake."

Do tell. Let's walk. Turn in that alley up there."

Flint obeyed. There weren't nany people on the sidewal k, and
Juni or kept close. "Keep welkin'," Junior said as Fl@t turned into the

alley. Ahead, in the shadows between buil dings, was a chain-link fence

and beyond it a parking garage. "Stop," Junior said. "Turn around and
| ook at me."

Flint did, his back to the fence. Junior stood between hi mand
the street, the knife low at his side. It was a neanl ooki ng
swi tchbl ade, and Junior held it as if he had used it before. "I
believe your luck's run out." Junior's eyes were still ashine with
anger. "G mre ny noney."

Flint smled coldly. He unbuttoned his sharkskin jacket, and in
so doing he tapped a finger twice on his belt buckle, which bore his
initials in scrolled letters. He lifted his hands.

"It's inside ny coat. Cone get it, sonny boy."

“I'"1l cut you, dacmm it! I'll give you sonme shit |ike you never
had before, man!"

"WIl you? Sonny boy, |I'mgonna give you three pieces of w sdom
One." He raised a finger of his left hand. "Never play poker with a
stranger. Two." Two fingers of his right hand went up. "Never raise

agai nst a man who asks for a single card. And three

Sonet hi ng noved at Flint's chest, underneath the white |inen
shirt.

Flint's necktie was pushed aside. Through the opening of an
undone button enmerged a dwarf-sized hand and a slim

hairless white arm The hand gripped a small doubl ebarrel ed
derringer ainmed at Junior's mdsection

"Wh@ you' ve got the drop on a man," Flint continued, "never
never |l et himface you."

Juni or's nouth hung open. "Jesus, " he whispered.

"You've ... got ... three ..

"dint. Steady. " Flint's voice was sharp; the derringer had
wobbl ed a few inches to the right. "Drop the knife, sonny boy." But
Juni or was too stunned to respond. "dint. Down.

Down. Down." The arm obeyed, and now the derringer was pointed
inthe vicinity of Junior's knees. "You'll be a cripple in three

seconds," Flint prom sed.

The knife clattered to the gritty pavenent.

Flint frowned, sliding his two hands into his pants pockets. The
third hand held the derringer steady. "I should' ve figured on this,"
Flint said, nostly to hinself.

"dint. Holster."

The wiry armretreated into his shirt. Flint felt the gun slide
into the small hol ster under his right shoulder. The armtw tched
once, a muscle spasm and then lay pressed against Flint's chest with
the fingers wedged beneath his belt buckle. "Good dint,"” Flint said
and he wal ked quickly toward Juni or, who still stood shocked and ppi ng.

Flint withdrew his right hand, which now wore the set of brass

knuckl es that had been in his pocket. The blow that foll owed was fast
and decisive, hitting Junior on the chin and snapping his head back
Juni or gave a garbled cry and staggered into sonme garbage cans, and then
Flint swung agai n-a graceful, alnost balletic notion-and the brass
knuckl es crunched into the cheekbone on the left side of Junior's face.

Gasping, Junior fell to his knees. He stayed there, his head



swayi ng fromside to side and the anger washed fromhis eyes by the
tears of pain.

"You know," Flint observed, "what you said about givin me sone
shit is really funny. It really, truly is." Flint touched the
knuckl es of Junior's right hand with the toe of his polished bl ack
wi ngtip. The cheap wistwatch fell to the

paverment beside Junior's fingers. "See, nobody on this earth can
give me any nore shit than |'ve already had to endure.

Do you under st and?"

" Ahhhhpl | eesh, " Juni or nanaged.

"I"ve been where you are," Flint said. "It made nme meaner. But
it made ne smarter, too. \atever doesn't kill you makes you smarter
Do you believe that?"

"I mmmeeuff, " Juni or said.

"Take your watch," Flint told him "Go on. Pick it up."”

Slow y, Junior's hand cl osed around the watch

"There you go." The cold smle had never left Flint's face.

"Now |I' m gonna hel p your education al ong."

He summoned up his rage.

It was an easy thing to find. It had grinning faces in it, and
harsh, jeering laughter. It had the nenory of a bad night at the
bl ackj ack table, and of a loan shark's silky threats. |t had Snoates
voice in it, commanding Ten mnutes. It had a lifetime of tornent and
bitterness in it, and when it emerged fromFlint it was explosive. The
hand of Cint felt that rage and clenched into a knotty fist. Flint
inhaled, lifted his foot, exhaled in a whoosh, and stomped Junior's
fingers beneath his shoe.

The watch broke. So did two of the fingers and the thunb.

Juni or gave a wail that shattered into croaking, and he |ay
writhing on his side with his hand clasped to his chest and bits of
wat ch crystal sticking into his palm

Flint stepped back, sweat on his face and the bl ood pounding in

his cheeks. It took hima few seconds to find his voice, and it cane
out thick and raw. "You can tell the police about this if you want
to." Flint returned the brass knuckles to his pocket. "Tell 'ema

freak with three arms did it, and listen to 'em | augh."

Juni or continued to withe, his attention el sewhere.

"Fare thee well," Flint said. He stepped over Junior, wal ked out
of the alley, and got into his car. 1In another nonent he had fired up
t he rough and runbling engine and pulled away fromthe curb en route to
the Twilight Zone Pawn Shoppe on Stoner Avenue.

As he drove, Flint felt sick to his stomach. The rage was

gone, and in its place was shame. Breaking the boy's fingers had
been cruel and petty; he'd |l ost control of hinself, had | et his baser
nature rule him Control was inmportant to Flint.

Wthout control, men fell to the Ievel of animals. He pushed a
cassette tape into the deck and listened to the cool, clean sound of
Chopin's piano preludes, sonme of his favorite nmusic. It made himthink
of his dream In the dream he stood on a rolling, beautiful eneral d@
| awn, | ooking toward a white stone mansion with four chimeys and a
huge st ai ned-gl ass wi ndow in front.

He believed it was his hone, but he didn't know where it was.

"I"'mnot an aninmal." H's voice was still coarse with enotion
“I'"'mnot . "

A dwarf-sized | eft hand suddenly rose up before his face, swatting
at his cheek with the ace of spades.

"Stop that, you bastard," Flint said, and he pushed dint's arm back



down where it bel onged.

The twi |l ight Zone Pawn Shoppe stood between Uncle Joe's @ and the
Littl e Sai gon Take-out Restaurant. Flint drove around back and parked
next to Eddi e Snpates's | ate-nodel Mercedes-Benz. The door at the rear
of the pawn shop had a sign identifying it as Dam BA& BoNm MD CouzcnoNs.

dint was noving around under Flint's shirt, getting hungry, so Flint
reached into the backseat for a box of Ritz crackers before he got out

of the car. He pushed a button on the brick wall beside the door, and a
few seconds @ Snpates's voice growl ed through an intercom nmount ed
there: "You're late."

"I came as soon as A buzzer cut himoff, announcing that the door
had been el ectronically unlocked. Flint pushed through it into the
air-conditioning. The door |ocked again at has back, Snoates kept a
| ot of val uabl es around, and he was a careful man. There was a snmall
reception area with a few plastic chairs, but the office had cl osed for
regul ar business an hour ago. Flint knew where he was going; this
pl ace was as famliar to himas his brother's arm He wal ked past the
recepti on desk and knocked on a door behind it.

"Inl" Smoafts @and @ entered.

As usual, Eddie Snpates sat at the center of a rat's nest of
pi |l ed-up papers and Me folders. The office snelled of @, onions, and
grease: the prine ingredients of the Little Saigon @t dinner that lay in
S@ oam pl ates and CUPS at oP Smpates's untidy desk. The man was stuffing
t he rubber-1ipped mouth in his moon-round face with @chicken. Snopates
had the quick, dark eyes of a ferret, his broad wdp shaved bald and a
gray goatee adorning his chin.

He had massive forearns and shoul ders that nmaed his |ine-green Polo
shirt, though his belly was becom ng vol um nous as well. Twenty years
ago Smpates had been a profesional westler, wearing a nmask and goi ng
by the name X the Uni nown. He said, "Siddahn" as he sucked piem of
gallic chicken off the bones, and Flint sat in one of the two chou-s
that faced the desk. behind Snpates was a netal door that led into the
pawn shop, which he also owned. On a rack of shelves pushed
precariously against a wall were a hal fdozen TV wb, ten VCRS, and a
dozen or so swm anps.

The TV sets were on, all tuned to different channels though their
vol umes were too | ow to be audible.

Snoates, a noisy eater, |lw f@ Gease on his chin and in his
goatee. Flint was repelled by Smoates's |ack of manners. He @stared
fixedly at his enployer's prized collection of what Snpates called his
pretties.”

Hold in a glass cuno cabinet were such itens as a mumufied cat with two

heads, a severed human hand with seven fingers in a jar of nurky

preservative, the skull of a baby with an extra eyehole in the center

of its forehead, and- the cruelest trick, it seenmed to Flint-an enbal ned

monkey with a third armprotruding fromits neck! On a shelf above

the "MhMee,

were the photo al buns that contained the pictures Snpates had coll ected of

what seened to be his driving passion next to naking noney and that

Snoat es was a connoseur of freaks. As other nen enjoyed vintage w ne, fine

pai ntings, or , Snoates craved @e oddities of flesh and bone. Flint, who

l[ived in an apartnment in the town of Mnroe a hundred mles east of

Shreveport, had never visited his enployer's hone in the six years he'd
been on the Dixie payroll, but he understood fromone of his

fell ows that Snoates kept a basenment full of freak nmenorabilia gl eaned

fromfive decades of carnival sideshows. Watever it was that nade a

man | ong to gaze upon the nost bizarre and hi deous of malfornmed

creations, it ran dark and twisted right to the roots of Snpates's
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soul .

Such fascination disgusted Flint, who considered hinself a
wel | -bred gentleman. But then, Flint hinself nmight still be an object
of disgusting fascination had Shpates not visited the sideshow tent
that advertised, among other attractions, Flint and dint, the Two in
One. Snpates had paid Flint to go with himto a photography studio and
pose shirtless for a series of pictures, which had presumably wound up
with the others in the photo albuns. Flint had no desire to page
t hrough the al bunms; he'd seen enough freaks in the flesh to last hima
[ifetime.

"You win or |ose?" Snpates asked, not |ooking up from

hi s garuc chicken

tti won."

"How nuch?"

"Around three hundred and fifty."

"That's good. | like when you win, Flint. When you' re happy, I'm

happy. You are happy, right?"
"I am" Flint said gravely.
"I like for ny boys to be happy." Snpates paused, searching his

pl ate of bones for a shred of nmeat. "Don't @Ilike themto be late, though
Ten minutes ain't fifteen. You need a new watch?"
"No." dint's armsuddenly slid fromthe front of Flint's shirt

and began scratching and tickling at his chin. Flint took a @z
cracker fromthe box and put it into the fingers.

I mredi ately the armw thdrew, and frombeneath Flint's shirt cane
t he sound of crunching.

Smoat es pushed his plate aside, his fingers gleamng with grease.
H s eyes had taken on a feverish glint. "QOpen your @" he commuanded.
"I like to watch himeat."

As much as he detested to, Flint obeyed. Shpates was the man with
the wallet, and he didn't tol erate disobedience fromhis "boys."
Flint's fingers undid the buttons, |en*

Snoates have a clear view of the slimwhite dwarfish armthat was
connected at the elbow to an area just beneath Flint's solar plexus.
"Feed him" Snpates said. Flint took another cracker fromthe box. He
reft the soft bones of his brother move within lum a slow shifting that
pressed agai nst his own organs. Flint could snell the cracker and his
hand searched the air for it, but Flint guided it the fist-siwd growth
that protruded fromhis right side. Suntes was |eaning forward,
wat ching. The growth was as pale as the arm was hairless and eyel ess
but had a set of @nostrils, ears @tiny seashells, and a pair of thin
Hps. As the cracker canme nearer, the lips parted with a soft, wet
noi se to show the small, sharp teeth and tongue that m ght have
bel onged to a Idtten. The nmouth accepted the cracker, the teeth
crunched down, and Flint pulled his fingers back to avoid being nicked.

Sonetimes Clint was overeager in his feeding.

"Amazin'." Snpates wore a dreany smile. "I swear, | don't know
how your wires got crossed, but they sure did, didn't they" Flint
rebuttoned his shirt, except for the one button at the center he
usually left open. His face was inpassive.

"What did you want to see me about ?"

"Take a |l ook at this." Snoates picked up a renote control from
his desk, pressed down with a big, greasy thunb, and one of the VCRs
clicked into Play node. Static sizzled on one of the TV screens for a
few seconds, then the grave face of a dark-haired newswoman appeared.
She was speaking into a mcrophone, while behind her was a police car and a
knot of people standing around a building s revolving door. Snpates



used a second renote control to boost the vol une.

this afternoon in what police are saying was the act of a d te and
di sturbed man," the newswoman said.

"Enory B who was the | oan nmanager of the First Commercial Bank,
was pronounced dead on @at All Saints Hospital. This was the scene
just a few monents ago when Cifton Lyies, the bank's president, nade a
public statenment.”

SO

The picture changed. A grimfaced man with white hair was
standing in front of the building, reporters holding a forest of

m crophones around him "I want to say we don't intend to sit stil

for this outrage," Lyles said. "I'mannouncin' right now a reward in

t he amount of fifteen thousand dollars for Lanbert's capture." He held

up a hand to ward off the shouts. "No, I'mnot takin' questions.
There' |l be a full statement for the press later. | just hope and

pray that man is caught before he kills anybody el se.

Thank you very nuch."

The newswoman canme on again. "That was Cifton Lyles, president
of the First Conmercial Bank. As you can see behind nme, there's stil
a lot of activity here as the police continue to-" The vi deotaped i nmage
stopped. Snpates turned the volune down. "Crazy fucker went in there
and shot Bl anchard.

Fella | ost his marbles when he found out his pickup truck was
bei ng' repossessed. You up to goin' after this skin?"

Flint had been feeding Cint during the videotape. Now he chewed
on a cracker hinself, leaving his brother's fingers searching through

t he openi ng of the undone button. "I always am" he answered.
"Figured so. | got a call in." Snpates had a connection in the
police departnent who, for a fee, fed himall the information he
required. "Have to nove fast on this one.
Tell you the truth, | don't think there's much chance of getting
him Every badge in the state'll be gunnin' for him

But there's nothin' else on the docket, so you mght as well give
it atry." He struck a kitchen match and lit a black cheroot, which he
gri pped between his teeth. He |eaned back in his chair and spewed
snoke toward the ceiling. "G ve you a chance to take the new man out
on a trainin" run."

"The new man? What new nan?"

"The new man I'mthinkin" of hirin" on. Nane's Eisley.

Cane in to see ne this afternoon. He's got potential, but he's
green. | need to see what he's nade of."

"W work alone,” Flint said quietly.

"Eisley's stayin' at the 0" Plantation Mtel out by the airport."

Smoates fished for his notepad on the cluttered

desktop. "Room Nunber Twenty-three," he said when he'd found it.
"W work alone,"” Flint repeated, a little nore forcibly.
"Uh- huh. That nmay be, but | want you to take Eisley along this

tinme."

Flint shifted uneasily in his chair. A small terror had begun
building within him "I don't ... | don't allow anyone else into ny
car."

"Are you jivin' me?" Snpates scow ed across the desk, and his scow
was not pretty. "l've seen that bucket of bolts.

Not hi n* special about it."

"I know, but ... |I'mparticular about who |I ride with."
"Well, Eisley ain't a nigger, if that's what bothers you."



"No, that's not it. | just ... dint and ne ... we'd rather work
al one. "

"Yeah, you already said that. But you're elected. Billy Lee's in
Arkansas on a job, Dwayne's still laid up with the flu, and | ain't
heard from T Tiny Boy in two weeks. Figure he nust've gone back to the
si deshow, so we need sone fresh blood 'round here. Eisley mght work
out just fine."

Flint choked. He lived alone-if a nman whose brother was trapped
inside his body in a wicked twi st of genetics could ever be truly
al one-and preferred it that way.

Having to deal with another person at close quarters m ght

drive himright up the wall. "What's wong with hin®"
"Who?"

"Eisley," Flint said, speaking slowy and carefully.

"Somet hin' nmust be wong with him or you wouldn't want to hire
hi mon. "

Smoates drew on his cheroot and tapped ashes to the floor. "I
like his personality," he said at last. "Reminds ne of a fella | used
to think real highly of."

"But he's a freak, right? You don't hire anybody but freaks."

"Now, that ain't exactly correct. | hire-" He paused, mulling it
over. "Special talents," he decided. "People who inpress ne, for one
reason or 'mother. Take Billy Lee, for instance. He don't have to say
a word, all he has to do is

stand there and show his stuff, and he gets the job done. AmI
ri ght?"

Flint didn't answer. Billy Lee Kl aggens was a
si x-foot-sixinch-tall black man who had paid his dues on the freak-show
circuit under the nane of Popeye. Kl aggens, a fearsome visage, could
stand there and stare at you and the only thing noving about hi mwoul d
be his eyeballs as bl ood pressure slowy squeezed them al nost out of
his skull. Faced with such a sight, the skins KIMens hunted becane as
hypnoti zed as rabbits watching a cobra flare its hood-and then Kl aggens
sprayed a burst of Mace in their eyes, snapped on the handcuffs, and
that was all she wote. Klaggens had worked for Smpates for over ten
years, and he had taught Flint the ropes.

"Eisley's got a special talent, if that's what you're getting' at."

Alittle thread of snoke | eaked fromthe gap between his front teeth.
"He's a born conmunicator. | think he could nake the fuckin' sphim
tal k. He knows how to work people.

Used to be in show business."

"Didn't we all,” Flint said.

"Yeah, but Eisley's got the gift of pb. You and him you'll nake
a good team"

"Il take himout on a trainin' run, but I"'mnot teanmin' up with
him O wth anybody.

"Ckay, okay." Smpates grinned, but on his face it | ooked nore
like a sneer. "Flint, you gotta | oosen up, boy! You gotta get over
this antisocial problem you'll be a lot happier-" The tel ephone half
buri ed beneath file folders rang, and Snoates snatched up the receiver

"Di xie Bail Bonds and Collections ... well, you took your sweet
fuckin' time, didn't you? Let's have the story." He tossed Flint the
not epad and a ball point pen. "Daniel Lewi s Lanbert

Vi etnam veteran ... unenpl oyed carpenter. He snorted snoke
through his nostrils. "Shit, n¥an, gime sonething' | can use!" He
listened, the cheroot at a jaunty angle in his nmouth. "Cops think he's



left town. Armed and dangerous. Ex-wife and son in Al exandri a.
What's the address?" He relayed it to Flint, who wote it down. "No

other relatives in state? Sunbitches are gonna be waitin' for him
to show up in Alexandria then, right? Hell, they gone get him'fore
even send ny boy out. But gimre the |icense nunber and a description of
his truck anyhow, we might get lucky." Flint wote that down as well.

"What's Lanbert | ook Iike?" was the next question, and Lanbert's
description went on the notepad' s page. "Anythin' else? GCkay, then

Yeah, yeah, you'll get your noney this week. You hear that
t hey' ve picked Lanbert up, you gimre a call pronto. 1'Il be hone.

Yeah, same to you." He hung up. "Cops figure he nmight be on his way
to Al exandria. They'll have the house staked out, for sure.”

"Doesn't sound to ne like |I've got a snowball's chance in Hell of
grabbin' him" Flint tore off the page and folded it "Too many cops in
the picture.”

"I't's worth a shot. Fifteen thousand snmacks ain't hay. |If you're
[ ucky, you might catch him'fore he gets to the house.™

"I'd agree with you if | didn't have to haul freight."

Smoat es drew on his cheroot and rel eased a ragged snmoke ring that
floated toward the ceiling. "Flint," he said, "you been with
nme- what ?-si x years, goin' on seven? You're one of the best trackers
ever had. You're smart, you can think ahead. But you got this
attitude problem boy. YQU forget who pulled you out of that sideshow
and who pays your bills."

"No, | don't," Flint answered crisply. "You won't let ne."

Smoates was silent for a few seconds, during which he stared
wi t hout blinking at Flint through a haze of snoke.

"You tired of this job?" he asked. "If you are, you can quit
anytime you please. Go on and find yourself sone other line of work.
| ain't stoppin' you."

Flint's nouth was dry. He held Snoates's haughty stare as |ong as
he coul d, and then he | ooked away.

"You work for nme, you follow ny orders,” Snpates continued. "You
do what | say, you draw a paycheck. That nake sense to you?"

"Yeah," Flint rmanaged to say.

"Maybe you can grab Lanbert, nmaybe you can't. | think

Eisley's got potential, and | want to see what he's made of.

Only way to do that is to send himout on a run with sonebody, and
| say that sonebody is you. So go get himand hit the road. You're
wastin' ny time and noney."

Flint took the box of crackers and stood up. He pushed his
brother's arm down under his shirt and held it there. Now that he'd
been fed, dint would be asleep in a few m nutes; unless he was call ed
upon, all he basically did was eat and sleep. Flint's eyes found the
t hree-armed nonkey in the curio cabinet, and the same surge of anger
that had nade him break Junior's fingers swelled up in himand al npost
spilled out.

"I"lIl give Eisley a call and tell himyou're on the way,"'
said. "Check inwith me fromthe notel ."

I["mnot an aninma4 Flint thought. Blood pulsed in his face.

He felt dint's bones twitch within himlike the novenent of
someone trapped in a very bad dream

"Standin' there ain't gonna get you nowhere," Snpates told him

Flint turned away fromthe three-arned nonkey and the bal d- headed
man behind the desk. Wen the door had closed at Flint's back, Snoates
rel eased a harsh little hiccup of a laugh. H s belly shook. He
crushed his cheroot out in the plate of grease and bones, and it

Snoat es



peri shed with a bubbly hiss. H's laughter gurgled and swell ed.
Flint Murtaugh was on his way to nmeet the Pelvis.



A VWys to Go

Three hours after shooting a man to death, Dan Lanbert found
hinsel f sitting on a screened porch, a ceiling fan creaking overhead,
with a glass of honeysuckle tea in his hand and a bl ack worman of fering
hima refill froma purple pitcher

"No ma'am thank you," he said.

"Lemrme get on back to the kitchen, then." Lavinia Guann put the
pi tcher down on the w cker table between Dan and Reverend Ga nn.
"Terrence and Anelia oughta be here 'bout another half hour."

"I hope you don't mind ne stayin'. | didn't know your son was
com n' over when your husband invited ne."

"Ch, don't you worry, we gots plenty. Al ways cook up a feast on
Thursday nights.” She left the porch, and Dan sipped his tea and
listened to the cicadas droning in the green woods around the
reverend' s white clapboard house.

The sun was sinking | ower, the shadows grow ng between the trees.
Reverend Gn nn occupi ed a wi cker rocking chair, his fingers |aced
around his tea glass and his face set with the expression of a man who
is calmand confortable with life.

"You have a nice house," Dan said.

"W like it. Had a place in the city once, but it was like livin'
in an alarmclock. Lavinia and ne don't need much to get by on@

"I used to have a house. In Alexandria. M ex-wife and son stil
live there."

"I's that where you're headed, then?"

Dan took a monent to think about his answer. It seenmed to hi mnow

that all along he'd known the house on Jackson Avenue was his
destination. The police would be waiting for himthere, of course.
But he had to see Chad, had to tell his son that it had been an
accident, a terrible collision of time and circunstance, and that he
wasn't the col d-bl ooded killer the newspapers were going to make him
out to be.

"Yes," he said. "I believe |l am"

"Good for a man to know where he's goin'. Helps you figure out
where you' ve been.”

"That's for damm sure." Dan caught himself. "lib ...

sorry.

"Ch, | don't think the Lord minds a little rough | anguage now and
again, long as you keep H s commandnents. "

Dan said nothing. Thou shalt not kill, he was thinking.

"Tell me about your son,” GMnn said. "How old is her "Seventeen

H s name's Chad. He's... a mighty good boy.
"You see a | ot of hinP"
"No, | don't. H's mother thought it was for the best."
Owi nn grunted thoughtfully. "Boy needs a father, I'd

"Maybe so. But |I'mnot the father Chad needs."

"How s that, M. Farrow?"

"I messed up sone things," Dan said, but he didn't care to
el abor at e.

A nmoment passed during which the snell of frying chicken drifted
out onto the porch and nade the hunger pangs sharpen in Dan's belly.
Then Reverend GmM nn said, "M. Farrow, excuse ne for sayin' so, but
you | ook @a man who's seen sone trouble.”

"Yes sir." Dan nodded. "That's about right."



"You care to unburden it?"

Dan | ooked into the reverend's face. "I wish | could. | wsh I
could tell you everythin' 1've been through, in Vietnamand after |
left that dammed pl ace, but that's no

excuse for what | did today." He |ooked away agai n, shaned by
Gni nn' s conpassi on

"What ever you did, it can be forgiven."

"Not by me. Not by the law, either." He lifted the cool gl ass
and pressed it against his forehead for a few seconds, his eyes cl osed.

"I wish | could go back and make everythin' right. | wish | could
wake up and it'd be nmornin' again, and | could have another chance." He
opened his eyes. "That's not how |life works though, is it?"

"No," Gminn said. "Not this Iife, at least."

"I"'mnot much of a religious man. Maybe | saw too many young boys
get blasted to pieces you couldn't have recogni zed as part of anythin'
human. Maybe | heard too many cries for God that went unanswered."

Dan swi gged down the rest of his tea and set the glass aside. "That
m ght sound cynical to you, Reverend, but to nme it's a fact."
"Seens to ne no one's life is easy,” GuMnn said, a frow settling

over his features. "Not the richest nor the poorest."

He rocked gently back and forth, the runners creaking. "You say
you' ve broken the law, M. Farrow?"

"Yes."

"Can you tell me what you've done?"
Dan took a long breath and let it go slowy. The cicadas trilled

in the woods, two of themin close harmony. "I killed a man today," he
answered, and he noted that GmM nn ceased his rocking. "A man at a bank
in Shreveport. | didn't mean to. it just happened in a second. It
was . . . like a bad dream and | wanted to get out of it but

couldn't. Hell, | was never even a very good shot. One bullet was al
it took, and he was gone. | knewit, soon as | saw where I'd hit him"

"What had this nan done to you?"
Dan had the sudden realization that he was confessing to a
stranger, but GmM nn's sincere tone of voice urged himon
"Nothin', really. | nmean ... the bank was repossessin' my pickup
| snapped. Just like that. | started tearin' up his office. Then
all of a sudden a guard was there, and when he pulled a gun on ne | got
it away fromhim Blanchard-the man | shot-brought a pistol out of his

desk and ainmed it at nme. | heard the hamrer of his gun click. Then
pul  ed the

trigger." Dan's fingers gripped the arnrests, his )nuckles white.
"I tried to stop the bleedin', but there wasn't much | could do. 1'd
cut an artery in his neck. | heard on the radio that he was dead on
arrival at the hospital. | figure the police are gonna catch nme sooner
or later, but |I've got to see ny son first. There are sone things
need to tell him" "Lord have mercy," Ga nn said very quietly.

"Ch, I'mnot deservin' of nercy,"” Dan told him "I1'd just |ike
some time, that's all" "Time," the reverend repeated. He took the

silver watch from his pocket, snapped it open, and | ooked at the nunerals.

"I'f you don't want me sittin' at your table," E)an said, -1

can tm&rstand. "

Gninn's watch was returned to the pocket. "M son," he said, "wll
be here any minute now You didn't ask what kinda work Terrence does."

"Never thought to."

"My son is a deputy sheriff in Mansfield," Gwinn said, and those
words caused the flesh to tighten at the back of Dan's neck. "Your
description on the radi o?" ac "Yes."



"Terrence nmight not have heard about it. Then again, he mght've."

Gni nn held Dan's gaze with his dark, intense eyes- "Is what you' ve
told me the truth, M. FamvO' "It is. Except ny nane's not Farrow
It's Lanbert."

" Fair enough. | believe you." OGwainn stood up, |eaving the

chair rocldng. He went into the house, calling for his wfe.

Dan left his chair as well, his heart beating hard. He hmmthe
reverend say, "Yeah, M. FarrovVs got a ways to go and he's not gonna
be stayin' for dinner after all."

"Ch, that's a shanme," lavinia answered. 11IMe chic@ all done!"

"M. Farrow?" There was just a trace of tension in GMnn's
voi ce- "You care to take some chicken for the roadt' "Yes sir," Dan said
fromthe front door. "I sure would." The reverend returned carrying a
paper bag with sonme grease stains on the bottom fris wfe was
foll owi ng

behind him "Wat's your hurry, M. Farrow ? Qur boy oughta be
here directly!"

"M. Farrow can't stay." Owi nn pushed the paper bag into Dan's
hand. "He's gotta get to ... New Orleans, didn't you say, M.
Far r ow?"

"I believe | might have," Dan said as he accepted the fried
chi cken.

"Well, I"'mawful sorry you' re not gonna be joinin us at the
table," Lavinia told him "You gots fanmly waitin'" for Your, "Yes, he
does," GmM nn said. "Cone on, Dan, I'll walk you to your truck."

"You take care on that road now, " Lavinia continued, but she
didn't | eave the porch. "Crazy things can happen out there.

"Yes ma'am | will. Thank you." Wen he and the reverend had

reached the pickup and Lavinia had gone back inside, Dan asked, "Wy
are you helpin' me like this?"

"You wanted sone time, didn't you? I'mgivin' you alittle bit.
You better get on in there."

Dan slid into the driver's seat and started the engine. He

realized that sone of Blanchard's dried blood still streaked the
steering wheel. "You could ve waited. Just turned ne in when your son
got here."

"What? And scare Lavinia half to death? Take a chance on mny boy
getting' hurt? Nosir. Anyhow, seemnms |ike you' ve had enough trouble
today wi thout ne nakin' nmore for you. But you listen to ne now the
sensible thing to do is turn yourself in after you see your son. The

police ain't savages; they'll give an ear to your story. Al runnin's
gonna do is make things worse."

"I know that."

"One nore thing," GMnn said, his hand on the w ndow frane.
"Maybe you're not a religious man, but I'll tell you sonething true:
God can take a nman al ong many roads and through many mansions. It's

not where you are that's inportant; it's where you' re goin' that
counts. Hear what |'m sayin' ?"

"I think so."

"Well, you keep it to heart. Go on now, and good luck to
You. "

"Thanks." 1'Il need it, he thought. He put the Chevy into

reverse.
"So lon&" GaMnn let go of the truck and stepped back
"The Lord be with you."
Dan nodded and reversed the truck along the dn-t drive that |ed



fromthe reverend' s house to the cracked concrete of H ghway 175.
Gni nn ft Wwat ching hi mgo as Dan backed onto the road and then put the
truck's gearr, into first. The reverend lifted his hand in a farewell and
Dan drove away, hWM sout hbound again but @ soon @bs head cl ear and
for the moment ri-re of pain and a paper bag full of fried chicken on
the seat beside him He had driven perhaps a mile from Guai nn's house
when a car cane around the bend and passed him going north, and he saw
a young bl ack man at the wheel and a black woman on the side. Then he
was around the curve hunself, and he gave the truck a little nore gas.
The Lord be with yo,4 he thin& . BWwhere had the Lord been at three
o'clock @ afternoon?

Dan reached into the bag and found a drunstick, and he chewed on
it as he followed the curvy country road deeper into the Loummh d. As
the sun continued to @in the west and the mles clicked off, Dan f hu

thoughts on what |ay ahead of him |If he mM east and got on the
freeway apm he woul d reach Al exandria in about an hour. |If he @stayed on
this
slower route, it would take double that- The sun woul d be gone in another
five minutes or so.

The police would surely be watching out the house on J Avenue, and those
prow cars had mghty strong still He couldn't even risk driving past the
house. How long would it take before the police decked off their surve
2

He m ght @about giving lunself up after he'd @to @but he wasn't
going to let the boy see himhandcuffs. So the question was: how was
he going to set to Chad wi thout the police junping all over himfirst?

South of a small ham et called Behnont, @pard into a

Texaco station, bought five dollars worth of gas, a Buffal o Rock
ginger ale to wash down the excellent fried chicken, and a Louisiana
roadmap. The gray-haired woman who took his nbney was too interested
in her Soap Opera Digest to pay himnmuch attention. In the steany blue
eveni ng Dan switched on the pickup's headlights and foll owed H ghway
175 as it connected with H ghway 171 and becane a little snmoother. At
the town of Leesville, where he found hinself stopped at a traffic
light right in front of the police station, he took a left onto H ghway
28 East, which was a straight shot into Al exandria. He had about
thirty mles to go.

Fear started clawing at himagain. The dull throbbing in his head
returned. Full dark had fallen, a sickle noon rising over the trees.
Traffic was sparse on the road, but every set of headlights in his
rearview nmrror stretched Dan's nerves.

The nearer he got to Al exandria, the nore he doubted this m ssion
could be accomplished. But he had to try; if he didn't at least try,
he woul dn't be worth a damn.

He passed a sign that said AuxANDm i 8 Nu

The police are gonna be there, he told hinself. They'll get ne
before I can walk up the front steps. Wuld they have the tel ephone
tapped, too? |If | called Susan, would she put Chad on the phone or
woul d she hang up?

He deci ded he couldn't drive up to the house. There had to be
anot her way. But he couldn't drive around in circles, either

NDRmio im the next sign said.

He didn't know what to do. He could see the gl ow of Al exandria's
lights on the horizon. Two nore nmiles reeled off the odoneter. And
then he saw a blinking sign through the trmon his right-H DEAWVAY M TOR
coRT-and he lifted his foot fromthe accelerator. Dan slowed down as
the turnoff to the motor court approached. He had anot her instant of



i ndeci sion, but then he turned off I|-lighway 28 and gui ded t he pickup
along a dirt road bordered by scraggly pines and pal nettos. The
headl i ght s reveal ed gi n-en-painted cottages tucked back am d the trees.
A red wooden arrow with oFncE on it pointed in the dindi on he was

goi ng. Dan

saw no lights in any of the cottages, and a couple of them | ooked
as if their roofs were an ill wi nd away from col | apse

The grounds were weeded-up and forlorn, a swing set rusted and
droopi ng next to an area of decaying picnic tables. Then the driveway
stopped at a house painted the sane shade of vomito green as the
cottages, a rust-splotched station wagon parked al ongside. A yellow
bugl i ght burned on the front porch, and other lights showed in the
wi ndows. The | edeaway, it appeared, was open for business.

As Dan cut the engine, he saw a figure peer through a w ndow at
him then withdraw. He'd just gotten out when he heard a screen door's
hi nges skreek

"Howdy," a man said. "How re you doin'?"

“I"'mall right,” Dan lied. He was facing a slim bucktoothed gent
who nust've stood six-four, his dark hair cut as if a bow had been
pl aced on his head as a guide for the ragged scissors. "You got a
vacancy?"

The man, who wore blue jeans and a bl ack Hawneprint shirt with
orange flowers on it, gave a snorty @

"Nothin' but," he said. "Cone on in and we'll fix you up."

Dan followed the man up a set of creaky stairs onto the porch. He
was aware of a deep, slow runmbling noise on the sultry air', frogs, he
thought it nmust be. Sounded |ike hundreds of them not very far away.
Dan went into the house behind the man, who wal ked to a desk in the
dingy little front room and brought out a Nifty notebook and a
bal | poi nt Pen. "Awghty," the man said, offering a grin that could ve

popped a bottle top. "Now we're ready to do sonme bidness.” He opened
t he not ebook, which Dan saw was a repstntion log that held only a few
@bl ed names. "1'm Harnmon DeCayne, gl ad you decided to stop over with
us."

"Dan Farrow. " They shook hands. DeCayne's palmfelt oily.
"How many nights, M. Farrowl' t'int one. @9

[''m YQU fron®"
"Bat on Rouge," he decided to say.
"Well, you're a long way from honme to@, @t your,

DeCayne wrote down the fake information. He seened so excited,
his hand was trenbling. "W got sone nice cottages, real nice and
conftable."”

"That's good." Dan hoped the cottages were cool er than the
house, which might've served as a steambath. A small fan on a scarred
coffee tabl e was chattering, obviously overmatched. 'How nuch?" He
reached for his wallet.

"Uh-" DeCayne paused, his narrow brow "Does six dolimsuit you?"

"Seven do@ Paid in advance, if you please."

DeCayne junped. The worman's voice had been a high, nasty
whi pl ash. She had conme through a corridor that led to the rear of the
house, and she stood watching Dan with snmall, dark eyes.

"Seven do@" she repeated. "W don't take no checks or plgntic.09

"My wife," DeCayne said; his grin had expired. "Hannah. "
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She had red hair that fl owed over her thick@shoul den in a torrent
of @curls. Her face was about as as a chunk of limestone, all sharp
edges and forbidding angles. She wore a shapel ess | avender-col ored
shift and rubber flipflops, and she stood maybe five feet tall, her
body conpact and vnde-tupped and her legs @white tree . She was
hol di ng a neat cleaver, her fingers ghstermmg with bl ood.

"Seven dollars it is," Dan agreed, and he paid the nan.

The noney went into a netal tin that was instantly | ocked by one
of the keys on a key ring attached to DeCaynes belt.

Hannah DeCayne said, "G ve himNunmber Four. |It's cimnt.p

"Yes, bon." De Cayne plucked the proper key froma wan plaque
where six other keys were hangn& "Get hima fan," she instructed her
husband. He opened a cl oset and brought out a fan simlar to the one
that fought the steamcurrents. "A pffla, too."

"Yes, bon." He leaned into the closet again and energed with a
bare prow. He gave Dan a nervous smle that didn't

do much to hide a glint of pain in his eyes. "N ce and conftable
cottage, Number Four is."

"Does it have a phone?" Dan asked.

"Phone's right here," the woman said, and she notioned with the
neat cl eaver toward a tel ephone on a table in the corner. "Local calls
cost fifty cents.”

"Are Al exandria nunbers |ong distance?"

"W ain't in Alexandria. Cost you a dollar a mnute."

And she'd time himto the second, too, he figured. He couldn't
call Susan with this harpy listening over his shoulder. "Is there a
pay phone around anywhere?"

"One at the gas station couple of niles up the road," she said.
"If it's workin'."' Dan nodded. He stared at the cleaver in the
woman's fist.

"Been choppin' some neat?"

"Frogl egs," she said.

"Ch." He nodded again, as if this made perfect sense.

"That's what we live on," she continued, and her lower lip curled.

"Ain't no noney in this damm place. W sell froglegs to a restaurant

in town. Come out of the pond back that way." She notioned with the
cl eaver again, toward the rear of the house. Dan saw jewels of blood on
the blade. "Wat'd you say your name was?"
"Farrow. Dan Farrow "
"Uh-huh. Well, M. Farrow, you ever seen a cockeyed foo
before?" She didn't wait for an answer. "There's one, standin' right

besi de you. Ever heard of a cockeyed fool buyin' a damm notel on the
edge of a swanp pond? And then puttin' every damm penny into a dam
fairyl and?"

"Han?" Harnmon's voice was very quiet. "Please."

"Pl ease, ny ass," she hissed. "I thought we was gonna be nakin'
some noney by now, but no, | gotta damm fool for a husband and |I'm up
to ny el bows in froglegs!"

"I"1l show you to your cottage." Harnon started for the door

"Wat ch where you step!" Hannah DeCayne warned Dan
"Dam frogs are breedin' back in that pond. There's hundreds of
"em 'round here. Show our guest the fairyl and

while you're at it, why don'tcha?" This last statenent had been
hurl ed at her husband |ike a bucketful of battery acid.



He ducked his shoul ders and got out of the house, and Dan darted
anot her gl ance at the woman's neat cl eaver before he foll owed.

"Enj oy your stay," she said as he went through the door

Hol ding the fan and the pillow, Harnon clinbed into the pickup
truck and Dan got behind the wheel. Harnon nade a slight nasa
whi stling sound as he breathed, kind of Mb a steamkettle on a sl ow

boil. "Nunber Four's up that rind," he said with an upward jerk of his
chin. "Turn right."
Dan did. "Wnan's always on ne," Harnon said bitterly.

"So | messed up, so what? Ain't the @first man in the world to
mess up. Wn't be the last neither."

"That's true," Dan agreed.

"It's that way." Harnon notioned to a weed-grown pat hway
nmeandering off into the woods.

What is? The cottage?"

"No. The fairyland. There's your cottage up road."

The headl i ghts showed a di smal -1 ooki ng green-daubed dunp waiting
ahead, but at |east the roof appeared sturdy.

Al so reveal ed by the headlights was a squattage of frogs, maybe
two dozen or nore, on the dirt road between Dan's truck and the
cottage. Dan hit the brake, but Harnmon said, "Hell, run 'em over, |
don't give a dam."

Dan tried to ease through them Sone squawked and | eapt for
safety, but others seened hypnotized by the |ights and net their maker
ina flattened condition. Dan parked in front of the cottage and
foll oned DeCayne inside, the noise of the frogs a | ow, throbbing
runbl e.

He hadn't expected much, so he wasn't disappointed. The cottage
snel led of mildew and Lysol, and the pent-up heat inside stole the
breath fromhis lungs. DeCayne turned on the lights and plugged in the
fan, which made a rackrting sound as if its blades were about to cone
| oose and fly apart.

The bed's mattress had no sheet, and none was offered. Dan
checked the bat hroom and found two fist-size frogs croaking on the
shower tiles. DeCayne scooped them up and tossed them out the back
door. Then he presented the key to Dan

"Checkout tine's twelve noon. 'Course, we're not expectin' a
rush, so you can take your tine."

“"I"1l be leavin' early anyway-" "Ckay." He'd already put the
pill owase on the pillow and directed the fan's sullen breeze toward
the bed. "You need anythin' else?"

"Not that | can think of." Dan didn't plan to steep here; he was
going to bide his tine for a few hours and then call Susan fromthe gas
station's pay phone. He wal ked outside with DeCayne and got his duffe
bag fromthe truck

"Hannah's right about watchin'where you step," the man said.
"They can make an awful nmess. And if you find any nore in the cottage,

just pitch 'emout back." DeCayne | ooked toward his own house, which

stood fifty yards or so away, the lights just visible through the

woods. "Well, 1'd better get on back. You married, M. Farrow?"
"Used to be."

"I knew you were a free man. Cot the | ook of freedom about you
| swear, sonetinmes |I'd give anythin' to be free."
"All it takes is a judge."
DeCayne grunted. "And let her steal ne blind? O©h, she | aughs at

me and calls ne a fool, but someday |'Il show her
Yessir. I'Il fix up the fairyland the way it oughta be and the
tourists'll cone frommles around. You know, | bought all that stuff

for a song."
That stuff " "In the fairyland. The statues and stuff. It's al



in there: Cnderella' s castle, Hansel and Getel, the whale that
swal | owed Jonah. All they need is patchin' and paint, they' |l be Iike
new. "

Dan nodded. It was obvious the man had constructed sone kind of
hal f - baked tourist attraction along that weeded-up pathway, and
obvious too that the tourists had failed to arrive.

"One of these days |I'll show her who's a fool and who's smart,"
DeCayne nuttered, nostly to hinself. He sighed resignedly. "Wll,
hope you have a good night's sleep." He began wal king back to his
house, frogs junping around his shoes.

Dan carried his duffel bag into the cottage. 1In the bathroom he
found a sliver of soap on the sink, and he renoved his baseball cap and
danp shirt and washed his face and hands with cool water. He was
careful to get rid of the last traces of blood between his fingers and
under his nails. Then he took a wet piece of toilet paper outside and
cl eaned the pickup's steering wheel. Wen he returned to the cottage, he
di scovered in the bedside table's drawer a six-nonth-old Newsweek
magazi ne with Saddam Hussein's face on the cover. Beneath the magazine
was the nore useful discovery of a deck of cards. He sat down on the
bed, | eaning back against the plastic headboard, and he took off his
wistwatch and laid it beside him It was twelve nminutes after nine;
he'd decided that he'd go make the call at el even o' clock

He dealt hinmself a hand of solitaire, the first of many, and he
tried with little success to get Blanchard's dying face out of his
mnd. In a couple of hours he might either see Chad or be in the back
of a police car heading for jail. Ws it worth the risk? He thought
it was. For now, though, all he could do was wait and play out the
cards before him The wistwatch's second hand was noving, and the
future woul d not be deni ed.

Meet the Pelvis

As Dan had been driving away from Reverend Gm nn's house, a bl ack
1978 Cadillac Eldorado with a broken right headlight and a crunpl ed
passenger door turned into the parking lot of the AOd Plantation Mte
'near Shreveport's regional airport.

In the sultry twilight gloom the place | ooked as if Shernman had
al ready passed through. Flint Mirtaugh guided his car past a rusted
cannon that defiantly faced the north. A tattered Confederate flag
drooped on its warped pole. The notel's office was constructed to
resenble a mniature plantation nmanor, but the rest of the place was
definitely meant for the slaves. Trash floated on the brown surface of
the swi mmng pool's water, and two nmen sat sharing a bottle beside an
ol d Lincoln up on cinder bl ocks.

Flint stopped his car before the door marked twenty-three and got
out. Beneath Flint's shirt, dint twitched in an uneasy sleep. Flint
heard a man's and worman's voices tangled in argunent through an open
door, cursing each other purple. Beer cans and garbage littered the
parched grass. Flint thought that the South wasn't what it used to be.

He knocked on the door of nunber twenty-three. A dog began
barking fromw thin, a high-pitched yap yap yap yap

"It's all right, Mama," he heard a man say.

That voice. Famliar, wasn't it?

A latch clicked. The door opened a few inches before the chain
stopped it.

Flint was |ooking at a slice of pudgy face and a sapphirebl ue eye.
An oily comma of dark brown hair hung down over the man's forehead.
"Yes sir?" that deep, slightly raspy, oh-so-fam liar voice asked as
the dog continued to yap in the background.

“I'mFlint Murtaugh. Snoates sent ne."

"Ch, yessir! Come on in!" The man took the chain off, opened the



door wider, and Flint caught his breath with a startled gasp.

St andi ng before him wearing a pair of black pants and a red shirt
with a wide, tall collar and silver spangles on the shoul ders, was a
man who had di ed fourteen years before.

"Don't mind Mama," Elvis Presley said with a nervous grin. "She's
got a bark, but she don't have no bite."

"You're. . ." No, of course it wasn't! "Wo the hell are you?"

"Pelvis Eisley's the nane." He offered a fleshy hand, the fingers

of which were laden with gaudy fake dianond rings.

Flint just |ooked at it, and the other man withdrew it after a few
seconds as if fearful he'd caused of fense. "Mama, get on back now
G ve himsonme room Cone on in, pardon the mess!"

Flint crossed the threshold as if in a daze. Pelvis Eisleythe
big-bellied, fat-jowed twin of Elvis Presley as he'd been the year of
his death at Gracel and-cl osed the door, relocked it, and scooped up a
grocery sack fromthe nearest chair. It was filled, Flint saw, with
potato chip bags, boxes of doughnuts, and other junk food. "There you
go, M. Mirtaugh, you can set yourself right here.™

"This is a joke, isn't it?" Flint asked.
"Sir?"

A spring jabbed his butt, and only then did Flint realize he'd sat

down in the chair. "This has got to be a-" Before he could finish, a
little barking thing covered with brownand-white splotches | eapt onto
his lap, its wet pug nose nashed flat and its eyes bul bous. It began

yapping in his face.
Meet the Pelvis

"Mama! "  Pelvis scolded. "You mnd your manners!" He lifted the
bul | dog off Flint and put her down, but the animal was instantly up on
Flint's |ap again.

"I reckon she likes you," Pelvis said, snmling an El vis sneer

"I ... hate ... dogs," Flint replied in his chill whisper

"Cet it off nme. Now.

"Lordy, Mama!" Pelvis picked the dog up and hel d her against his
jiggling belly while the animal continued to bark and struggle. "Don't
everbody in this world enjoy your shenani gans, you hear? Hold stilll™
The dog's thrashings made Flint think of a Slinky. |Its watery eyes
remai ned fixed on himas he used his handkerchief to brush the dog
hairs fromthe knees of his pants.

"You want sonething'to drink, M. Mirtaugh? How 'bout sone
butterm | k?"

"No. " The very snell of butterm |k nade himdeathly ill.

"CGot sone pickled pig's feet, if you want a bite to-" "Eisley,"
Flint interrupted, "how nuch did that bastard pay you?"

"sir?9t

"Snpates. How nuch did he pay you to pull this joke on me?" !

Pelvis frowned. He and the struggling dog wore the sane
expression. "l don't believe | know what you nean, sir."

"Ckay, it was a good joke! See, I'mlaughin'!" Flint stood up
his face grim He glanced around the cranmped little room and saw t hat
Eisley's living habits were the equival ent of butterm |k and pickled
pig's feet. On one wall a large poster of Elvis Presley had been
t hunb-tacked up; it was the dangerous, cat-sneer face of the young
El vis before Las Vegas stole the Menphis fromhis soul. On a table was
a beggar's banquet of cheap plaster Elvis statues and busts; a



cardboard replica of Gaceland; a framed photograph of Elvis standing

wi th his gloony, holl ow eyed nother, and a dozen other Elvis

kni ckknacks and geegaws that Flint found utterly repugnant. Another

wal | held a black velvet portrait of Elvis and Jesus playing ganes on the
steps of what was

presumably heaven. Flint felt nauseated. "How can you stand to
l[ive in all this crap?"

Pel vis | ooked stunned for a few seconds. Then his grin fl ooded
back. "Oh, now you're joshin' me!" The dog got away from hi mand
slipped to the floor, then |l eapt up onto the bed amd enpty Oreo and
Chi ps Ahoy cool de bags and started yappi ng agai n.

"Listen, I've got a job to do, so I'll just say fare thee well and
get out." Flint started for the door
"M. Snhpates said you and me was gonna be partners,"” Pelvis said

with a hurt whine. "Said you was gonna teach ne eveethin' you knew. "
Flint stopped with his hand on the |atch
"Said you and nme was gonna track a skin together,

Pel vi s went on.

"Hush, Manma!"

Fl int wheeled around, his face bl eached to the shade of the white
streak in his hair. "You nmean ... you're tellin" me ... this is not a
j oke?"

"No sir. | nean, yes sir. M. Snpates fromthe office to get

me, 'cause that's where the phone is.
M. Smpates said you was on your way, and we was gonna track a

skin together. Uh ... is that the sanme as being' a bounty hunter?"

Pel vis took the other man's shocked silence as agreement. "See, that's
what | w anna be. | took a detective course by mail fromone of thera
magazines. | was livin' in Vicksburg then. Fe@who runs a detective

agency in Vicksburg said he didn't have a job for ne, but he told ne
all about M. Snpates. Like how M. Snpates was al ways on the

| ookout @r-let's see, how d he put it?-special talent, I think he
said. Anyhow, | come from Vicksburg to see M.

Snoates and we had us a talk this afternoon. He said for ne to
hang 'round town a few days, naybe he'd give ne a tryout. So | guess
this is what this is, huh?"

"You' ve got to be insane," Flint rasped.

Pel vis kept grinning. "Been called worse, | reckon."

Flint shook his head. The walls seenmed to be closing in on him
and on all sides there was an Elvis. The dog was yappi ng, the noise
splitting his skull. The awful stench of
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butterm |k wafted in the air. Something close to panic grabbed
Flint around the throat. He whirled toward the door, wenched the
| atch back, and | eapt out of the foul Elvisized room As he ran al ong
the breezeway toward the office with dint twi tching under his shirt,
he heard the nightmare calling behind him "M. Mrtaugh, sir? You al
ri ght?"

In the office, where a Confederate flag was nailed to the wall
next to an oil portrait of Robert E. Lee, Flint all but attacked the

pay phone. "Hey, careful there!"™ the manager warned. He wore bl ue
jeans, a Monster Truck T-shirt, and a Rebel cap. "That's note
property!™

Flint shoved a quarter into the slot and punched Snpates's hone
nunber. After four rings Snoates answered- "Yeah?"
"I"'mnot goin' out with that big shit sack!" Flint sputtered.



"No way in Hell!"

"Ha," Snpates said.

"You tryin' to be funny, or what?"

"Take it easy, Flint. Wat's ratin, you? "You know what, damm
it! That Eisley! Hell, he thinks he's Elvis! |I'ma professional! [|I'm
not goin'" on the road with sonebody who bel ongs in an asylum"

"Eisley's sane as you or ne. He's one of themE vis

i npersonators."” Snoates let out a laugh that so inflanmed Flint, he

al nost jerked the phone off the wall. "Looks just like him don't he?"
"Yeah, he looks like a big shit sack!"
"Hey!" Smpates's voice had taken on a chill. "I was a fan of

Elvis's. Drilled nmy first piece of pussy with 'Jail house Rock' playin'
on the radio, so watch your nouth!"

"I can't believe you' d even think about hirin"himon! He'r, as
green as grass! Did you know he took a detective course by mil ?"

"Uh- huh. That puts himahead of where you were when | hired you
And as | recall, you were pretty green yourself.

Billy Lee raised hell about havin' to take you out your first
tinme."

"Maybe so, but | didn't ook |ike a damm fool I'"
"Flint," Snpates said, "I like the way he | ooks. That's why I
want to give hima chance.™

"Are you crazy, or am|?"

"I hire people I think can get the job done. | hired you cause
figured you were the kind of man who could get on a skin's track and
not let loose no matter what. | figured a man with three arns was
gonna have to be tough, and he was gonna have something' to prove, too.
And | was right about that, wasn't 1? Wll, |I've got the same feelin'
about Eisley. A man who wal ks and tal ks and | ooks like Elvis Presley's
gotta have a lot of guts, and he's already been down a damm hard road.
So you ain't the one to be sittin' in judgnment of himand what he can
or can't do. Hear?"

"I can't stand being' around him He nmakes me so nervous | can't
think straight!"

"I's that so? Wll, that's just what Billy Lee said about you, as
I remenber. Now, cut out the bellyachin' and you and Ei sley get on
your way. Call ne when you get to Al exandria."

Flint opened his nmouth to protest again, but he realized he would

be speaking to a deaf ear because Snpates had al ready hung up. "Shit!"
Flint seethed as he slamed the receiver back onto its hook

"Wat ch your | anguage there!" the nmanager said. "I run a refined
place!"™ Flint shot hima glance that mght've felled the walls of Fort

Sunter, and wi sely the manager spoke no nore.

At Number Twenty-three Flint had to wait for Eisley to unlock the
door again. The heat hung on himlike a heavy cl oak, anger churning in
his constricted belly. He understood the disconfort of pregnancy, only
he had carried this particular child every day of his thirty-three
years. Inside the room the little bulldog barked around Flint's shoes
but was smart enough not to get in range of a kick. "You okay, M.

Murt augh?" Ei sl ey asked, and the dumb i nnocence of vis-voice was the
match that ignited Flint's powder

kegHe grasped Eisley's collar with both hands and sl amed

his bul k up against the Elvis poster. "Quch," Pelvis said,
showi ng a scared grin. "That |dnda smarted.”
"I @you," Flint said icily. "I dislike you, your hair, your

cl othes, your dead fat hillbilly, and your damm ugly dog." He heard
the mutt growing and felt it plucking at his trouser leg, but his



anger was focused on Eisley. "I believe |I've never nmet anybody |

di slike worse. And dint doesn*t care for you worth a shit, either." He
et go of Pelvws conu to unhook a button. "dintl Qut!" M brother's
hand and armslid it-re @a shin white serpent. The fingers found

Pel vis's face and began to explore his features. Pelvis nade a noise @

a squashed frog. "You know what you are to ner, Flint asked. "Dirt.
if you get under mmy feet, I'Il step on you

Got it?"

"Lordy, lardy, lardy." Pelvis stared transfixed at Flint's's roving
hand.

"You have a car?" "Sir?"

"A car! Do you have one?"

"Yes sir. | mean, | did. 0" Priscilla broke down on nme when
was co@back fromsemmg M. SnpatelL Had to get her towed to the shop.”
H's eyes followed the @ "Is that ... ... a magic trick or sonethinr'

Flint had hoped that if he had to take this fool with himE sley would at
| east be confined to his own car Then, wi thout warning, @did the
unt hi nkabl e t hi ng.

"M. M" he said, "that's the dammedest best trick | ever seen"
And he reached out, took Cint's hand in his own, and shook it "Howdy
there, pardnerl™ Flint Passed out from shock. He couldn't remenber
anyone ever touching Cint. The sensation of a s hand c@to Cint's
was |ike a buzz saw raked up his spine.

"I men you could go on television with a trick as good as that!"
Eisley continued to punp Cint's arm oblivious to the danger that
coded before him

Flint gasped for breath and staggered bac@contact between Eisley
and his brother. dint's arm bobbing up and down, the htfle hand so
cupped&

"You ... you Words could not convey Flint's indignation. Mma had
seen this new devel opnment and had skittered away fromFlint's |egs,
bouncing up onto the bed where she npid-fired barks at the bobbing

appendage.

"You ... don't touch nel"™ Flint said. "Don't you ever dare touch
me again!" Eisley was still grinning. This.man, Flint realized, had
the power to drive himstark nving insane.

"Cet packed," he said, his voice choked. "W're leaven' in five
mnutes. And that nutt's stayin' here.”

"Ch ... M. Mirtaugh, sir." At last Ei sley's face showed genui ne
concern. "Mama and nme go everywhere together."

"Not in my car." He shoved dint's arm back down inside his
shirt, but dint cane out again and kept warching around as if he wanted
to continue the hand shaking. "lI'mnot carryin' a dam nmutt in ny
car!"

"Well, |I can't go, then." Pelvis sat down on the bed, his
expression petulant, and at once Mama was in his lap, licking his
double chins. "I don't go nowhere w thout Manma."

"Ckay, good! Forget it! I'mleaven'!"

Flint had his hand on the doorknob when Pelvis asked, in al
i nnocence, "You want ne to call M. Smpates and tell himit didn't
wor k out ?"
Flint stopped. He squeezed his eyes shut for a few seconds. The
rage had |l eapt up again fromwhere it lived and festered, and it was beating
like a dark fist behind the door of his face.
"Il call him" Pelvis said. "Ain't no use you wastin' the
quarter."
Leave the hillbilly jerk, Flint thought To hell w th Snpates,
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too. | don't need himor his lousy job. | don't need anybody.

But his anger began to recede |ike a bayou tide, and beneath it
was the twi sted, busted-up truth: he could not go back to the sideshow,
and w thout Snpates, what would he do?

Flint turned toward Pelvis. Mama sat in Pelvis's lap, warily

watching Flint. "Do you even know what this job is about?" Flint
asked. "Do you have any idea?"
"You mean bounty huntin? Yes sir. It's @on TV, where-" "Wong!"

Flint had come close to shoufln it, and Mana stiffened her back and

began a | ow grow@ Pel vis stroked her a couple of tinmes and she quieted
down again. -It's not like on TV. |It's dirty and dangerous, and you're
out there on your own with nobody to help you if @up. You can't ask

the cops for help, 'cause to themyolere @you have to wal k-or craw -
hel | hol es you woul dnt even imagine. Mst of the tine all you' re gonna do
is spend hours sittin' in a car, waitin'. You're gonna be it*" to Vt
infOmatiOn @the kind of who'd just as soon

be cuttin' your fl" to see your blood rtm?"

"'Ch, | can take care of nyself," Pelvis --i aint got a gun, but I
know how to use one. That was chapter four in the nanual ."
"Chapter four in the manual.”" Flint's voice dripped sarcasm

" &Uh-huh. WelL being' a gun@in it businessD either get you killed or
be@ bars. You cimt use firepower on a"W unless it's in self-Mnse
and yowe got wi , otherwise it's you who's goin' to @And let ne tel
you, a bounty hunter in prison would be @a T-bone fta in a dog
pound. "
"You nmean if the felws runm, away @you, you cant shoot hin®"
"Right. You nail sonebody in the back and he die%it's your neck
in the noose. So you have to ure your wits and be a good poker player."

dsir?tl

"You've 80t to know how to Muk the deck in ybDur favor, Mnt

exphfted. "I've got my own tricks. At close range | use a can of
Mace. Know what that is?,' "Yes sir. |It's that spray Mf that burns
your sidn. "The kind | use can b@ a nman for about thn-ty second& By

that time you ought to have the cuffs on himand he's on the ground,
&N as a little inb."

,well, ru bet-, Pelvis said. -nr. snoates told ne you were @be a
@y @teacher.' Flint had to endure anot her wave of nW he | owered hen

head and waited it out. "Eisley," he said, "you know what a | oan
shark is?"

"Yes sir, | do."

"That's what Snmoates is. He owns five or six |loan conpanies in
Loui si ana and Arkansas and ninety percent of the work he'll expect you

to do is collectin' noney. And that's not pretty work either,
prom se you, 'cause you have to shut your eyes to people's m sfortunes
and either scare the cash out of themor get rough, if it conmes to
that. The bounty-huntin'thing is just kind of a sideline. You can
some good nmoney out of it if the reward' s high enough, but it's no
gane. Every tine you go out after a skin, you're riskin your life.
|'ve been shot at, swung on with knives and billy clubs, I've had a
Doberman set on ne, and one @even tried to take ny head off with a
samurai sword. You don't get a lot of second chances in this business,
Ei sl ey.

And | don't care how many nail-order detective courses you took
if you're not col d-bl ooded enough, you'll never survive your first skin



hunt." Flint watched the other nman's eyes to see if his message was

getting through, but all he saw was dunb admiration. "You know
anydiin' about the skin we're supposed to collect?"
"No sir."

"Hi s nane's Lanbert. He's a Vietnamveteran. Killed a nan at a
bank this afternoon. He's probably half crazy and arned to the teeth.
| wouldn't care to neet himif there wasn't a chance of some big noney
init. And if |I were you, I'd just go call Snpates and tell himyou' ve
t hought this thing over and you've decided to pass."

Pel vis nodded. Fromthe glint in Pelv&s eye, Flint could tel
that a spark had fired in the man's brain like a bolt of |ightning over
Lonely Street.

"I's that what you're gonna do, then?"

"Well, | just figured it out,"” PL-lIvis said. "That ain't no
trick, isit? You really do have three arns, don't YOQU?"

The better to strangle you with, Flint thought. "That's right-I
"I never saw such a thing before! | swear, | thought it was

atrick at first, but then | got to lookin' at it and | could tel
it was real! Wat does your wife have to say about it?"

"I"ve never been married." Wiy did | tell himthat? Flint asked
hinsel f. There was no reason for ne to tell himabout nyself! "Listen
to nme, Eisley. You don't want to go with nme after this skin. Believe
me, you don't."

"Yes sir, | do," Pelvis answered firmy. "l want to learn
everythin' | can. M. Snpates said you was the best bounty hunter
there is, and | was to listen to you like you was God hisself. You say
junp, 1'I'l ask how high. And don't you worry about Mama, she don't
have accidents in the car

VWen she wants to pee or dookie, she lets out a how." He shook
his head, awestruck. "Three arnms. Now |I've seen it all. Ant we,
Mama? Ain't we seen it all now?"

Flint drew a long breath and let it out. Time was wasting.

"Cet up,"” he said, and those were two of the hardest words he'd
ever uttered. "Pack enough for two nights."

"Yes sir, yes sir" Pelvis fairly junmped up fromthe bed.

He started throwing clothes into a brown suitcase covered with
Gracel and, Menmphis, and Las Veps stickers. Mma had sensed Pelvis's
excitement, and she began running in circles around the room For the
first time, Flint saw that Pelvis was wearing a pair of honest-to-god bl ue
suede shoes that were run down at the heels.

"I can't believe I'mdoin" this," he nuttered. "I nust be out of
nmy mnd."

"Don't you worry, 1'll do whatever you say," Pelvis prom sed.
Underwear, socks, and gaudy shirts were flying into the suitcase.
"I'"ll be so quiet, you'll hardly know I'mthere!"

“1'"1l bet."

"What ever you say, that's ny command. Uh ... you mind if | |oad
up sone groceries? | get kinda hungry when | travel."

"Just do it in a hurry."

Pel vis stuffed another grocery sack with @dough nuts, peanut
butter crackers, Oreos, and dog biscuits. He smiled broadly, his ido
sneering at Flint over his shoul der

"We're ready!"

"One very, very inmportant rule." Flint stepped toward
Pelvis and stared at himface-to-face. "You're not to touch
me. Understand? And if that dog touches me, I"'mthrowin' it out

the wi ndow. Hear!?"
"Yes sir, loud and clear." Pelvis's breath made Flint Big 0"



Frog wince; it smelled of buttermlKk.

Flint turned away, pushed dint's armunder his shirt, and stal ked
out of the wetched room Pelvis hafted the suitcase and the
groceries, and with a stubby, wagging to, Mama foll owed her king.

Dan pushed a quarter into the pay phone's slot outside an Anbco
gas station on H ghway 28, |ess than seven nmiles west of Al exandria.

It was twenty nminutes after eleven, and the gas station was closed. He
pressed the 0 and told the operator his nane was Daniel Lewis and he
wanted to make a collect call to Susan Lanbert at 1219 Jackson Avenue
in Al exandri a.

He waited while the nunmber clicked through. Pain thrumred in his
skul I, and when he licked his rips his tonpe scraped,|ike sandpaper
One ring. Two. Three. Four

TheYre not home, he thought. They're gone, because Susan knew Id
want to seeFive rings. Six.

"Hel | 0?" Her voice was as tight as barbed wire

"l have a collect call for Susan Lanbert from Daniel @," the
operator said. "WIIl you accept the charges?"

Si | ence.

"Ma' an?" the operator urged.

The silence stretched. Dan heard his heartbeat poundi ng.

Then: "Yes, I'll accept the charges."
"Th@you," Dan said when the operator had hung up
"The police are here. They're waitin' to see if you'll show"

"I knew they would be. Are they listenin' in?"
"Not fromin here. They asked ne if | thought you'd can

and | said no, we hadn't talked for years. It has been years, you
know. "

"I know." He paused, listening for clicks on the line. He heard
none, and he'd have to take the risk that the police had not gone
t hrough the process of tapping the wres.

"How s Chad?"

"How woul d you think he is, to find out his father's shot a man
dead?"

That one hurt. Dan said, "I don't know what you' ve heard, but
woul d you like to hear ny side of it?"

Again she was silent. Susan had al ways had a way of maki ng

silence feel like a chunk of granite pressed down on your skull. At
| east she hadn't hung up yet. "The bank fired M. Jarrett, their loan
manager," he began. "They hired a new man, and he was gonna repossess
my truck. He said sone bad things to nme, Susan. | know that's no
excuse, but-I'" "You're right about that," she interrupted.

"I just went crazy for a minute. | started tearin' his office up
AB | could think of was that without my truck | was one nore step down
the hole. A guard cane in and he pulled a gun on nme. | got it away
fromhim and then all of a sudden Bl anchard had a pistol too and
knew he was gonna shoot ne. | swear | didn't mean to kill him

Everythin' was happenin' so fast, it was like falhn' off a train. No
matter what the TV or radio says, | didn't go to that bank lookin'to

kill somebody. Do you believe ne?"

No answer .

"We've had our troubles,” Dan said. His knuckles were aching, he
was gripping the receiver so tightly. "l know ..

you got afraid of me, and | can't blanme you. | should ve gotten
help a long time ago, but | was afraid to. | didn't know what was
wong with ne, | thought I was losin' ny mind. | had a lot to work
t hrough. Maybe you won't believe me, but. | never Red to you, did I?"

"No," she replied. "You never lied to ne."

.411M not lyin' now. \Wen | saw the gun in Blanchard' s hand, |



didn't have tine to think. It was either himor ne.

After it waS done, | ran because | knew l'd killed him | swear
to God that's how it happened.™
"Ch, Jesus," Susan said in a pained voice. "Were are your Here

was the question Dan had known she woul d ask

Did he trust her that the police were not listening? Wuldn't she
have had to sign forms or something to pernmit themto m a tap? They
were no |onger man and wi fe and had a troubled history, so why woul d
the police assunme she wouldn't tell themif he called? "Are you going
to tell then?" he asked.

"They said if | heard fromyou, | was to |let them know. "

"Are you?"

"They told nme you'd be armed and dangerous. They said you m ght
be out of your mind, and you'd probably want nmoney fromne."

"not's a crock of bullshit. 1'mnot carryin' a gun, and | didn't
call you for noney."

"Why did you call ne, Dan?"

"I ... 1'd like to see Chad."

"No," she said at once. "Absolutely not."

"I know you don't care nuch for ne. | don't blane you.

But pl ease believe ne, Susan. | don't want to hurt anybody.

" mnot dangerous. | nade a mistake. Hell, |1've made a |ot of
m st akes.'

"You can fix this one," she said. "You can give yourself up and
pl ead sel f-defense."

"Who's gonna listen to ne? Hell, that guard' s gonna say | had the

gun stashed in ny clothes. The bank'll stand behind him 'cause they
sure won't admit a sick old vet could get a pistol away from" "Sick?
What do you nean, sick?"

He hadn't wanted this thing to come up, because he needed no
synmpathy. "l1've got |eukem a," he said. "Fromthe Agent Orange, |
think. The doctors say | can | ast maybe two years. Three at the
nost . "

Susan didn't respond, but he could hear her breathing.

"I'f the police take nme, 1'll die in prison," he went on. "I

can't spend the last two years of ny LIFE witherin' away behind
bars. | just can't."

"You ... you damm fool!" she suddenly exploded. "M/ God! Wy
didn't you let me know?"

"lIt's not your concern."

"I could' ve given you some noney! W coul d' ve worked sonet hi ng
out if you were in trouble! Wy'd you keep sendin' the money for Chad
every mont h?"

"Because he's ny son. Because | owe you. Because | owe him
"You were always too stubborn to ask for help! That was al ways your
problem Wiy in the name of God couldn't you"-her voice cracked, a
sound of enotion that astoni shed Dan-"couldn't you break down just a
little bit and call nme?"

“I"'mcallin" you now," Dan said. "lIs it too |ate?"

She was silent. Dan waited. Only when he heard her sniffle and
clear her throat did he realize she was weepi ng.

"Il put Chad on," she said.

"Pl ease," he said before she could | eave, "can't | see hinf

Just for five mnutes? Before | called | thought it'd be enough
to hear his voice, but | need to see him Susan. Isn't there sone
way ?"

"No. The police told me they're gonna watch the house all night-"



"Are they out front? Could | slip in the back?"

"I don't know where they are or how many. All |I've got is a phone
nunber they gave nme. | figure it's to a nobile phone, and they're
sittin' in a car sonewhere on the street."

"The thing is," Dan said, "lI'd like to see both of you.

After tonight I"mhitting the road. Maybe |I can get out of the
country if I'mlucky."

"Your name and picture's all over the news. How |long do you think
it'll be before sonebody recognizes you and the | aw either tracks you
down or shoots you down? You do know about the reward, don't you?"

"What reward?"

"The president of that banics put fifteen thousand dollars on your
head. "

Dan couldn't hold back an edgy laugh. "Hell, all | was askin' for
was a week's extension. Now they're ready to spend fifteen thousand
dollars on ne? No wonder the econonmy's so screwed up."

"You think this is funny'.?" Susan snapped, and again her voice
was thick with enption. "It's not a damm bit funny!

Your son's gonna always know his father was a killer! You think
that's funny, too?"

"No, | don't. But that's why | want to see him | want to
expltin things. | want to see his face, and | want himto see m ne

"There's no way, unless you want to give yourself up Dan."

"Listen ... maybe there is," he said, his shoul der pressed agai nst
a wall of rough bricks. "If you're willing, | nean. |t depends on
you. "

A few seconds passed in which Susan nmade, no response.

"You want to hear the idea?" he urged.

"I can't make any pronises."

"Just hear nme out. When | hang up, dial that nunmber and tell 'em
| called."”

"What ?"

"Tell "emthey were right. |[|'ve got two or three guns and | sound
like I"'mout of ny head. Tell 'em| said | was comin' over to see you
as soon as | could get there. Then tell '"emyou're afraid to stay in

t he house and you want to spend the night at a notel."

", "That won't work. They'll know I'm]lyin.

"Wy will they? They're not watchin' you, they' re watching the
house. They already believe I"'mcarrying a load of guns and I'mravin’
mad, so they'll want you to get out.

They' Il probably clear the whole block."

"They'd follow ne, Dan. No, it wouldn't work."

"It's worth a try. They might send a man to follow you to the
not el and nake sure you get checked in, but likely as not he won't stay
around very long. The only thing is, you' ve got to make 'em believe
you're scared to death of ne."

"That used to be true," she said.

"You're not still scared of ne, are YOU?"

"No, not anynore."

"AIl I"'maskin' for is five mnutes," Dan said. "Then |I'm gone."

She paused, and Dan knew he'd said all he could. At |ast she
sighed heavily. "I1'Il need sone time to get a suitcase packed. You
want me to call you when we get settled?"

"No, | shouldn't stay where | amand | don't have a phone in ny

room Can we neet somewhere?"
"Al'l right. How about Basile Park? At the anphitheater?"



Basil e Park was about three mles fromthe house.

"That' |l do. What time?"

"An hour or so, | guess. But listen: if a policeman cones wth
me, or they won't let nme take my own car, | won't be there. They m ght
follow me without me knowin'. Are you willin' to " chance it?"

"I am

"Al'l right. I'mcrazy for doin' it, but all right. 1'll try to
make it, but if I'"mnot there-" "I'Il wait as long as | can," Dan said.

"Thank you, Susan
You don't know how nuch this nmeans to ne."
"Il try," she repeated, and then she hung up
He returned the receiver to its cradle. H's spirit felt Iightened.
He and Susan had gone to several outdoor concerts at Basile Park, and
he knew t he anphitheater there. He checked his watch to give hinself
an hour, then he got back into the pickup truck and drove toward the
H deaway. He thought about the fifteen thousand dollars, and he w shed
he'd seen that nmuch noney in a year's tine. They wanted hi m caught
fast, that was for sure.
Before he reached the turnoff to the notor court, it crossed Dan's
m nd that Susan night be setting himup. The police m ght have been
listening after all, and would be waiting for himat the park. There
was no way to know for certain. He and Susan had parted on bitter
ternms, yes, but there had been sone good tinmes, hadn't there? A few
good menories to hold on to? He renmenbered sone, and he hoped she did.
He was Chad's father, and that was a link to Susan that coul d never be
broken. He would have to take the

risk that she wasn't planning on turning himin. |If she was ..
wel |, he'd cross that bridge when he canme to it

He drove past the DeCaynes' house on the way to his cottage, and
he was unaware that the sound of his engi ne awakened Hannah from a
troubl ed sl eep.

She wasn't surt what had wakened her. Harnon was snoring in the
ot her bed, his nobuth a cavern. Hannah got up from under the sweat-danp
sheet, her red hair-the texture of a Brillo pad-confined by a shower
cap. She recalled bits and pieces of a nightmare she'd had; the
monster in it had been a warty frog with skinny human | egs. Waring
only a bra and panties that barely held her jiggling nounds in check
she padded, into the kitchen, opened the refrigerator's freezer, and
got an ice cube to rub over her face. The kitchen still snelled of
bl ood and frog guts, and in the freezer were dozens of froglegs w apped
in butchers paper for delivery to the restaurant. Wile she was at it,
Hannah opened the carton of vanilla ice creamthat was in the freezer
as well, and she got a spoon and took the carton with her to the front
roomto gorge herself until she was sl eepy again.

She switched on the radio, which was tuned to the local country
musi ¢ station. Garth Brooks was singing about Texas girls. Hannah
wal ked to a wi ndow and pushed asi de the curtain.

The lights were on in Nunmber Four. Sonething about that nan she
didn't like, she'd decided. O course, she didn't @too many people to
begin with, but that man in Number Four gave her a creepy feeling. He
| ooked sick, for one thing. Skinny and pale, |ike he mght have AIDS
or something. She didn't like his tattoo, either. Her first husband
had been in the nerchant marine, was illustrated fromwists to
shoul ders, and she coul dn't abide anything that reni nded her of that
shiftl ess sonof abitch.

Well, he'd be gone soon enough. They'd be seven dollars richer, and
every cent hel ped. Hannah pl opped down on the sofa, her spoon
strip-mning the ice cream Reba MEntire serenaded her, and Hannah



saw the bottom of the carton
The news came on, the newscaster tal king about a fire | ast

night in Pineville. The Al exandria town council was neeting to
di scuss pollution in the Red River. An Anandal e woman had been
arrested for abandoni ng her baby in the bus station's bathroom A
mental |y di sturbed Vi etnam veteran had shot to death an official at a
bank in Shreveport, and". . . fifteen thousand dollars reward has been
offered . . .'$ Hannah's spoon paused in its digging.

" by the First Conmercial Bank for the capture of Daniel
Lewi s Lanbert. Police consider Lanbert armed and extremely dangerous.
Lambert was | ast seen driving a gray 1989 Chevrol et pickup truck. He
is forty-two years old, six-feet-one with a slimbuild; he wears a
beard and . "

Hannah had a nouthful of ice cream She stared at the radio, her
eyes wi deni ng.

" has the tattoo of a snake on his right forearm Police
advi se extrene caution if Lanbert is sighted. The nunber to call is.

She couldn't swallow. Her throat had seized up. As she bolted to
her feet, she spat the contents of her mouth onto the floor and a cry
spiraled out: "Ha on! Harnon, get up this mnute!"

Har mon wasn't fast enough for her. He found hinself being grabbed
by bot h ankl es and haul ed out of bed. "You crazy?" he yel ped.

"What zamatter "He's a killer!"™ Hannah's hair, which had a will of its
own, had burst free fromthe shower cap. Her hair went wild, her nouth
rimmed with ice creamfoam "I knew sonething was wong with himl| knew

it when | seen himhe killed a man in Shreveport got that tattoo on Ins
armfifteen thousand dollars reward Hear ne?"
"Huh?" Harnon sai d.
Hannah grasped himby the collar of his red-checked pajanas.
"Fifteen thousand dollars!"™ she shrieked into his face. "By Cod,
we' re gonna get us that noney! Now, stand up and put your clothes on!"
As Harnon pulled on his pants and Hannah struggled into her
shapel ess shift, she managed to drill the story

through his thick skull. Harnmon's face blanched, his fingers
working his shirt buttons into the wong holes. He started for the
tel ephone. "I1'Il go call the law right n-" A viselike hand cl anped to
his shoulder. "You listen to me!l" she thundered. "You want to throw
t hat noney out the wi ndow? You think the cops won't cheat us outta
every damm penny, you're dunber than a post! W' re gonna catch himand
take himin ourselves!"”

"But ... Hannah ... he's a killer!"
'.He ain't nothin' but a big al' frog!" she gl owered, her hands
on her stocky hips. "'Cept his legs are worth fifteen thousand

dollars, and you and ne are gonna take himto market! So you just shut
up and do what | say! Understand?"

Har mon shut up, his thin shoul ders bowed under the redheaded
pressure. Hannah |left the room and Harnon heard her runmagi ng around
in the hallway's closet.

Harmon got his ring of keys fromthe bureau and hooked them around
a belt loop, his fingers trenbling. Wen he | ooked up, Hannah was
hol di ng t he doubl e-barrel ed shotgun that was their protection agai nst
burglars. He said, "That gun's so old, |I don't knowif it'll even-"
She squel ched himwith a stare that would freeze time. Hannah al so
held a box of shells; there were five inside, and she | oaded the
shotiun and then pushed the other three shells into a pocket.

"W gotta got himout in the open," she said. "Get himoutside
where he can't get to his guns.”



We ought to call the law, Hannah! Jesus, | think I'm"'bout to
heave! "

"Do it later!"™ she snarled. "He nmight be a crazy killer, but I
don't know many men who can do nuch killin' when they've got their |egs
bl owed of f! Now, you just do what | say and we'll be rich as Mdas!"
She snapped the shotgan's breech shut, slid her feet into her rubber
flipflops, and stalked toward the front door. "Come on, dam it!" she
ordered when she realized Harmon wasn't follow ng, and he cane slinking
after her as pale as death.

Myst eri ous Ways

In Number Four, Dan checked his watch and sawit was tinme to go.
He'd swal l owed two aspirin and laid down for a while, then had put on
cl ean underwear and socks and the pair of blue jeans fromhis duffe
bag. Now he stood before the bat hroom s dark-streaked mrror, wetting
his comb and slicking his hair back. He put on his baseball cap and
studied his face with its deep Iines and jutting cheekbones.

Susan wasn't going to recognize him He was afraid again, the
same kind of pawing fear as when he'd wal ked into the bank. More than
likely, this was the last time he would ever see his son. He hoped he
could find the words he needed.

First things first: getting to Basile Park w thout being stopped
by the police. Dan halted the duffel bag over his shoul der, picked up
the cottage's key, and opened the front door into the humd night. The
frogs had quieted except for a fewlow burps. Dan went to hit the wall
switch to turn off the ceiling's bulb when he heard a nmetallic clink
fromthe direction of his pickup truck, and he realized with a jolt
t hat someone was standing there at the light's edge, watching him

Dan whi pped his head toward the sound. "Hey, hey!" a man said
nervously. It was Harnmon DeCayne, sweat sparkling on his cheeks. He
lifted his hands to show t he pal ns.

"Don't do nothin'" rash, now"

"You scared the hell out of ne! What're you doin' here?"

"Nothin'l | nean to say ... | sawthe lights." He kept his hands
uprai sed. "Thought you m ght need sonething ."

"I'mpullin'" out," Dan said, his nerves still jangling. "I was
gonna stop at your house and | eave the key on the porch."

"Where you headin'? It's amful late to be on the road, don't you
t hi nk?"

"No, |'ve got places to go." He advanced on DeCayne, intending to
stow his duffel bag in the rear of the truck, and the other nman
retreated, that clinking noise coming fromthe key ring that Dan saw
was fixed to one of DeCayne's belt |oops. Dan abruptly stopped. His
radars had gone up. He snelled a snake coiled inits hole. "You al
ri ght?"

"Sure I'mall right! Wy wouldn't | be all right?"

Dan wat ched the nman's eyes; they were glassy with fear

He knows, Dan thought. Sonehow, he knows. "Here's the key," he
said, and he held it out.

"Ckay. Sure. That's ri-" Dan saw DeCayne's eyes dart at
somet hi ng behi nd him

The woman, Dan realized. He had the nmental image of a neat
cl eaver comng at him

He set hinself and whirled around, bringing the duffel bag off his
shoul der in a sw nging bl ow



BOOM went a gun seemingly right in his face. He felt the heat
and the shock wave and suddenly the burning rags of the duffel bag were
ripped fromhis hands and the fiery shreds of his clothes were flying
out of it like |um nous bats Hannah DeCayne Marred backward hol ding a
shotgun with snolmho@fromthe breech. Dan had an instant to register
that the duffel bag had absorbed a point-blank b@ and then the wonman
righted herself and a holler burst from her sweat-shining face. Dan
saw t he shotgun leveled at his m @n. He junped away fromits dark
doubl e eyes a heartbeat before a gout of fire spewed forth and he
| anded on his belly in the weeds. His ears were ringing, but over that
tintinnabul ati on he heard a wet snmack and the c?unp of buckshot hitmw
metal. He scranbled into the woods that |ay al ongside the cottage, his
m nd shocked | oose of everything but the need to run like hell.

Behi nd Dan, Harnmon DeCayne was watching his shirt turn red. The
i npact had lifted himup and sl anmed hi m back agai nst the pickup truck
but he was still on his feet. He pressed his hands against his
stomach, and the bl ood ran between his fingers. He stared, blinking
rapi dly, through the haze of smoke that swirled between himand his
wife.

"Now you' ve done it," he said, and it anmazed himthat his voice
was so calm He couldn't feel any pain yet; fromhis stonmach to his
groin was as cold as January.

Hannah gasped with horror. She hadn't meant to fire the first
time; she'd neant to lay the barrels up against the killer's skull, but
his bag had hit the gun and her finger had twitched. The second tine
she'd been ainming to take hi mdown before he could rush her. Harnon
kept staring at her as his knees began to buckle. And then the rage
over came Hannah's shock and she bellowed, "I told you to get out of the
way! Didn't you hear what | told your' Harnon's knees hit the ground.
He swal |l owed thiddy, the taste of blood in his mouth. "Shot me," he

rasped. "You ...
damm bitch. Shot ne."
"It's not ny fault! | told you to nove!l You stupid ass, | told

you to nove!"

" Ahhhhhh," Harnmon groaned as the first real pain tore at his
tattered guts. Blood was pooling in the dust bel ow him

Hannah turned toward the woods, her face made even uglier by its
rubber-1ipped contortion. 'You ain't getting' away!" she yelled into
the dart She popped the shotgun open and rel oaded both barrels. "You
think I"'mlattin' fifteen thousand dollars get away in my woods, you're
crazy!

You hear me, M. Killer?"

Dan heard her. He was lying on his stomach in the underbrush and
stubbly palnmettos forty feet fromwhere the woman was standing. He'd
seen Harrmon fall to his knees, had seen the woman rel oadi ng her
shot gun. Now he watched as Hannah wal ked to her husband's side.

She | ooked down at Harnon's danp, agownd face. "You ness up every
damm thing," she said coldly, and then she lifted the shotgun and fired
a shell into the pickup's left front tire. The tire exploded with a

whoosh of air and the

pi ckup lurched @a pol eaxed horse. Dan al most cried out, but he
cl asped a hand over his mouth to prevent it.

"You ain't goin' nowhere in your truck!" Hannah shouted toward
the woods. "You night as well cone on out!" Dan still wore his basebal
cap, beads of sweat coming to his face. AD his, other clothes were bl own
to rags, his nmetallic-m st Chevrol et pickup crippled, his hopes of
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getting to Basile Park blown to pieces, too. The red-haired witch held

the shotgun at hip level, its barrels aimed in his direction. "Come on
out, M. Killer!" she yelled. Beside her, Harmon was still on his
knees, his hands pressed to the wet nmess of his midsection and his head
drooping. "All right then!" she said. "I can play hide-and@ if you
want to, and first chance | get I'll blow your damm brains outt" She

suddenly began swidng into the woods al nost directly toward where Dan
was stretched out. Pawc stuttered through lum there was no way he
could fight a | oaded shotgun. He bolted up and ran again, dwMinto the

thicket. H s spine cramed in expectation of the blast. "I hear you!"
Hannah squalled. He heard the noise of her stocky body snmashing
through the foliage. "Don't you mm, you twtardl" She was coming like a

hel | -bound freight train. Low pine branches whi pped into Dan's face as
he ran, thorns grabbing at his trousers. Under his feet, frogs grunped
and j unped.

Hi s right shoe caught a root and he staggered, com ng PeWusly
close to f@. The underbrush was dense, and the noi se he was maki ng
woul d' ve brought his Vietnam pl atoon | eader down on his head like a
fifty-pound anvil. He had neither the quick |egs nor the bal ance of
his youth. Al he cared about at the nmonent was putting distance
bet ween hi nsel f and a shotgun shen

And then he snelled oily stapance and his shoes splashed into
water. Mid bogged himdown. It was the hill pond.

"You wanna go swimm n'?" Hannah shouted from behi nd him

Dan couldn't see how | arge the pond was, but he knew he didn't din
try to get across it. The woman woul d shoot him

whUe he was knee-deep in muck. He backed out of the water to
firmer earth and set off again through weeds and brush that edged the
pond. No |onger could he hear the wonan following him and it |eapt
t hrough his nmind that she knew t hese woods and ni ght be bunkered down
somewher e ahead. He pushed through a tangle of vines. Up beyond the
canopy of pines and willow trees he caught sight of a few stars, as
di stant as Basile Park seenmed to be. And then he entered a stand of
wai st - hi gh weeds and he wal ked right into the arms of the figure that
stood in front of him

In that instant he probably gained a dozen or so new gray hairs.
He cane close to wetting his pants. But he swung at the figure's head
and pain shot through his inmckles when he connected with its jaw. The
figure toppled over, and it was then that Dan realized it was a plaster
mannequi n

He stood over it, winging his bruised hand. He could nmake out
two nore mannequins nearby as if frozen in hushed conversation, their
cl ot hes weat herbeaten @

Dark shapes lay before him.but he was able to discern what seened
to be a carousel half covered with kudzu. He had stunbled into Harnon
DeCayne' s fairyl and.

He went on, past the rotting facade of a mniature castle.

There was a broken-down Conestoga wagon and a coupl e of rusted car
hul ks. Bricks were underfoot, and Dan figured this was supposed to
have been the main street of an enchanted village. Oher mannequi ns
dressed as cowboys and | ndi sanq stood about, the citizens of DeCayne's
i magi nati on. Dan noved past a huge tattered fabric shape with rotting
wooden ribs that he thought m ght have been Jonah's whal e, and suddenly
he was | ooking at a high nmesh fence topped with barbed wire that marked
t he edge of DeCayne's propertyl can clinb the fence, he decided. The
barbs' fl be tough, but they'll be kinder than that dsim shotgun. Once
| get over, | canCan what? he asked hinself. Wthout nmy truck I'm not
getting' very far.
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But there was another set of wheels close by, wasn't there?
The station wagon parked next to the DeCayne@ house.

He renenbered the key ring on Harnon's belt | oop

Whul d the station wagon's key be on it? Wuld the car even run?
It had to; how else did they get their froglegs to market?

But to get the key ring he woul d have to doubl e back through the
woods and avoid the wonan, and that was a tall and dangerous order

He stood there for a noment, his hands grasping the fence's nesh.

Beyond the fence was just nore dark woods.

If he had any hope of getting to Basile Park, he would have to go
back for the key ring.

Dan let go of the fence. He drew a deep breath and released it
H s head was hurting again, but the ringing in his ears had . He turned
away fromthe fence and started back the way he'd cone, creeping slowy
and carefully, his senses questing for sound or notion

A on ed mannequin wearing a crown or tiara of sone kind-a defornmed
fairy princess-stood on his right in the high weeds as he neared
Jonah's whale. And suddenly Dan caught a sinuous nmovenent fromthe
corner of his eye, over beside a crunbling structure festooned with
kudzu. He was ah-eady diving into the weeds as the shotgun booned, and
a split second later the princess's head and neck expl oded in a shower
of plaster. He lay on his side, breathing hard. "Got you, didn't [|?"
Hannah shouted. "I know | wi nged you that tine!"

He heard the shotgun snap open and then shut again. The wonman was
striding toward him her flipflops maidng a smacki ng noi se on the
bricks. Dan felt what seenmed to be a I ength of pipe next to his
shoul der. He reached out and touched cold fingers. It was the
princess's nmissing arm

He picked it up and rose to his feet. There was Hannah DeCayne,
ten feet in front of him the shotglmaimed just to his left. He flung
the plaster armat her, saw it pinwheel around and slaminto her
col I arbone, and she bellowed with pain and fell on her runp, the
shot gun going off into the air.

Then Dan tore away through the weeds with the speed of
desperation, |eaving the woman cursing at his back

He found the pond again, and ran along its boggy edge. In another
few m nutes he pushed out of the underbrush

twenty yuds away from his | amed pickup truck Harnon DeCayne was
still in the same position, kneeling with his head bowed and hi s hands
cl aspi ng his bl oody mi ddl e.

Dan | eaned over the man and grasped the ring.

DeCayne's eyes were closed, his breathing ghastly. Dan pulled the
keys | oose, and suddenly DeCayne's eyes opened and he lifted his head,
bl ood | eaking fromthe corner of his nouth.

"HannahT' DeCayne gasped.

"Be still,"” Dan told him "Which key starts the station wagonri
"Don't ... don't hurt me."

"I"'mnot gonna hurt you. Wich key starts the-1' DeCayne's mouth
stretched open. He shrieked in a voice that sliced the night: "Hannah
He's got the keysf" Dan woul d've slugged lumif the man hadn't been
gutshot. He stood up as DeCayne continued to sound the alarm 1In a
couple of minutes the woman woul d beaR over him Dan ran al ong the

road toward the DeCayn& house

Har mon' s shoufin faded, but the damage was done. Reaching the
stati on wagon, Dan opened the door on its groaning hinges and slid
behi nd the wheel. The inside of the car snelled like the it-og pond.
He tried to jama key into the ignition, but it refused. The next key



bal ked as well. He saw a blurred novenment, and by the house l|ights
made out Hannah DeCayne runwng toward himon the road, her hair flying
behi nd her, her sweating face a nctus of rage. She was hol ding the
shotgun like a club, and Dan she nust be out of shells but she stil
could knock his brains out of his ear& The third Iny would not fit.
tin "You ain't getting' away!" she roared. "You @ get away!t.

Dan's fingers were slippery with sweat. He chose not the fourth
key, but the fifth.

It slid in.

He turned it and pressed his foot down on the gas pedal

The station wagon went ehehehehBOOM and a gout of black snmoke flew
fromthe exhaust. Dan jammed the

Myst eri ous Ways

gearshift into reverse and the car obeyed @a gl acier, and then
Hannah DeCayne was right there beside himand she jerked his door open
and swng at his @with the shotpu's stocl Dan had seen the bl ow
com ng, and he ducked down in the seat as the shotgun sl ammed agai nst
the door frame. Then Hannah was lunging into the car after himeven as
Dan picked up speed in reverse, and she tried to claw at his eyes with
one hand while the other beat at himwith the gun. He kicked out at
her, caught her right hip, and she staggered back. Then he swerved the
car around in a bone-jarring half circle and dust bl oomed up between
hi m and the woman. Dan shoved the g@t into drive, floored the
accelerator, and the car rattled forward. One of the side vnndows
suddenly shattered i nward from anot her bl ow of the shotgun's stock
bits of glass stinging Dan's neck. He |ooked back, saw Hannah DeCayne
running after himas the station wagon picked up speed, and she cursed
his mother and tried to grab hold of the open door again. Then he was
| eavi ng her behind and he found the headlight switch an instant before he
woul d' ve smashed into a weeping willowtree. As it was, he jerked the
wheel and scraped a dent along the passenger side. He got the door closed | @
| ooked in the rearview mirror but could see nothing through the
swirling dust. It wouldn't have surprised him though, if Hannah
DeCayne had been hanging on to the exhaust pipe with her teeth.

Then he reached Hi ghway 28 and steered toward Al exandria and
Basil e Park. The woman had given hima blow on the left shoulder with
the shotgun's stock, and though it hurt like hell, it wasn't broken
Better that than a cracked skull He debated stopping at the Anoco
station to call an anbul ance, but he figured Hannah would run into the
house first thing and do it. The station wagon's tank was a little
| ess than three-quarters full, which was a real blessing. He had his wallet,
the clothes on his back, and his baseball cap. He @had his skin on
too. He counted hinself | ucky.

H@ had stopped running. There was no use in it, and her |ungs
were on fire. She watched the station wagon's |ights nove away. For a
long time she stood in the dark, her

hands cl enchi ng and | ooseni ng again on the enpty shotgun

She heard his voice-a weak voice nowcalling her

"Hannah? Hannah?"

At | ast she turned her back on the highway and |inpedpainfully, a
brai se bl ackening on her right hip-to where Harnmon was crouched on his
knees.

"Hannah, " he groaned, "I'mhurt bad."

She'd lost her flipflops. She |ooked at the bottom of her left
foot, which had been cut by a shard of glass. The sight of that
wound, with its angry edges, made something start ticking @a bonb in
her brain.



"Call somebody," Harnmon said. Hs eyelids were at half mast, his

hands cl asped together in the gory swanp of his stomach. "You ..
gotta . "

"Lost us fifteen thousand dollars.” Hannah's voice was hol | ow and
weary. "You ness up every dam @ "No ... | didn't. It was you ..
messed up."

She shook her head. "He read you, Harnon. He )mew. | told you

to get out of the way, didn't I? And there went fifteen thousand do@
down the road. Oh ny CGod, what | could ve done with that no-" She
st opped speaking and stared blankly at the dust, a pul se beating at her
tenpl e.

"I"'mhurtin'," Harnmon said.

"Uh-huh. The thing is, they could prob'ly sew you up at the
hospital . "

He reached up a bl oody hand for her. "Hannah ... | need help."
"Yes, you do," she answered. "But fromnow on | think I'm gonna
hel p nyself." Her eyes had taken on the glitter of small, hard stones.

"Too bad that killer stopped here. Too bad we found out who he was.
Too bad he fought the shotgun away from you."
What ?- Har mon whi sper ed.

"I tried to help you, but | couldn't. | ran into the woods and
hid, and then | seen what he done to you."

"Have you ... lost your nind?"

"My marma al ways told ne the Lord noves in nysterious ways," H@
md. "l never believed her tffl @very mnute."

Har mon wat ched his wife lift the shotgun over her head like a
cl ub.

He made a soft, new ing noise

The shotgun's stock swng down with all the woman's bitter fury
behind it. There was a noise |like an overripe nel on being crushed.
The shotgun rose up again. Sonetime during the next hal f-dozen bl ows,
the stock splintered and broke away. When it was done, Hsi nnah DeCayne
was bat hed in sweat and gaspi ng, and she had bitten into her |lower lip.
She | ooked down at the ruins and wondered what she had ever seen
there. She wiped the shotgun's barrel off with the hem of her shift,
dropped it on the ground beside the crunpled form andthen she |inped
into the house to make the call.

Time the Thief

The rust-spl otched stati on wagon crept through the of Al exandri a,
past the dark and qui et houses, past the teardrop-shaped streetl anps,
past sprinklers hissing on the parched brown | awns.

Dan drove slowy, alert for the police. Hi s shoulder was
stiffening, his body felt as if he'd been tunbled a few tinmes inside a
cenent m xer, but he was alive and free and Basile Park was | ess than a
mle away.

He'd seen no police cars and only a few other vehicles out at this
late hour. He turned onto a street that led into the mani cured park
following it past an area of picnic tables and tennis courts. A sign
pointed the way to the anphitheater, beyond the public parking |ot.

H s heart sank; the lot was enpty. But maybe she hadn't been able to
shake the police. Mybe a lot of things. O maybe she'd just &dded
not to show up.

He decided to wait. He stopw, @station wagon, cut the lights
and the engine, and' ,i*'there in the dark, the song of cicadas reaching
himf@a nearby stand of pines.

VWhat had happened to his pickup track still speared him



Thi s whol e ni ght mare was accountable to the truck, and it had
taken that red-haired witch two seconds to destroy its useful ness.
Dam, but he was going to miss it. A real workingman's truck, he
recal l ed the sal esman saying. Easy paynents, good warranty, nade in
Aneri ca.

Dan wondered what Bl anchard's wife and children were feeling like
about now, and he let the thoughts of his pickup truck go.

Time ticked past. After thirty mnutes Dan decided to give her
fifteen nore. @n the fifteen vm gone, he stop@| oo@ at his watch

She wasn't coning

Five nore mnutes. Five nore, and then he'd a@it and | eave.

He | eaned back and cl osed his eyes, listening to the night sounds.

It took only a few heartbeats, only a few breaths, and he was back
mthe @The nane of the v@e@ 'was Cho Yat It was in the | owl ands, where
rwe padches ed under the August sun and the jungle hid sniper nests and
snake holes. The platoon had stopped at Cho Yat while Captain Aubrey
and the South Vi etnanese translator bunkered down in the shade to ask
t he YWage el ders about Cong activity in the sector. The elders
answcxed reluctantly, and in riddle& It was not their war. As the
ot her Snake Handl ers waited, eight or nine children gathered around for
a closer look at the foreign giants. A new nman-green as grass, just in
a few days before-sitting next to Dan opened his knapsack and gave one

litue boy a chocolate bar. "Hershey," the nman said. He was from
Boston, and he had a clipped Yankee accent. "Can you say that?
Her shey. "

"Hi shee, " the child answered.

"Good enough. Wy don't you give sone of that to your-" But the
little boy was ah-eady running away, peeling the tinfoil back and
jamm ng the chocolate into his mouth, with other children yeBMin
pursuit. The Bostonian-his eyes cornflower blue in a young, ununed
face, his hair as yellow as the sun-had | ooked at Dan and shrugged. "I
guess they don't go in for sharing around here."

"Nope," Dan had replied. "If | were you, rd leave it to the
captain to do the talking. You'll be wanting that in a few hours."

The rust-spl otched station wagon crept through the streets of
Al exandri a, past the dark and qui et houses, past the teardrop-shaped
streetl| anps, past sprinklers hissing on the parched brown | awns.

Dan drove slowy, alert for the police. Hi s shoulder was
stiffening, his body felt as if he'd been tunbled a few tinmes inside a
cenent m xer, but he was alive and free and Basile Park was | ess than a
mle away.

He'd seen no police cars and only a few other vehicles out at this
late hour. He turned onto a street that led into the mani cured park
following it past an area of picnic tables and tennis courts. A sign
pointed the way to the anphitheater, beyond the public parking |ot.

H s heart sank, the lot was enpty. But maybe she hadn't been able to
shake the police. Maybe a lot of things. O maybe she'd just derided
not to show up. 1 -A

He decided to wait. He stopped the station wagon, cut the lights
and the engine, and,"* there in the dark, the song of cicadas reaching
himf@ @ nearby stand of pines.

VWhat had happened to his pickup truck still speared him

Thi s whol e ni ght mare was accountable to the truck, and it had
taken that red-haired witch two seconds to destroy its useful ness.
Dam, but he was going to miss it. A real workingman's truck, he



recal l ed the sal esman saying. Easy paynents, good warranty, nade in
Aneri ca.

Dan wondered what Bl anchard's wife and children were feeling like
about now, and he let the thoughts of his pickup truck go.

Time ticked past. After thirty mnutes Dan decided to give her
fifteen nore. Wen the fifteen was gone, he stopped | ooking at his
wat ch.

She wasn't coning

Five nore minutes. Five nore, and then he'd accept it and | eave.

He | eaj aed back and closed his eyes, listening to the night
sounds.

It took only a few heartbeats, only a few breaths, and he was back
mthe @'

The nanme of the v@e@ was Cho Yat. It was in the | ow ands, where
nce padches steaned under the August sun and the jungle hid sniper
nests and snake hol es. The platoon had stopped at Cho Yat while
Captai n Aubrey and the South Vi etnanese translator bunkered down in the
shade to ask the @el ders about Cong activity in the sector The el ders

answered reluctantly, and in riddles. It was not their war. As the other

Snake Handl ers wated, eight or mme children gathered around for a
closer look at the fornmp giants. A new man-green as grass, just in a
few days before-sitting next to Dan opened his knapsack and gave one

little boy a chocolate bar. "Hershey," the man said. He was from
Boston, and he had a clipped Yankee accent. "Can you say that?
Her shey. "

"Hi shee, " the child answered.

"Good enough. Wy don't you give sone of that to your-" But the
little boy was al ready running away, peeling the tinfoil back and
janmm ng the chocolate into his mouth, with other children yelling in
pursuit. The Bostonian-his eyes cornflower blue in a young, unlined
face, his hair as yellow as the sun-had | ooked at Dan and shrugged. "I
guess they don't go in for sharing around here." "Nope," Dan had

replied. "If | were you, I'd leave it to the captain to do the tradin'.
You'll be wanting it in a few horn."

"Il survive."

"Uh-huh. Well, if | were you, I'd do what | was told and no nore.

Don't offer, don't volunteer, and don't be givin' away your food."

"It was just a chocolate bar. So what?"

"You'll find out in a mnute."

It was actually less than a m nute before the green Bostoni an was
surrounded by shouting children with their hands thrust out. Some of
the other villagers cane over to see what they night scrounge fromthe
bounti ful knapsacks of the foreign giants. The commtion interrupted
Captai n Aubrey's questioning of the elders, and he cane stormng at the
Bostonian |li ke a nmonsoon cloud. 1t was explained to the soldier that
he was not to be giving away his food or any other itemin his
possession, that the elders didn't want gifts because the Cong had been
known to sl aughter whole villages when they found canned goods,
mrrors, or other trinkets. Al this had been said with Captain
Aubrey's face about two inches fromthe Bostonian's, and by the tine
the captain was finished speaking in his voice that could curl a
chopper's rotors, the Bostonian's face had gone chal ky under his fresh
sunbur n.

"It was just a piece of candy," the young man had said when
Captain Aubrey returned to his business and the chil dren had been
scattered away. "It's no big deal."

Dan had | ooked at the Bostonian's sweat-danmp shirt and seen his



nane printed there in black stencil over the pocket: Farrow. "Qut here
everythin's a big deal,"” Dan had told him "Just lay |ow, do what

you' re supposed to, and don't go south, you might live for a week or
two. "

The platoon had left Cho Yat, noving across the flat, gleaning
rice paddies toward the dark wall of jungle that |ay beyond. Their
patrol had | asted four hours and di scovered not so nuch as the print of
a Goodyear-sol ed sandal It was on the way out when the point team had
radi oed to Captain Aubrey with the nessage that something was burning in
Cho Yat.

Emerging fromthe jungle with the others, Dan had seen

the dark scrawl of smoke in the ugly yellow sky. A harsh, hot
wi nd had washed over him and in it he'd snelled a sickly-sweet odor
i ke pork barbecue.

He' d known what the odor was. He'd snelled it before, after a
fl amet hrower had done its work on a snake hol e.

Captai n Aubrey had ordered themto double-tinme it to the village,
and Dan had done what he was tol d because he'd al ways been a good
soldier, the snell of burning flesh swirling around himin the pungent
air and his boots slogging through rice-paddy nud.

H s eyes opened in the dark

He peered into the rearview mrror.

Headl i ght s were approaching al ong the park road.

He stopped breathing. |If it was a police car ... H s fingers
weift to the key in the ignition switch. The headlights cane cl oser.
Dan wat ched them coning, sweat glistening on his face. Then the car
st opped about twenty feet away and the |ights went out.

Hi s breathing resuned on a ragged note. It was a darkcol ored
Toyota, not a police car. Dan watched the rearview nirror for a few
seconds | onger, but he saw no other lights.

He sat there waiting. So did the Toyota's driver. Well, he would
have to make the first nove. He got out and stood beside the station
wagon. The driver's door of the Toyota opened, and a woman got out.
The courtesy light gave Dan a brief glinpse of the young nan who sat in
t he passenger seat.

"Dan?" |If the sound of her voice had been glass, it would have
cut his throat.
"It's me," he answered. His palnms were wet. Hi s nerves seened

twi sted together in the pit of his stomach.
She canme toward him She stopped suddenly, when she could see his

face a little better. "You' ve changed," she said.

"Lost some weight, | guess."

Susan had never been one to shrink froma challenge. She showed
himshe still had her grit. She continued to walk toward him toward

the man who had suffered m dni ght nges and deliriuns, who had attacked
their son in his bed,

who had brought sonme of the hell of that war back w th hi mwhen
the last helicopter left Saigon. Susan stopped n when she was an arnis
| engt h away.

"You | ook good," he told her, and it was the truth. Susan had
been on the thin side when they' d divorced, but now she | ooked fit and
healthy. He figured her nerves were a | ot steadier w thout him around.

She'd cut her dark brown hair to just above her shoul ders, and Dan
could tell that there was a lot of gray in it. Her face was stil
firmjawed and nore attractive than he renenbered. Mre confident, too.

There was sone pain in her eyes, which were a shade between gray and



green. She wore jeans and a short-sl eeved pal e bl ue bl ouse. Susan was
still Susan: a mni mum of makeup, no flashy jewelry, nothing to
announce that she was anything other than a woman who accepted no
pretense. "You nust be doin' all right," he said.

"I am W both are.”

He | ooked anxiously toward the park road. Susan said, "I didn't
bring the police."

"I believe you."

"I told "emyou called, and that | was afraid to stay at the
house. | wouldn't have taken so long, but they had one of their nen
followme to the Holiday Inn. He sat out in the parkin' |lot for about
an hour. Then all of a sudden he raced off, and | thought for sure
t hey' d caught you."

Dan figured the man had gotten a radio call. By now the police
must be swarming all over the Hi deaway Mdtor Court.

"I thought you'd be in a pickup truck," Susan said.

"I stopped at a nmotel outside town and the couple who own the
pl ace found out who | was. They tried to get the reward by blastin' ne
with a shotgun. The worman gut-shot her own husband by acci dent and
then bl ew out one of the truck's tires. Only way | could get here was
by takin' their car."

"Dan-" Susan's voice cracked. "Dan, what're you gonna do?"
"I don't know. Keep fromgetting' caught, | hope. Maybe find a
pl ace where | can rest awhile and think sonme things

through.” He offered a grimsnile. "This hasn't been one of ny
best days."

"Why didn't you tell nme you needed noney? Wy didn't you tell ne
you were sick? | would' ve hel ped you!"

"W're not man and wi fe anynore. It's not your problem™

"Ch, that's just great!" Her eyes flashed with anger. "It's not
nmy problem so you get yourselfjamed in a corner and You wind up killing
somebody! You think it's always you against the world, you never would
| et anybody help you! | could've given you a loan if you' d asked!

Didn't you ever think about that?"
"I thought about it," he admitted. "Not very long, though."
"Bul | headed and stubborn! \Were'd it get you? Tell ne that!"

"Susan?" he said quietly. "It's too late for us to be fightin',
don't you think?"

"The stubbornest man in this world!'" Susan went on, but the anger
was | eaving her. She put a hand up agai nst her forehead. "Oh Jesus.
Chny God. | don't ... | can't even believe this is real.” "You ought

to see it fromwhere |'m standin'.
"The | eukemia. Wen'd you find out?"

“I'n January. | figure it had to be the Agent Orange. | knew it
was gonna show up in nme sooner or later.” Heed to tell her about the
knot in his brain-that, too, he felt had to do with the chem cal -but he
let it slide. [|-They ran sonme tests at the V. A hospital. Doctors
wanted me to stay there, but I"'mnot gonna lie in a bed and wait to
die. At least | could work. Wen | had a job, |I nean."

"I"'msorry," she said. "l swear to God I am"

"Well, it's the hand | got dealt. What happened at that bank was
my own dam fault. | went south, Susan. Like we used to say in 'Nam

| screwed up, the second passed and there was no bringin' it back
again." He frowned, staring at the pavenment between them "I don't



want to spend whatever tinme | have left in prison. W rse yet, in a
prison hospital
So | don't know where I'mgoin', but | know | can't go

back." He leveled his gaze at her again. "D d you tell Chad ny
side of it?"

She nodded.
"You took a big chance comin' out here to neet ne. | knowit's
not easy for you, the way | used to be and all. But | couldn't just

say a few words to himover the phone and leave it like that. Lettin'
me see himis the kindest thing you ever could' ve done for ne."

"He's your son, too," she said. "You ve got the right."

"You mind if | sit inthe car with himfor a few m nutes?

Just the two of us?"

She notioned toward the Toyota. Dan wal ked past her, his heart
poundi ng. He opened the driver's side door and | ooked in at the boy.

H , Chad, he neant to say, but-he couldn't speak. At seventeen
years, Chad was hardly a boy anynore. He was husky and
br oad- shoul dered, as Dan hinself used to be. He was so changed from
the picture Dan had-the picture |left behind at the H deaway Mot or
Court-that the sight of himwas |like a punch to Dan's chest. Chad's
face had lost its baby fat and taken on the angles and pl anes of
manhood.

H s sandy-brown hair was cut short, and the sun had burnished his
skin. Dan caught the scent of Aqua Vel va; the young man nust've shaved
before they'd left the notel.

Chad wore khaki trousers and a blue-and-red tie-dyed T-shirt, the
muscles in his arnms defined. Dan figured he did outdoor work, maybe
light construction or yardkeeping. He |ooked fine, and Dan realized
this was going to be a | ot tougher than he'd thought.

"Do you recogni ze ne?" he asked

"Kinda," Chad said. He paused, thinking it over. "Kinda not."

Dan eased into the driver's seat, but he left the door ajar to
keep the courtesy light on. "It's been a long tine."

"Yes sir," Chad said.

"You workin' this sunmer?"

"Yes sir. Helpin" M. MCullough."

"What kind of work?"

"He's got a | andscapin' business. Puts in swimmn' pools, too.

"That's good. You hel pin' your nom around the house?"

"Yes sir. | keep the grass cut."

Dan nodded. Chad's speech was a little hesitant and there was a
dullness in his eyes. Qherw se, there was no outward sign of Chad's
mental disability. Their son had been bornas the counsel or put
it-"learning disabled.” Wich neant his thinking processes were al ways
going to be | abored, and tasks involving intricate detail would be
difficult for him

This fact of |life had added to the fuel of Dan's anger in those
bad years, had made himcurse God and strike out at Susan

Now, tenpered by tine, he thought that the Agent Orange m ght have
afflicted Chad. The poison that had seeped into Dan had d@in his
sperm for years, like a beast in a basenent, and: @from hi mthrough
Susan into their son. None of what he suspected could be proven in any
court of law, but Dan thought it was true as surely as he renenbered
the oily feel of the dirty silver rain on his skin.

Watching Chad try to put his thoughts together was |ike sonmeone s
to open a rusted lock. Mdst tines the tunblers feff into place, but
Dan renenbered that when they didn't, the boy's face becane an agony of



frustration.

"You've really grown up," Dan said. "l swear, tinme's a thief."

"Sir?" Chad frowned; the abstract statement had passed hi m by.

Dan rubbed the bruised knuckles of his right hand. The nonment had
arrived. "Your momtold you what | did, didn't she?"

"Yes sir. She said the police are after you. That's why they
cane to the door."

"Right. You'll probably hear a I ot of bad things about ne.

You' re gonna hear people say that |I'mcrazy, that | walked into

that bank with a gun, lookin' to kill sonebody." Dan was speaking
slowy and carefuly, and keeping eye contact with his son. "But |
wanted to tell you, face-to-face, that it's not true. | did shoot and
kill a man, but it was an accident. It

happened so fast it was |ike a bad dream Now, that doesn't
excuse what | did. There's no excuse for such a thing." He paused,
not knowi ng what else to say. "l just wanted you to hear it fromne,"
he added.

Chad | ooked away from himand worked his hands together. "Dd ...
that man you killed... did he do sonething' bad to you?"

"I wish | could say he did, but he was just doin" his job."

"You gonna gi ve yourself up?"

' No.

Chad' s gaze canme back to him H's eyes seemed nore focused and
i ntense. "Mm says you can't get away. She says they'll find you
sooner or |ater."

"Well," Dan said, "I'mp@n' on it being later."

They sat in silence for a nmonent, neither one | ooking at the
other. Dan had to say this next thing he couldn't recall his
father-the spit-and-polish major-ever saying it to him which made

saying it doubly difficult and doubly inportant. "I wasn't such a good
father," he began. "I had some things inside me that wouldn't |et go.
They made me blind and scared. | wasn't strong enough to get help,
ei ther.

VWhen your nomtold ne she wanted a divorce, it was the best thing
she coul d've done for all of us." Tears suddenly burned his eyes, and

he felt a brick wedged in his throat.
"But not one day goes by that | don't think about you, and wonder

how you're doin'. | know | should ve called, or witten you a letter
but ... I guess | didn't know what to say. Now | do." He cleared his
throat with an effort. "I just wanted you to know | | ove you very,

very much, and | hope you don't think too badly of ne."
Chad didn't respond. Dan had said everything he needed to. It

was tinme to go. "You gonna take good care of your non®"

"Yes sir." Chad's voice was thick

"Ckay." He put his hand on his son's shoulder, and it crossed his
m nd that he would never do this again. "You hang tough, hear.9" Chad
said, "l've got a picture.”

"A picture? O what?"

lis

"You." Chad reached into his back pocket and brought out his
wal let. He slid fromit a creased photograph

" See?"

Dan took it. The photo, which Dan recalled was snapped at a Sears
studi o, showed the Lanmbert famly in 1978.

Dan-burly and beardl ess, his face sunburned from sone outdoors
carpentry job but his eyes deepset and hauntedand Susan were sitting



agai nst a paper backdrop of summer mountains, the four-year-old Chad
smling between them

Chad's arms were clutched to their shoul ders. Susan, who appeared
frail and tired, wore a brave smle. Looking at the picture, Dan
realized it was the inage of a man who hadn't yet |earned that the past
was a nore inplacable eneny than any VietCong crouched in a snake
hole. He had given his nightnares power over him had re@to seek help
because a man-a good sol dier-did not admt weakness.

And in the end that war he'd survived had taken everything of
worth away from him

It was the picture, he thought, of a man who'd gone south a | ong,
I ong time ago.

"You have a picture of ne?" Chad asked. Dan shook his head, and
Chad took a folded piece of paper fromthe wallet.

"You can have this one if you want it."

Dan unfol ded the paper. It was a picture of Chad in a footbal
uni form the nunmber fifty-nine across his chest. The canera had caught
himin a posed lunge, his teeth gritted and his arns reaching for an
of f-frame opponent.

"I cut it out of last YaWws annual," Chad expl ained. "That was the
day the whole teamgot their pictures taken. Coach Pierce said to |ook
mean, so that's what | did."You did a good job of it. | wouldn't' care
to line up against you." He gave his son a smle. "I do want this.

Thank you." He refolded the picture and put it in his own pocket,
and he rewned the Sears studi o photograph to Chad. And now, as nuch as
he wished it weren't so, he had to |eave.

Chad knew it, too. "You ever conmn' back? he asked.

"No," Dan said. He didn't know quite how to end this.

Awkwar dly, he offered his hand. "So |ong."

Chad | eaned into himand put his arnms around his father's
shoul ders.

Dan's heart swelled. He hugged his son, and he wi shed for the
i npossi ble- a rolling-back of the years. He wished the dirty silver
rain had never fallen on him He w shed Chad had never been
contam nated, that things could ve been patched up with Susan, and that
he'd been strong enough to seek help for the nightmares and fl ashbacks.

He guessed he was vnshing for a mracle.

Chad said, up close to his ear, "So |long, Dad."

Dan let his son go and got out of the car. H's eyes were wet. He
wi ped themwith his forearmas he wal ked to the station wagon, where
Susan waited. He'd al nost reached her when he heard a dog barking, a
hi gh- pi tched yap yap yap

Dan stopped in his tracks. The sound had drifted across the park
its direction hard to pinpoint. It was close enough, though, to
instantly set Dan's nerves on edge. \Were had it come fron? Was
somebody wal king a dog in the park at this hour.9 Werever it was, the
dog had stopped barking. Dan glanced around, saw nothing but the dark
shapes of pine trees that stood in clusters surrounding the parking
| ot.

"You all right?" Susan |ooked as if she'd aged five years in the
| ast few m nutes.

"Yeah." A tear had trickled down his cheek into his beard. for
bringin" him"

"Did you think I woul dn't?"

"l didn't know. You took a chance, that's for sure."

"Chad needed to see you as much as you needed to see him" Susan
reached into her jeans pocket. "I want you to have this." Her hand
energed with sone greenbacks. "I raided the cookie jar before we |eft
t he house. "

"Put it away," Dan said. "lI'mnot a charity case."



"This isn't the tine to be proud or stupid.” She grabbed his hand
and sl apped the nmoney into it. "I don't know how nuch cash you've got,
but you can use another sixty dollars.”

He started to protest, but thought better of it. An extra

sixty dollars was, inits own way, a small mracle. "I'Il call it
a loan."

"Call it whatever you please. \Where're you goin' from here?"

"I don't know yet. Maybe I'll head to New Ol eans and sign on a
freighter. 1 can still do a day's work."

Susan's face had taken on the grave expressi on Dan renenbered that
meant she had sonething inportant to say but she was working up to it.
"Listen," she said after a nmonent, "you nmentioned findin'" a place to
rest. |'ve been seemi a fella for the past year. He works for an oi
conpany, and we've tal ked about ... maybe getting' nore serious."

"You mean married serious?" He frowned, not exactly sure how he
felt about this bolt fromthe blue. "Well, you picked a fine tinme to
tell nme."

"Just hear me out. He's got a cabin in a fishin' canp, down in
t he bayou country south of Houma. The canp's called Vermilion. Gary's
in Houston, he won't be back till next week."

It took a few seconds for what Susan was saying to get through to
him Before Dan could respond, Susan went on

"Gary's taken Chad and ne down there a few weekends. He checks on
the oil rigs and we do sone fishin'. There's no alarmsystem Nothin'
much there to steal. The nearest neighbors a mle or so away."

"Bringin' Chad was enough," Dan told her. "You don't have to-" "I
want to," she interrupted. "The cabin's two or three niles past the
bridge, up a turnoff on the left. 1It's on the road that's a straight
shot out of Vermlion. Painted gray with a screened-in porch
Wul dn't be hard to get past the screen and break a w ndowpane."

"What woul d Gary say about that?"

"I"lIl explain things. There'll be food in the pantry; you
woul dn't have to go out."

Dan grasped the door's handle, but he wasn't yet ready to | eave.
The police would be out there, hunting himin the night, and he was
going to have to be very, very careful. "I

could use a day or two of rest. Figure out what to do next."

He hesitated. "Is this fella ... Gary ... is he good to you?"

"He is. He and Chad get along real well, too."

Dan grunted. It was going to take himsonme tine to digest this
news. "Chad needs a father," he said in spite of the pain it caused
him "Somebody who takes himfishin'. Stuff like that."

""I"msorry," Susan said. "I wish | could do nore for you."

"You' ve done enough. More than enough.” He pushed the noney into
his pocket. "This is my problem and I'll handle it."

"Stubborn as hell." Her voice had softened. "Al ways were, always
will be."

He opened the station wagon's door. "Well, | guess this is good-"

A flashlight clicked on.
Its dazzling beam hit Dan's eyes and blinded him
"Freeze, Lanbert!" a nan's voice ordered

@ of Fire
The shock paral yzed Dan. Susan caught her breath with a harsh psp

and spun around to face the intruder
"Easy, easy," the man behind the flashlight cautioned. He had a



whi sPery, genteel southern accent. "Don't do anythin' foolish, Lanbert.
"I'"marnmed. "

He was standi ng about twenty feet away. Dan expected to be hit by
a second light, and then the policenmen would nish in, slam himagainst
the car, and frisk him He lifted his hands to shield his face from

t he stabbing white beam 'I,mnot packin' a gun."

"That's good." It was a relief to Flint urt gh

t Mall , who had crePt up fromthe edge of the parking |ot by
keepi ng the woman's car between hinself and the fugitive. He'd been
standing there for a couple of mnutes in the darkness, listening to
their conversation. |In his left hand was the flashlight, in his right
was a .45 automatic ained just to Lanmbert's side. "Put your hands

behi nd your head and | ock your fingers."

It's Over, Dan thought. He could run, maybe, but he wouldn't get
very far. \Were were the other policenen, though? Surely there wasn't
just the one. He obeyed the command.

Susan was squinting into the light. She'd talked to the policenen
i n-charge of the stakeout on her house and to the one who' d foll owed
her to the Holiday Inn; she hadn't heard

this man's voice before. "Don't hurt him" she said. "It was
sel f-defense, he's not a col d-bl ooded killer."
Flint ignored her. "Lanmbert, walk toward nme. Slowy."

Dan paused. Somrething was wrong; he could feel it in the silence.
Where were the backup policenen? Were

were the police cars, the spinning bubble lights and the crackling

radi os? They shoul d' ve converged on himby now, if they were even
here. "Cone on, nove it," Flint said. step out of the way."

Lady, Susan thought. The other policenen had addressed her as
Ms. Lanbert. "Wo are you?"

"Flint Murtaugh. Pleased to neet you. Lanbert, come on."

"Wait, Dan." Susan stepped in front of himto take the full force
of the light. 'Show ne your badge."

Flint clenched his teeth. His patience was already stretched tinn
fromthe hellish drive with Pelvis Ei sley and Manma. He was in no nood
for conplications. Flint had never cared to know t he names of all the
characters Elvis Presley had played in his wetched novies. Trying to
@Eisley cease jabbering about Presley was as futile as trying to make
that dsamm nutt stop pawing at fleas. Flint was @and his sharkskin
suit was danp with sweat, Cint was agitated by the beat and kept
twitching, and it was |long past time for a cold shower and a gl ass of
| enon j ui ce.

"I'd @to see your badge," Susan repeated, the nman's hesitation
rue@her doubt. Flint Mirtaugh, he'd said.

Why hadn't he said O fiw Mirtaugh?

"Listen, I"'mnot plannin' on a long relationship with YOU peopl e,
so let's cut the chatter.” Flint had taken a sidestep so the light hit
Lambert's face again. Susan noved to shield her ex-husband once nore.
"Lady, | told you to step out of the way.1% "Do you have a badge, or
not?tl Flint's conposure was fast unraveling. He wanted Lanbert to
cone to him because he didn't want to have to Pass the wonman; if she
grabbed for the flashlight or the gun, things could get nmessy. He
wi shed he'd circled around the

ot her side and crept up on Lanbert from behind to keep the wonman
from being between them It was Eisley's fault, he decided, for
screwing up his concentration. Flint had a small spray can of Mace in
his inside coat pocket, and he suspected that he mi ght have to use it.



"Lady," he replied, "that man standin' there is worth fifteen thousand

dollars to me. |'ve cone from Shreveport to find him and |I've had a
hard night. You really don't want to get yourself involved in this."
"He's not a policeman," Dan said to Susan. "He's a bounty hunter

You workin' for the bank?"

"I ndependent contract. Keep your fingers |ocked, now, let's don't
cause anynore trouble.”

"You mind if | ask how you found ne?"

"Time for that when we're drivin'. Conme on, real slow and easy."
It had been a lucky break, actually. Flint had driven al ong Jackson
Avenue and had seen the police surveillance teanms, one at either end of
the block. Held parked two streets away and sat beside a hedge in
someone' s Yard, watching the house to see what devel oped. Then the
worman had pull ed out of her garage, followed by another policeman in an
unmarked car, and Flint had decided to tag along at a distance. At the
Hol i day Inn he'd been on the verge of calling it quits when her
wat chdog had rushed of f, obviously answering a radi o sumons, but then
t he wonman had emerged again and Flint had smelled an opportunity.

"Don't do it," Susan said before Dan could nmove. "if he doesn't
work for the state of Louisiana, he doesn't have any right to take you
in"

"I'"ve got a gun!"™ Flint was about ready to snort steam

"You understand ne?"

"I know a gun's not a badge. You're not gonna be shootin' an
unarned man. "

"Mon?" Chad called fromthe car. "You need sonme hel p?"

"No! Just stay where you are!" Susan directed her attention at
t he bounty hunter again. She took two steps toward him

"Susan!" Dan said. "You'd better keep-"

"Hush. |Ixt sonebody help you, for God' s sake." She advanced
another step on Flint. "You're a vulture, aren't

you? Swoopin' in on whatever neat you can snatch
"Lady, you're tryin' to make ne forget MY nanners.
You ready to shoot a woman, too? You and Dan could share the
same cell." She noved forward two nore paces, and Flint retreated one.
"Dan?" Susan said calmy. "He's not takin' you anywhere. GCet in
your car and go."

"No! No, goddamm it!" Flint shouted. "Lambert, don't you nove!
I won't kill you, but I'll sure as hell put sone hurt
on you!"

"He's enpty talk, Dan." Susan had deci ded what needed to be done,
and she was getting herself into position to do it.

She took one nore step toward the bounty hunter. "Go on, get in
the car and drive away."
Flint hollered, "No, you don't!" It was tine to put i | Lanbert

on the ground. Flint jamred the automatic into his waistband and

pl ucked the small red can of Mace frominside his coat. He popped the
cap off with his thunb and put his index finger on the nozzle. The
concentrated spray had a range of fifteen feet, and Flint realized he
was going to have to shove the woman aside to get a clear shot at
Lambert. He was so enraged he alnost fired a burst into her eyes, but
he'd never Maced a wonan and he wasn't going to start now He stal ked

toward her and was anmazed when she stood her ground. "To hell wth
this!" he snarled, and he jabbed an el bow at her shoulder to drive her
out of the @ of fire.

But suddenly she was noving. | She was noving very, very fast.

She clanped a wiry hand to his right wist, stepped into himwth



her own shoul der, and pivoted, her el bow thunking upward into FUnt's
chin and rattling his brains.

His black wingtips left the pavenent. H s trapped wist was turned
in on itself, pain shooting up his arm Sonewhere in mdair he |ost
both the flashlight and the Mace. As he went over the woman's hip, one
word blazed in Flint's consci ousness: sucker. Then the ground cane up
fast and hard and he slamred down on his back with a force that
whooshed t he

Line of Fire

breath fromhis lungs and made stars and conets pi nwheel through
his skull. Susan stepped back fromthe fallen man and scooped up the
flashlight. "Way to go, Mom" Chad yelled, |eaning out of the
Toyota's w ndow.

"Dam" was all Dan could think to say. It had happened so quickly
that his hands were Stan | ocked behind his head.

"How did you-" "Tar kwon do," Susan said. She wasn't even
breathing hard. "I've got a brown belt."

Now Dan under st ood why Susan hadn't been afraid to neet him He
| owered his hands and wal ked to her side, where he | ooked down the
@ight's beam at the bounty hunters pained and pallid face. A comma of
whi t e-streaked hair hung over Flint Mirtaugh's sweat-glistening
forehead, and he'd curled up on his side and was clutching his right
Wi st.

Dan saw the automatic and freed it fromthe man's wai st band.
"Brown belt or not, that was a damm fool thing to do. You could've
gotten yourself killed." He renoved the, bullet clip, threwit in one
direction and the gun in another

"He had sonething' in his other hand." Susan shone the I|ight

around. "I couldn't tell what it was, but | heard himdrop it." She
steadi ed the beam on Miurtaugh again. "I can't figure out where he cane
from | thought | made sure nobody was follow" She stopped speaking.

Then, her voice tight: "Dan. What is that?"

He | ooked. The front of the man's white shirt was tw tching, as
if his heart were about to beat through his chest. Dan stared at it,
transfixed, and then he reached down to touch it.

"M. Mirtaugh! M. Mirtaugh, you all right?"

Dan straightened up. Another man was out there in the dark. Both
Dan and Susan had the eerie sensation that they recognized the voice's
deep, snarly resonance, but neither one of themcould place it. A dog
began to yap again, and on the pavenent Flint gave a nuffled hal f-groan
hal f e.

tti Susan switched the light off. "You'd better hit it. Ge n'
ki nd of crowded around here."

Dan hurried to the station wagon and Susan fol | owed

him and so neither of themsaw the slim pale third armpush free
fromFlint Mirtaugh's shirt and flail angrily in the air. Dan got
behi nd the wheel, started the engine, and turned on the headlights.
Susan reached in and grasped his shoulder. "Good luck," she said over
t he engine's runbling.

"Thanks for everything."

"I did Iove you," she told him

"I know you did." He put his hand over hers and squeezed it.
"Take care of Chad."
"I will. And you take care of yourself."

"So long," Dan said, and he put the station wagon in reverse and
backed away past the bounty hunter. Flint pulled hinself up to his
knees, pain stabbing through his | ower back and his right wist surely



sprained. dint's was thrashing around, the hand clenched in a
fighting fist.

Through a dreanli ke haze Flint watched the fifteenthousand-doll ar
skin twi st the station wagon around and drive across the parking |ot.
Flint tried to summon up a yell but a hoarse rasp energed: "Eisley!
He's comin' at you!"

I n anot her noment Dan had to stonp on the brake. He feared he
must be losing his mnd, because right there in front of the pickup
stood a big-bellied, ponpadour-haired -up black Cadillac behind him
bl ocking Elvis Presley, a beat the road. Elvis-a credible inpersonator
for sure-was holding on to a squirmng little bulldog. "Were' s M.

Murt augh?" Elvis shouted in that husky Menphis draw .

"What ' cha done to hinP"

Dan had seen everything now. He hit the gas pedal taking the
station wagon up over the curb onto the park's grass. The rear tires
fislrtailed and threw up clods of earth.

Elvis scranbl ed out of the way, bellowing for M. Mirtaugh

Flint had gotten to his feet and was hobbling in the dion of the
Cadillac. H s left shoe hit sonething that clattered and rolled away:
the can of Mace. "Eisley, stop him™" he hollered as he paused to
retrieve the spray can, the bruised nuscles of his back stiffening.
"Don't let himget-awwww, shit!" He'd seen the station wagon
maneuvering around the Caddy, and he watched with helpless it"

as it bunped over the curb again onto the road, sonething
underneat h the vehicle banging with a noise |like a dropped washt ub
Then the skin war, picking up speed and at the park's entrance turned
right with a shriek of flayed rubber onto the street.

"M. Mirtaugh!" Pelvis cried out with relief as Flint reached him
"Thank the Lord! | thought that killer had done-|I

"Shut up and get in the car!" Flint shouted. "Move your fat
ass!" Flint flung hinmself behind the wheel, started the engine, and as

he janmed down on the gas pedal Pelvis anaged to heave his bul k and
Mama into the passenger side- Flint got the Cadillac turned around with
a necktwi sting spin in the parking lot, the single headlight's beam
grazing Past the worman who stood beside her car. He had an instant to
see that her son had reached out for her and their hands were cl asped.
Then Flint, his face a perfect picture of he@ious rage, took the
Cadillac roaring out of Basile Park in pursuit.

"I thought sure he'd done killed you!"™ Pelvis hollered gh ca
rozen over the hot wind whipping throu the r. Hs f

ponpadour was i mobile. Manma had slipped fromhis grasp and was
wi | dl'y boundi ng from backseat to front and back again, her high-pitched
barks like hot nails being driven into the base of Flint's skull

Aint's armwas still thrashing, angry as a stonped cobra. Pelvis
shouted, "You see that fella try to run ne dowmn? If |1'd ve been a step
slower, I'd be lookin'" Iike a big al' waffle 'bout now But | foxed
him 'cause when | jigged to one side he jagged to the other and | just
kept on jiggin'. You sawit, didn't you? Wen that fella tried to run
me-1, Flint pressed his right fist against Pelvis's lips. Mnmm seized
Flint's sleeve between her teeth, her eyes wide and wet and a guttura
grow rumbling in her throat. "I swear to Jesus," Flint seithed, "if
you don't shut that mouth |'mputtin' you out right here!"

"I't's shut." Pelvis caught Marma and pul | ed her agai nst him

Rel uctantly, she let go of Flint's sleeve. Flint returned
both hands to the steering wheel, the speedonmeter’'s needl e
trenbling toward sixty. He saw the station wagon's taillights a



quarter-nil e ahead.

"You want ne to shut up," Pelvis said with an air of wounded
dignity, "all you have to do is ask ne kindly. No need to junp down ny
throat jus' 'cause | was tellin' you
how | stared Death square in the face and-" "Eisley. " Tears of
frustration sprang to Flint's eyes, which utterly amazed him he
couldn't renenber the last time he'd shed a tear. H s nerves were
jangling like fire alarnms, and he felt a hair away from a rubber room
The speedoneters needl e was passing sixty-five, the Cadillac's aged
frame starting to shudder. But they were gaining on the station wagon
and in another few seconds they'd be right up on its rear fender

Dan had the gas pedal pressed to the floor, but he couldn't kick
any nore power out of the engine. The thing was maki ng an unearthly
metallic roar as if on the verge of blowing its cylinders. He sawin
his rearview mirror the one-eyed Cadillac speeding up on his tail, and
he braced for collision. There was a blinking caution |ight ahead,
mar ki ng an intersection. Dan had no time to think about it; he tw sted
the wheel violently to the left. As the station wagon sluggishly
obeyed, its worn tires skidding across the pavenent, the Cadillac hit
him a grazing blow from behi nd, and sparks shot between their crunpled
fenders. Then, as Dan fought the wheel to keep fromsliding over the
curb into sonebody's front yard, the Cadillac zoonmed past the
i ntersection.

"Hold on!'" Flint shouted, his foot jamm ng the brake pedal. The
El dorado was heavy, and woul d not sl ow down wi thout screaning, snoking
protest fromthe tires. Pelvis clung to Mama, who was trying her
dammedest to junp into the backseat. Flint reversed to the
intersection, the bitter snoke of burned rubber swirling through the
wi ndows, and turned left onto a winding street bordered by brick hones
wi th mani cured | awns and honest-to-God white picket fences. He sped
after Lanmbert, but there was no sign of the station wagon's taillights.
O her streets veered off on either

side, and it becane clear after a few seconds that Lanbert had
turned onto one of them

“I'"1l find you, you bastard!" Flint said between cl enched teeth,
and he whi pped the car to the right at the next street.

It, too, was dark.

"He's done gone," Pelvis said.

"Shut up! Hear me? Just shut your mouth!”

"Statin' a fact,' Pelvis said.

Flint took the Cadillac roaring to the next intersection and turned
left. H s palms were wet on the wheel, sweat clinging to his face.
dint's hand cane up and stroked his chin, and Flint cuffed his brother
aside. Flint took the next right, the tires squealing. He was in a
mazel i ke residential area, the streets going in all directions. Anger
t hrobbed |i ke drunbeats at his tenples, pain lancing his | ower back He
tasted panic like cold copper in his mouth. Then he turned right onto
anot her street and his heart kicked.

Three bl ocks away was a pair of red taillights.

Flint hit the accelerator so hard the Cadillac |eapt forward |ike
a scal ded dog. He roared up behind Lanbert's car, intending to swerve
around himand cut himoff. But in the next instant Flint's triunph
shriveled into terror. The Cadillac's headlight reveal ed the car was
not a rust-eaten old station wagon but a new Chevrol et Caprice. Across
its fast-approaching rear end was silver lettering that spelled Qut
AUXAND@ POLI CE.

Flint stood on the brake pedal. A thousand cries for God, Jesus,
and Mother Mary rang @crazy bells in his brain. As the Cadillac's



tires left a quarter-inch of black rubber on the pavement, the prow
cars driver punched it and the Caprice shot forward to avoid the crash
The Caddy stewed to one side before it stopped, the engine rattled and
died, and the police cruiser's bubble lights started spinning. It
backed up, halting a couple of feet fromFlint's busted bunper. A
spotlight on the drivers side swiveled around and into Flint's face @
an angry Cycl opean eye.

"Well," Pelvis drawl ed, "now we've done shit and stepped init."

Over nearer the intersection with the flashing caution

light, Dan started the station wagon's engi ne and backed out of
the driveway he'd pulled into. He eased onto the street, his
headl i ghts still off. The black Cadillac had sped past about two
m nut es before, and Dan had expected it to cone flying back at any
second. As the saying went, it was tine to git while the gittin' was
good. He switched on his lights and at the caution sipal took a left
toward Interstate 49 and the route south. There were no cars ahead of
him nor any in his rearviewmrror. But it was going to be a |ong
night, and a long drive yet before he could rest. He breathed a
good-bye to Al exandria, and a good riddance to the bounty hunters.

Flint, still stunned by the sudden turn of events, was watching the
red and blue lights spin around. "Eisley, you're a jinx," he said
hoarsely. "That's what you are. A jinx." Two policemen were getting

out of the car. Flint pushed the can of Mace under his seat. dint's
armresisted him but he forced it inside his shirt and buttoned his
coat. The two officers both had young, rawboned faces, and they didn't
appear happy. Before they reached the Cadillac, Flint dug his wall et
out and pre&sed his left armover his chest to pin dint down. "Keep
your nmouth zipped," he told Pelvis. "I1'll do all the talkin'.'

The policeman who wal ked up on Flint's side of the car had a fresh
crew cut and a jaw that | ooked as if it could chop wood. He shone a
flashlight into Flint's eyes. "You near 'bout broke our necks, you
know that? Look what you did to my cap.”" He held up a crushed and
form ess thing.

"I'"'mawful sorry, sir." Flint's voice was a nasterpiece of
studied remorse. "I'mnot fromaround here, and I'"'mlost. | guess
pani cked, 'cause | couldn't find nmy way out."

"Uh-huh. You had to be goin' at least sixty. Sign back there says
fifteen miles an hour. This is a residential zone."

"I didn't see the sign-', "Well, you seen the houses, didn't you?
You seen our car in front of you. Seens to nme you' re either drunk
crazy, or mighty stupid.”" He shifted the light, and its beamfell upon
Pelvis. "Lordy, VWalt! Look what we've got here!"

"How you fellas doin'?" Pelvis asked, grinning. 1In his arns Mama
had begun a | ow, nmenacing grow .

"I bet this'll be areal interestin' story," the policenman
with the light said. "Let's see a driver's license. Your ID
too, M. Presley sir."

Flint funbled to renove the license fromhis eelskin wallet and
hold dint imMmobile at the sane time. Hs wist was still hurting @
hell. Eisley produced a battered wallet that had the face of Elvis on
it in brightly colored Indian beads. "I never did believe he was dead,
did you, Randy?, Walt said with un@ed mrth. He was taller than his
partner and not quite as husky. "I always knew it was a wax body in
that coffin!"



"Yeah, we night get ourselves on CGeraldo Riviera for this," Randy

said. "This is better'n seem green men fromMars, ain't it? Cal
the tag in." Walt wal ked around back to wite it down and then returned
to the cruiser. Randy inspected the licenws under the light. , @ M
From Monroe, huh? \What're you doin'here in the mddle of the
ni ght ?"

"Uh . . . owell, I'm. . . Flint's mnd went blank. He tried
to pull up sonmething, anything- "I'm... that is tosay . . ."Oficer
sir?" Pelvis spoke up, and Flint winced. "W're tryin' to find the
Holiday Inn. | believe we nust've took the wong turn."

The "light settled on Pelvis's face. "The Holiday Inn's
over toward the interstate. The sign's lit up; it's hard to niss.”

"I reckon we did, though.1

Randy spent a nmonent exanmining Pelvis's license. dint gave a twitch
under Flint's shirt, and Flint felt sweat dripping fromhis arnpits. "Pelvis
Ei sl ey,"” Randy said.

"That can't be your born name. "No sir, but it's ny legal nane."

"What's your born nane?

"Uh ... well, sir, | go by the nane that's witten dovmright-"

"Pelvis ain't a nane, it's a bone. What name did your nmama and
daddy give you? O was you hat ched?"

Flint didn't care for the nasty edge in the policeman's voice.

"Hey, | don't think there's any call to be-

"Hush up. 1'Il cone back to you, don't you worry about it.

| asked for your born name, sir."

"Cecil," came the quiet reply. "Cecil Eisley."

"Cecil." Randy slurred the name, nmaking it sound |ike something

that had crawl ed out from under a swanp | og.
"You dress like that all the tinme, Cecil?"

"Yes sir," Pelvis answered in all honesty. 1In his lap @
conti nued her | ow grow ing.
"Well, you're 'bout the dammedest sight | ever laid eyes on. You

mnd tellin" ne what you're in costume for?"

"Listen, Oficer," Flint said. He was terrified Pelvis was going
to start bl abbering about being a bounty hunter, or about the fact that
Lambert was sonewhere close by. "I was the one driven', not him"

"M. Mirtaugh?" Randy |eaned his head nearer, and Flint had the
startling thought that he'd seen the policeman's face before, when its
thin-1ipped nouth was twisted into a cruel girin and the garish m dway
lights threw shadows into the deep-set eye sockets. "Wen | want you
to speak, I'll ask you a question. Hear ne?"

H s was the face of a thousand others who had cone to the it-eak
show to leer and laugh, to fondle their girlfriends in front of the
stage and spit tobacco on Flint's polished shoes.

Flint felt a hard nut of dispst in his throat. dint |urched
under his shirt, but luckily Flint had a firmgrip and the policeman
didn't see. "There's no reason to be rude," Flint said.

Randy | aughed, which was probably the worst thing he coul d' ve
done. It was a hunorless, harsh laugh, and it nade Flint want to smash
it back through the man's teeth. "You want to see rude, you keep on
pushin' nme. You conme flyin' up on nmy rear end and al nost weck ny car
I'"mnot about to kiss you for it. Nowyou're real, real close to a
night injail, so you'd best just sit there and keep your nouth shut."

Flint stared sullenly at him and the policeman gjared back
"It's a clean tag," Walt said, returning fromthe cruiser's radio.



|"mjust about to get the story fromCecil," Randy told him
"Let's hear it."

@p

"Well, sir . . ." Pelvis cleared his throat. Flint waited, his
head | owered. "We're on our way to New Oleans. Going'to a convention
there, at the Hyatt Hotel. It's for Elvis interpentors like ne."

"Now | can retire. |'ve heard everythin'," Randy sod, and \Walt
| aughed.

"Yes sir." Pelvis wore his stupid smle |like a badge of honor
"See, the convention kicks off tomorrow. " "If that's so, how come
you're |l ookin' for the Holiday Inn?"

"Well ... see, we're supposed to neet some other fellas goin' to

t he convention, too. W're all gonna travel together

| reckon we just missed seeml the sign, and then we got al
turned around. You know how it is, being' in a strange place not
knowi n' where you are and it so late and everythin'.

Couldn't find no phone, and I'mte@ you we were getting9

m ghty scared 'cause these days you gotta be careful where you
wi nd up, all them nmurders you see on the new every tine you turn on
the-1" "Al'l right, all right." Randy gasped |like a nman surfacing for
air. He stabbed the light into Flint's eyes again. "You an Elvis
i mper sonater too?"

" No sir, he's ny manager,
a pod."

Flint felt queasy. dint's armjunped and al nost got away from

Pelvis said. "W're like two peas in

hi m

"Walt? You got any ideas on what to do with these two?

Shoul d we take 'emin?"

"That's the thing to do, seens to ne."

"Yeah." The light was still ained at Flint's face.

lost is no excuse for speedin' through a residential area. You
could' ve killed sonebody."

"Us, for instance," Walt Ndd.

"Right. You need to spend a night in jail, to get your thinkin'
straight."

Great, Flint thought bitterly. Wen they searched hi m down before
Putting himin the cell, they were going to junp out of their
j ackboot s.

"' CQurse," Randy went on, "if everybody at the station
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was to find out we al nost got rear-ended by Elvis Presley, we'd be
takin' it in the shorts for God only knows how | ong.

So, M. WManager Man, you'd best be real glad he's with you, cause
I don't like your face and if | had my druthers I'd put you smack-dab

under the jail. Here." The policeman handed himthe |icenses. For a
few seconds Flint was too dunbfounded to take them
"M. Mirtaugh, sir?" Pelvis said. "I believe he's lettin' us

"Wth a mgjor wanmi n'," Randy added sternly. "Hold the

speed down. Next tine you might be goin' to a cenetery instead of
a convention."

Flint sunmoned up his wits and took the |icenses.

"Thank you," he forced hinmself to say. "It won't happen again."



"Damm straight it won't. You follow us, we'll take you to the
Holiday Inn. But | want Cecil to drive."

"Sir?"

"I want Cecil where you're sittin'," Randy said. "l don't trust
you behind ny car. Cone on, get out and let himtake the wheel."

"But ... it's ... ny car," Flint sputtered.

"He's got a valid driver's license. Anyway, the Holiday Inn's not
very far. Come on, do like I"'mtellin' you."

"No ... listen ... | don't let anybody else drive ny-" Pelvis put
a hand on Flint's shoulder, and Flint junped as if he'd received an
electric shock. "M. Mrtaugh? Don't you worry, |I'Il be real
careful . "

"Move it," Randy said. "W've got other places to be."

Pel vis put Mama into the backseat and cane around to the drivers
side. Wth an effort that bordered on the superhuman, Flint got out
and, holding dint's armfirmy against his chest, eased into the
passenger seat. |In another noment they were follow ng the police
crui ser out of the naze of residential streets, and Pelvis smiled and
said, "I never drove ne a Cadillac before. You know, Elvis |oved
Cadillacs. Gave 'em away every chance he got. He seen sone people
| ookin' at a Cadillac in a showoomone tine, he pulled out a big wad
of cash and bought it for'emright there

on the spot. Yessir." He nodded vigorously. "I believe I could
get to like drivin' a Cadillac."

"I's that so?" Flint had broken out in a cold sweat, and he
couldn't help but stare at Eisley's fleshy hands guiding the car
"You'd better enjoy it, then, because ten seconds after those hick cops
drive off will be the last tinme you sit behind MY steerin wheel! Do

you have a cenent block for a brain? 1 told you to keep your nouth
shut and | eave the talkin' to ne! Now we've gotta go back to that damm
Hol i day I nn when we coul d've been on Lanbert's ass! | could've talked

our way out of trouble if you hadn't opened your big nouth!

Jesus Christ! Al that crap about an Elvis convention in New
Oleans! W're lucky they didn't call the men with the butterfly nets
right then and there!"

"Ch, | went to that convention |ast year," Pelvis said. "At the
Hyatt Hotel, just like | said. 'Bout two hundred El vises showed up,
and we had us a high old tine."

"This is a nightmare." Flint pressed his fingers against his
forehead to see if he was running a fever. Reality, it seenmed, had

become entangled with delirium 1'IImat home in ny bed, and this is
the chili peppers | ate on my pizza."
Pel vis wheezed out a laugh. "N ce to know you still got your

sense of hunor, seenias how we | ost Lanbert and all."
"W haven't lost him Not yet."
"But ... he's gone. How re we gonna find himagain?"

"You're ridin" with a professional Eisley!"™ Flint said pointedly.
"First thing you learn in this business is to keep your eyes and ears
open. | got close enough to hear Lanbert and his ex-wife talkin'. She

was tellin' himabout a cabin in a fishin' canmp south of Houna.
Verm lion, she said the canp was called. | heard her tell himwhere it
is. She said to break a wi ndowpane, and that there'd be food in the
pantry. SO that m ght be where he's headed."

"I swanee!" Pelvis gushed. "M. Snpates said you was gonna be a
good partner!"

"Cet that partners shit out of your head!" Flint snapped

"We're not partners! |'msaddled with you for this one skin hunt,
and that's all! You' ve already screwed up big-time when | told you to



keep that nutt quiet back in the park
That damm harkin' aim
op on e, and that's how ost shot ne out of nmy shoes! Made

me so nervous | let himget the dr he got away!"

"I was neanin'to ask you about that," Pelvis said. "What
happened?"

That damm wonman-" Flint paused. No, he thought; being knocked
on your ass by a worman was not a thing Snpates needed to hear about.
"She distracted ne," he said.

"Then Lambert charged in before | could use the Mace.

He's a Vietnamvet, he put nme down with sone kind ofjudo throw

"Lucky he didn't take your gun and shoot you," Pelvis said. "Hm
bei ng' such a crazy killer, | nean."

"Yeah." Flint nodded. "Lucky."

VWhich led himto a question: why hadn't Lanmbert used the gun on
hi m when he was |ying hel pl ess on the ground?

Maybe because he hadn't wanted to commit another murder in front
of his ex-wife and son, Flint decided. Whatever the reason, Flint
coul d indeed count hinmself fortunate to still be alive.

At the Holiday Inn-the same motel where Flint and Pel vis had sat
in the parking |l ot watching the door to Susan Lanbert's roomthe two
Al exandri a policenen gave t hem

a further warni ng about getting the
broken heat re

Flint took the Cadillac's wheel and b

pai red, and as soon as the police cruiser had driven away, ani shed
Pelvis and Manma to the rear seat. |In another five mnutes Flint was
back on Interstate 49, heading south again. He, kept his speed bel ow
sixty-five. There was no point courting trouble fromthe hi ghway
patrol, and if Lanbert was going to the fishing canp cabin, he'd stil
be there by the tine Flint found the place. |If the troopers didn't
stop Lambert first, and i @bert hadn't headed off in another direction

But it was a ganble worth taking, just as Flint had ganbl ed on
foll ow ng Lanbert's ex-wife.

The way ahead was dark. Houma was down in swanp and Caj un
territory. Flint had never heard of Vermilion before, but he'd find it
when they got down there. It wasn't an area Flint would ve ventured
into without a good reason, though

Line of Fire and best left h Those swanp dwellers were a roug
breed, an

al one. At least-thank God-Ei sley was quiet d Flint could get his
t houghts in order.

Sonet hing that sounded |ike a warped buzz saw started whining in
t he backseat.

Flint |ooked into the rearview mrror. Pelvis was stretched out
and snoring, with Mama's head cradl ed on his shoulder. The bulldog
added to the noise by growing in her sleep

A thought came to Flint unbidden: At |least he's got sonething' that
gives a' damm about him

VWi ch was nore than he could say for hinself.

But then, there was always Clint. Good al'blind and nute dint,
who had ruined his life as surely as if he had been born a | eper



The waY ahead was dark. Flint was deternmined to find Lanbert now
this was a matter of honor. He wasn't afraid of anything on this
earth, least of all a crazy killer too stupid to shoot a man who was
down and defenseless. This was a gone to be played out to the | ast
card, winner take all. He was going to drag that skin back to Snpates
and show that bastard what being a professional was all about.

Flint thought of the mansion in his dream the white stone nansion
with four chimeys and a huge stained-glass winre dowin front. His
hone, he believed. The place whe his nmother and father lived. The
rich, refined people who had seen a nmass of twitching flesh grow ng
fromtheir baby's chest and, horrified, had given the baby up to the
four winds of adoption. H's home. 1t had to be, because he dreaned of
it so often. He would find it yet, and he would find that nan and
woman and show them he was their son, born of refinement into a cold and
dirty world. Maybe it lay to the south- maybe it | ay somewhere at the
end of this road, and if he'd gone south |ong before this he woul d' ve
found it |like a hidden treasure, an answer, a shining |anp.

Maybe.

But right now the way ahead was dark



Travel i ng by Ni ght

Forty-six mles south of Al exandria, as the sultry nightwi nd swept
in through the station wagon, Dan felt sleep pulling at him

He was on Hi ghway 167, which paralleled 1-49 and twi sted through
cane-field country. 1t was all but deserted.

Dan had seen no trooper cars since |eaving Basile Park, and
there'd been no headlights behind himfor the |ast twenty m nutes.
Houma was still a good seventy miles away, and Vermilion maybe twelve
or fifteen mles beyond that. He had to find another roadmap; his |ast
one had been left in his pickup truck. But the fishing canp cabin
woul d be worth the extra mles. He could hide there for a couple of
days, get sone decent rest, and deci de where to go.

Hi s eyelids were heavy, the drone of the tires hypnotic.

He'd tried the radio, but it was lifeless. The pain in his skul
was buil di ng again, and nmaybe this was the only thing keeping him
awake. He needed a cup of coffee, but on this road the few cafes he
passed | ooked to have been closed up since nightfall. After three nore
mles he came to a crossroads that had a sign pointing east to 1-49.

He sat there, weighing the risk of trying to find a truckstop on the
interstate. It won out over the chance of nodding off at the wheel and
running into a ditch

The interstate was a dangerous place, because the troopers prow ed
there. At this time of the norning, though

nearing three o' clock-the truck drivers in their big, sn ing ngs
were masters of the four-lane. Dan passed a sign that said
Laf ayette-"the heart of Acadiana"-was thirty mles ahead. Five mles
| ater he saw green neon that announced CAJUN COUNTRY TRUCK STOP 24
HOURS and he took the next exit. The truck stop was a gray
ci nder - bl ock building, not much to | ook at, but he could see a waitress
at work through the restaurant's plate-glass window. A tractor-trailer
truck was parked at the diesel punps, its tank being filled by an
attendant. In front of the restaurant was a red Camaro with a Texas
vanity plate that proclainmed its owner to be AN Al s'rud. Dan drove
around back and parked next to two other cars, an old brown Bonneville
and a dark blue Mazda, both with Louisiana plates, that probably
bel onged to the enpl oyees. He felt |ight-headed with weariness as he
trudged into the restaurant, which had a | ong counter and stools and a
row of red vinyl booths.

"How you be doin'?" the waitress asked from behind the counter in
-thick Cajun dialect. "Goon set yourself anywhere."” She was a
heavyset bl ond worman, maybe in her nid-forties, and she wore a
red- checked apron over a white uniform She returned to her
conversation with a gray-haired gent in overalls who sat at the counter
nursing a cup of coffee and a gl azed doughnut.

Dan chose a booth beside the wi ndow so he had full view of the
parking lot. Sitting three booths in front of himwere a young nan and
worman. Her back was to Dan, her wavy shoul der-1ength hair the col or of
sumer wheat. The young nman, who Dan figured was twenty-seven or
twenty-eight, wore his dark brown hair pulled
back into a ponytail, and he had a sallow, |ong-jawed face and deepset
ebony eyes that fixed Dan with a hard stare over his conpanion's
shoul der.

Dan nodded toward him and the young nman blinked sullenly and
| ooked away.

The waitress canme with a nenu. Her nane tag read DONNA Lu- "Just
a cup of coffee,” Dan told her. "As strong as you can nake it."

"Honl can nake it junp out the cup and two-step," she



prom sed, and she left himto go back through a sw ngi ng door to
t he kitchen.

Dan took off his baseball cap and ran a hand over his forehead to
collect the sheen that had gathered there, Fans were turning at the
ceiling, their cool breezes welconme on his skin. He |eaned against the
backrest and cl osed his eyes. But he couldn't keep them shut because
the death of Enory Blanchard was still repeating itself in the haunted
house of his mind. He rubbed his stiff shoulder and then reached back
to massage his neck. He'd escaped two tight squeezes since m dnight, but
if a state trooper car pulled

up right then, he didn't know if he would have the energy to get
up fromhis seat.
"You know what | think? | think the whole thing's a pile of

shit!"™ It was the young nman in the booth, talking to the woman. Hi s
voi ce dripped venom "I thought you said | was gonna nake sonme noney
out of this!"

"I said 1'd pay you." Her voice was snoky and careful

"Keep it down, all right?"

"No, it ain't all right! 1 don't know why the hell | said |I'd do
this! It's a bunch of lies is what it is!"

"It"'s not lies. Don't worry, you'll get your noney."

The young man | ooked as if he were about to spit something back at
her, but his piercing gaze suddenly shifted, |ocking onto Dan. "Hey!
What're you starin' at?"

"I"'mjust waitin' for a cup of coffee.”

"Well | ook sonewhere else while you do it!"

"Fine with nme." Dan averted his eyes, but not before he'd noted
that the young man wore a black T-shirt inprinted with yell ow skulls
and the legend @i i . The worman got himto quiet down a little, but
he was still nouthing off about noney. He kept cutting his eyes at

Dan. Lookin' for trouble, Dan thought. Pissed off about sonething and
ready to pick a fight.

The waitress brought his coffee. Donna Lee had been right; this
java had legs. "Keep the pot warm wll you?"

Dan suggested as he sipped the high octane. She answered, "Goon
do it," and wal ked behind the cash register to take the gray-haired
man's money. "See you next run-through,"

she told him and Dan watched himwal k out to his tractor-trailer
rig at the diesel punps.
"Made a fool of me is what you did-1" the young nman

started up again. "Cone all this way to find a fuckin' fairy
talel™

"Joey, come on. Calmdown, all right? "You think I'm supposed
to be happy? Drive all this way, and then you gime this big | oad of
shit and ask me to cal m down?" His voice was getting | ouder and
harsher, and suddenly he reached out across the table and seized his
conpanion's wist. "You played me for a fuckin' fool, didn't you?"

"Ease up there, friend!" Donna Lee cautioned from behind the
counter.

"I ain't talkin' to you!"™ Joey snapped. "So just shut up!"
"Hey, listen here!" She strode toward their booth on her chunky
| egs, her cheeks reddening. You can get your sassy tail gone, |
won't cry."



"I't's okay," the Young worman sai d, and Dan saw her pug-nosed
profile as she glanced to the left at Donna Lee.
"We're just talkin'."

"TaM ki nda rough, don't he?"

"G me the damm check, how @t it?" Joey said.

"Pleased to." Donna Lee pulled the checkpad and a pencil froma
pocket of her apron and total ed up their order

"Han, you need any hel p?"

"No." She'd worked her wist free and was rubbing where his
fingers had been. "Thanks anyhow "

Dan happened to catch Joey's glare again for a split second, and
the young man said, "God dam!" and stood up fromthe booth. His
cowboy boots clacked on the |inoleum approaching Dan. "Joey, don't!"

t he young woman cal |l ed, but then Joey was sliding into the seat across
fromhim

Dan drank down the rest of his coffee, paying himno attention
I nside, he was steeling hinself for the encounter

"I thought | told you to quit starin' at ne,’
nenace.

Joey said with quiet

Dan lifted his gaze to nmeet Joey's. The young man's eyes

were red-rinmed, his gaunt face strained by whatever inner denons
were torturing him Alittle tarnished silver skeleton hung fromthe
| obe of his left ear. Dan had met his kind before: a wal ki ng
hair-trigger, always a hot flash away from expl osion. Dan said calnly,
"I don't want any trouble."

"Ch, | think you're askin' for a whole truckload of it, old man."
Dan was in no shape to be fighting, but damed if he'd take this
ki nd of disrespect. |If he was going down, he was goi ng down sw ngi ng.

"I'd like to be left alone.”

"I"l1l leave you alone. After | take you out in the parkin' |ot
and beat the shit outta-" Joey didn't finish his threat, because Dan's
ri ght hand shot out, grasped the silver skeleton, and tore it fromhis
earl obe. As Joey shouted with pain, Dan caught a |eft handful of
T-shirt and jerked the young man's chest hard against the table's edge.

Dan | eaned forward, their faces al nost touching. "You need sone
manners knocked into you, boy. Now, |'d suggest that you stand up and
wal k out of here, get in your car, and go wherever you're goin'. |If
you don't want to do that, I'd be glad to separate you from your
teeth.”

A drop of blood was welling fromJoey's ripped earl obe.

He sneered and started to fire another taunt into Dan's face,
whi ch might have cost the young punk at |east a broken nose.

whack! Sonething had just slammed onto the tabletop

Dan turned his head and | ooked at a baseball bat that had eight or
nine wi cked nails stuck through it.

"Pay attention," Donna Lee said. She was speaking to Joey, who
had abruptly becone an excellent listener. "You goon stand up, pay
your check, leave nme two dollars tip, and haul ass out, ny sight.
Mster, let himloose."

Dan did. Joey stood up, his nervous gaze on the brainbuster
Donna Lee stepped back and then followed himto the cash register
"CGet you 'nother cup in a mnute" she told Dan

"Sorry. He gets like that sonetines.”



It was the Young wonan, standing next to his booth. Dan |ooked up
at her, said, "No harmd-" and then he stopped because of her face.

The left side of it, the side he'd seen in profile, was very pretty.
Across the bridge of her pug nose was a scatter of freckles. Her nouth
had the, lush lips Ionely nen kissed in their dreans, and her bl ond
hair was thick and beautiful Her eyes were soft blue, the blue of a
cool nmountain @

But the,right side of her face was another story, and not a kind
one.

It was covered by a' huge purplish-red birthmark that began up in
her hair and continued all the way down onto her throat. The mark had
ragged edges |like the coast on a map OF sonme strange and unexpl ored
territory. Because the

left side of her f achingly perfect righ side ace was so , the t

was that much harder to look at. "Done," Dan finished, his gaze
follow ng the maroon inlets and coves. Then he nmet her eyes, and he
recogni zed in themthe sanme kind of deep, soul-anchored pain he'd seen
in his own mrror.

The instant of an inner glinpse passed. She glanced at enpty

coffee cup. "You'd better get sonmething, to eat, nmister," she said in
that voice M velvet and snoke. "You don't |ook so hot."
"Been a rough day." Dan noted that she wore no nakeup and her

clothes were sinple: a violet floral-patterned shortsl eeve bl ouse and a
pair of lived-in blue jeans. She carried a small chestnut-col ored
purse, its strap around her left shoulder. She was a slimgirl, not a
whol e I ot of neat on her bones, and she had that wiry, hardscrabble
Texar, | ook.
maybe she stood five-two, if that.. Dan tried to envision her
wi t hout the birthmark; lacking it, she might resenble the kind of
fresh-faced girl-next-door in nmagazine ads. Wth it, though, she was
traveling by night in the conpany of Joey the punt "Arden!" H s noney
had been sl apped down beside the cash register. "You comin' or not?"
"I am" She started to wal k away, but Dan said, "Hey, you think
he wants this?" and he offered her the silver skeleton

"Reckon he does," she answered as she took it fromhis palm
"Fuck it, I'mgoin'!" Joey shouted, and he stormed through the front
door.

"He's got a mouth on him" Dan told the girl.

"Yeah, he does get a little profane now and again. Sorry for the
trouble.”

"No apol ogy needed."

She foll owed Joey, taking long strides with her dusty brown boots,
and Donna Lee said to her, "Honey, don't you suffer no shit, hear?"
After the girl was gone, Donna Lee brought the coffeepot over to Dan
and refilled his cup. "l hate a bastard think he can stonmp on a woman, "
she confided. "Rem nd ne of my ex-husband. Didn't have a pot to pee
in the way he laid 'round all day, and he had that nean nouth, too.

You travelin' far?"
"A di stance," Dan said.
"Where to?@ Dan watched her set the coffeepot down on his table,

a sure sign she wanted to stick around and talk. "South," he decided to
say.

"Such a shane, huh?"

"What is?"

"That girl. You know Her face. Never seen a birthmark so bad

before. No tellin' what that do to a person.”
Dan nodded and tasted his fresh cup
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"Listen," Donna Lee continued, "you don't mnd ne being so
personal, you don't look to be feelin'well. You up to drivin'?"
"I"'mall right." He felt, however, as if he had the strength of a

wr ung- out di shrag.

"How ' bout a piece of strawberry pie? On the house?"

He was about to say that sounded fine, when Donna Lee's eyes
suddenly flicked up fromhimand she stared out the wi ndow. "Uh-oh
Looky there, he's at it again!"

Dan turned his head and saw Joey the punk and the girl named Arden
argui ng beside the red Camaro. She nust've said something that nade
his hair-trigger flare, because he lifted his armas if to strike her a
backhanded bl ow and. she retreated a few steps. Hi s face was contorted
wi th anger, and

now Dan and Donna Lee coul d hear his shouting through the gl ass.
"I swear to God Lee ai res ed!

gunbo, a s dipy, I,l knew when | stuck eye on himhe was gonna
be trouble.
Lemre go get ny slugger." She went behind the counter, where

she' d stashed the nail-studded basebal | bat.

Qut si de, Joey had stopped short of attacking the girl. Dan
wat ched hi mthrow open the Camaro's trunk and toss a battered brown
suitcase onto the pavenent. |Its |atches popped, the suitcase spilling
clothes in a nmulticolored spiral. A 'small pink drawstring bag fel
out, and Joey attacked it with relish. He charged it and gave it a
vi ci ous kick, and Arden Scooped it up and backed away, holding it
protectively agai nst her chest, her nouth crinped bitterness.

"You get on outta here!" Donna Lee yelled fromthe door, her
slugger ready for action. Two attendants fromthe gas station were
com ng over to see what the ruckus was about, and they |ooked |ike
fell ows who could chew joey up at | east as well as the slugger could.
"Co on, 'fore | call the [am"

"Kiss nmy ass, YOQU A d bitch!" Joey hollered back, but he'd seen
the two men com ng and he started nmoving faster. He banged the trunk
shut and clinbed into the car. "Arden, i,mquits with you! Hear
nme?

"Go on, then! Here, take it and go on!" She had sone noney in
her fist, and she flung the bills at himthrough the Camaro's w ndow.
The engi ne booned. joey shouted sonething else at her, but it was
drowned by the engi ne's noi se.

Then he threw the Camaro into reverse, spun the car around in a
half circle facing the way out, and laid on the horn at the same tine as
he hit the accelerator. The wide rear tires shrieked and snoked, and
when they bit pavenent they |left black teethmarks- As the Camaro roared
forward, the two gas station attendants had to junp for their lives.
Dan wat ched through the wi ndow as the studnobile tore off across the
parking ot and in three eyeblinks it had dwindled to the size O its
red lights. The car headed for the 149

nort hbound ranp, and very soon it was | ost from sight

sao as ro gh Dan took a drink O coffee and watched the girl.
She didn't cry, which is what he'd expected. Her expression was grim but
resol ute as she opened her purse and put the
pi nk drawstring bag into it, and then she began to pick up her
scattered itens of clothing and return themto the suitcase. Donna Lee
had a few words with the gas station boys, the nail-pierced slugger



hel d at her side. Arden kept glancing in the direction the Camaro had
gone as she retrieved her bel ongings. Donna Lee hel ped her round up
the last fewitenms, and then the girl snapped her suitcase shut and
stood there with her birthmarked face ainmed toward the northern dark
The two attendants returned to their building, Donna |ze came back into
the restaurant and put the slugger away behind the counter, but Arden
stood alone in the parking |ot.

"She okay?" Dan asked.

"Say he'll be back," Donna Lee told him "Say he got a bad tenper
and sormetine it make himget crazy, but after a few minute he cone to
his sense.”

"Takes all kinds, | guess.”

"Yes, it do. | swear | would' ve brained himif 1'd got close
enough to swing. Knocked sone that neanness out his cars." Donna Lee
wal ked over to Dan's booth and motioned with a [ift of her chin. "Look
at her out there. Hell, if a man treat nme that way, | swanee
woul dn't stand 'round waitin' on him Wuld you?"

"No, | sure wouldn't."

Donna Lee gave hima smile of approval. "I'm gonna get you that

strawberry pie, on the house. That suit you?"

"Sounds fine."

"You got it, then!"

The pie was nostly sugary meringue, but the strawberries were
fresh. Dan was about hal fway through it when Arden came back into the
restaurant, |ugging her suitcase. "Awful warmout there," she said.
"Mndif | sit and wait?"

"' Course you can, bon! Sit down and rest you'selP'" Donna Lee had
found a stray to nother, it seemed, and she hurriedly poured a glass of
iced tea and took it to Arden, who chose a booth near the door. Donna
Lee sat down across fromher, willing to lend an ear to the girl's
plight, and Dan couldn't help but overhear since they were sitting

Travel ing by M ght

just a couple of booths away. No, Joey wasn't her husband, Arden
told Donna Lee. Wasn't even really her boyfriend, though they'd gone
out together a fewtimes. They lived in the sane apartnent conplex in
Fort worth, and they'd been on their way to Lafayette. joey played
bass guitar in a band called the Hanoi |anes, and Arden had worked the
sound board and lights for them on weekends. Msay fraternity parties
and such. Joey was so hi gh-strung because he had an artistic
tenmperament, Arden said. He threw a fit every once in a while, to let
off steam and this wasn't the first time he'd ditched her on the
roadsi de. But he'd be back He al ways came back

Dan | ooked out the wi ndow just dark out there, and nothing else.

"Honl wouldn't wait for him nyself," Donna Lee said.

"I'd just as soon take the bus back hone."

"He'll be here. He'll get about ten nmiles up the road, then he'l
cool off."

"Ain't no Idnda man throw a girl out his car to take her chance
I'd go on home and tell that sucker to kiss my Dixie cup. You got
busi ness in Lafayette?"

"Yeah, | do."

"Famly live there?"

"No," Arden said. "lI'mgoin to nmeet sonebody."

"That's where 1'd go, then. | wouldn't trust no fella threw ne
out the car. Next time he might throw you out where there's not a sou
to help you."

"Joey' ||l be back." Arden kept watching through the w ndow. "Any
m nute now. "



"Damed if 1'd be waitin' here for him Hey, friend!" Dan turned
hi s head.

"You goin' south, aren't you? GCotta go through Lafayette.

YQu want to give this young |lady a ride?"

"Sorry," Dan answered. "lI'mnot carryin | passengers.tl "Thanks
anyway," Arden said to Donna Lee, "but | wouldn't ride with a
stranger."

"Well, I'lIl tell you sonething"bout Donna Lee Boudreax.

|'ve worked here goin' on nine year,. 1've seen a |lot of folk
cone and go, and |I've got to where | can read emreal good

| knew your friend was trouble first sight, and if | say that fe@
over there's a gentleman, you can wite it in the book

Friend, you wouldn't harmthis young | ady, would you?"

"No," Dan said, "but if | was her father | sure wouldn't want her
ridin® with a stranger in the mddle of the night."

"See there?" Donna Lee @her pencil ed-on eyebrows.

'"He's a gentleman. You, want to go to Lafayette, you' d be safe
with him"

"I"d better stay here and wait," Arden insisted. "Joey'd really
bl ow up if he cane back and found me gone."

"Hell, girl, do he own you? | wouldn't give himthe satisfaction
of findin' ne waitin'."

Dan took the last bite of his pie. It was tine to get noving
again, before this booth got too confortable. He put his baseball cap
back on and stood up. "How rmuch do | owe Your, "Not a thing, if you'l
hel p this young lady out." He | ooked out the window Still no sign of
a Camaro's headlights. "Listen, I'd like to, but | can't. |[|'ve got to
get on down the road."

"Road goes south," Donna Lee said. "Both of you headin' that way.

Ain't no skin off your snout, is it?"

"I think she's old enough to nake up her own nind." Dan saw that
Arden was still nfing out at the dark highway. He felt a pang of
sadness for her. |If the right side of her face were as pretty as the

left, she sure wouldn't have to be waiting for a punk who cursed her
and left her to fend for herself. But he had enough problenms w thout
taki ng on another one. He put two dollars down on the table for the
coffee, said "Thanks for the pie," and heed for the door. 1 out."

"Speak up, bon," Donna lie urged. 'Train's pullin But Arden
remai ned silent. Dan wal ked out of the restaurant into humidity that
steaned the sweat fromhis pores before he'd even reached the station
wagon. He drove over to the self-serve punps, where he intended to top
of f the tank. He needed another roadmap as well, and when the gas
stopped flowi ng he went into the office, bought a Louisiana nap, and
pai d what he owed for the fill-up

i so

He was standing under the lights, searching the map south of Houna
for a place called Vermlion, when he heard the sound & bOOts com ng
up behind him He | ooked around and there she stood, suitcase in hand,
her birthmark dark purple in the fluorescent glow

"I don't think he's comin' back this tinme," she said. 1|-you got
roon?"



"I thought you said you wouldn't ride with a stranger. @
"Ever Ybody's a stranger when you're a |long way from

hone. | don't want to wait around here anynore- If you give ne a
ride, 1'll pay you ten dollars.

"Sorry." Dan folded the map and got behind the steering wheel
"It's a birthmark, not | eprosy,

Arden said with some grit in her voice. "You won't catch it.
Dan paused with his hand on the ignition. "A southbound

trucker ought to be along PrettY soon. You can hitch a ride with

hi m
"I'f I wait for a trucker, no tellin' what mght turn up. you

| ook too damm tired to try anythin', and even if believe | could
outrun you. you did,

He couldn't argue with her logic. Even with all that caffeine in
his system he still felt as weak as a whi pped pup, his joints ached
like bad teeth, and a glance into the rearview mrror had shown hima
Past Y-white face with what | ooked |ike dark bruismunder his eyes. In
truth, he ust used Thd-gir

was i about up- | was waiting for his answer.

Laf ayette was about twenty-five nmles. Maybe it would be good to
have sonebody al ong to keep hi m awake, and then he could find a place
to rest until nightfall.

"Cinmb in, he W.

Arden halted her suitcase into the rear seat. stgot a |ot of
gl ass back here.

eah

"Y - Wndow was broken, | haven't had a chance to clean it
outt

She took the passenger seat. Dan started the engine and followed the
ranp to |1-49 sout hbound. The truck stop fel

behi nd, and in a couple of ninutes the glow of green neon was
gone

Arden | ooked back only once, then she

straight ahead as if she'd decided that where she was goi ng was
nore i nmportant than where she'd been

Dan i magi ned that her birthmark woul d bl each white if she knew who
she was riding with. Donna Lee would' ve taken the slugger to himrather
than put this girl in his care.

Dan kept his speed at fifty-five, the engine |laboring. State
troopers were |lurking somewhere on the interstate; maybe waiting around
the next curve, looking for a stolen station wagon with a killer worth



fifteen thousand dol |l ars behind the wheel

He never had put much faith in prayer.

Ri ght now, with the dark pressing all around, his strength
tattering away, and his future a question mark, a silent prayer seened
to be the only shield at hand.

Jupi ter

The first lights of LafaYette were ahead. Dan said, "W, re al nost
there. Wiere do you need to go?"

Arden had been quiet during the drive, her eyes closed and her
head tilted to one side. Now she sat up straight and took her
bearings. She opened her purse, unfolded a piece of paper, and started
to read by the highway Iights what was witten there. "Turn off on
Darcy Avenue. Then youln go two mles east and turn right on planters
Road. "What are you lookin' for? Sonebody's house?"

"The T%in O@nursin' hone."

Dan gl anced quickly at her. "A nursin'home? That's why YQu cane
all the way from Fort Wrth?"

"Flint's right."

"You have a relative livin' there?"

..No, just sonebody | have to see.™

Must be sonebody mi ghty inmportant, Dan thought. Well, it wasn't
his business. He took the turn onto Darcy Avenue

and drove east
al ong a wi de thoroughfare lined with fast
f joints, strip malls, a

00d nd restaurants with names |ike King Crawdaddy and Whistlin'
WIllie' s Cajun Hut. Everything was closed but an Occasi onal gas
station, and only a couple of other cars passed by. Dan turned right
on planters Road, which ran Past apartnment conpl exes and various snall
busi nesses. "How far is it from here?"

"Not far.

His curiosity about the nursing home was starting to get the best
of him |If she hadn't conme the distance from Fort Wrth on account of
a relative, then who was it she needed to see? He had his own
probl ems, for sure, but the situation intrigued him "Mnd if | ask
who you're goin' to visit?"

"Somebody | used to know, growi n' up."

"This person know you're conin'?"

"No. V9

"You think quarter to four in the nornin" is a good time to visit
somebody in a rest home?"

"Jupiter always liked early nornin'. |If he's not up yet, 1"l
@."

"Jupiter?" Dan asked.

"That's his name. Jupiter Krenshaw." Arden stared at him "How
cone you've taken such an interest?"

"No special reason. | guess | just wanted to know. "

"Al'l right, | reckon that's only fair. | used to know Jupiter
when | was fifteen, sixteen years old. He worked on the farm where
was livin'. Goonmed the horses. He used to tell me stories. Thinp
about his growin' up, down in the bayou

Sone of 'em made-up stories, sone of '"emtrue. | haven't seen him
for ten years, but | renmenber those stories. | tracked down his
nearest relative, and I found out Jupiter was in the nursin'honme." She

wat ched Pl anters Road unreal in the headlights. "There's sonething'
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need to talk to himabout. Somethin' that's very, very inportant to
ne."
"Must be," Dan commented. "I mean, you cane a long way to see
him"
She was silent for a nonent, the warmw nd blowing in around t hem
"You ever hear of sonebody called the Bright girl?" Dan shook his

head. "No, can't say | have. Wo is she?"

"I think that might be it," Arden said, lifting her chin to
indicate a | owdung brick building on the right. In another nonment Dan
could see the small, tastefully lit sign that announced it was indeed
the Twin Caks Retirenent Hone.

The pl = was across froma strip mall, but it didn't |ook too bad;

it had a ot of windows, a long porch with white wi cker furniture, and
two huge oak trees stood on either side of the

entrance. Dan pulled up to the front, where there w wheel chair

ranp and steps carpeted with Astroturf. |,okay," he said. "This is
your stop."
She didn't get out. "Can | ask a favor of you?"

"You can ask."

:'" How much of a hurry are you in?"

"I"'mnot hurryin', but I"'mnot dawdlin', either.”

"Do You have tine to wait for nme? It shouldn't take too |long, and
| sure would appreciate a lift to a notel."

He thought about it, his hands on the wheel. A notel room was
what he needed, too; he was just too tired to nake it the rest of the
way to Vermilion. He'd found the fishing canp on the roadmap: a speck
on Hi ghway 57 about fifteen mles south of Houma, near where the
paverent ended in the huge baYQU swanp of Terrebonne Parish. "I'l
wait," he decided.

"Thanks." She |leveled her gaze at him "I'm gonna | eave ny
suitcase. You won't run off soon as | walk in the door, will you?"

"NO, I'll stick." And naybe catch sone sleep while he waited, he
t hought .

"Ckay." She nodded; he seemed trustworthy, and she counted
hersel f lucky that she'd met him --i don-t even know your nane."

"Dan," he said.

"I"'m Arden Halliday." She offered her hand, and Dan shook it. "I
appreciate you helpin' ne like this. Hope | didn't take you too far
out of your way."

He shrugged. "I'm headed down south of Houna any.

how." Instantly he regretted telling her that, because if she
happened to find out who he was, that information would go straight to
the police. He was so tired, he was forgetting a slip of the lip could
lead himto prison

"I won't be long," she prom sed, and she got out and wal ked up the
steps, entering the building through a door with etchedi Oass panel s.

It occurred to himthat the smart thing to do m ght be to set her
suitcase on the porch and hit the accelerator, but he dism ssed the
i dea. Weariness was creeping through his

bones, his eyes heavy-lidded. He was going to ask her to get
behi nd the wheel when she was finished inside. He cut the engine and
folded his arnms across his chest. Hi s eyes closed, and he listened to
the soft hummi ng of insects in the steany night.

"M ster?"

Dan opened his eyes and sat bolt upright. A nan was standi ng



besi de his wi ndow, peering in. Dan had an instant of cold terror
because the man wore a cap and uniformwi th a badge at his breast

pocket .
"Mster.?" the policeman said again. "You can't park here."
"Sir?" It was all Dan could get out.
"Can't park here, right in front of the door. |It's against the
fire code.”

Dan blinked, his vision blurred. But he could make out that the
face was young enough to have acne eruptions, and on the bwle was
stanmped TWN QAKS SECURITY.

"You can park 'round the side there,’
"I'f you don't mnd, I nean."

"No. No, | don't mind." He alnost |aughed; a |anky kid who was
probably all of nineteen had just about scared his hair white. "I1'II
nmove it." He reached down -to restart the engine, and at that noment
Arden cane out of the building and down the steps.

"@ problen?" she asked when she saw the security guard, and the
kid | ooked at her and started to answer, but then his eyes got fixed on
the birthmark and his voice failed him

"I was about to nmove the car," Dan exph-fined. "Fire code. You
finished al mdy?"

"No. Lady at the front desk says Jupiter usually wakes up around
five. 1 told her he'd want to see nme, but she won't get himup any
earlier. That's about another hour."

Dan rubbed his eyes. An hour wasn't going to make nuch difference

the security guard said.

one way or another, he figured. "Ckay. |'Il park the car and try to
get some sleep.”

"Well, there's a waitin' area inside. Got a sofa you m ght

stretch out on, and it's sure a lot cooler in there." Arden
suddenly | ooked into the security guard's face. "You want to tell ne
what you're starin' at?"

"Uh ... uh . . ." the kid stanmered.

Arden stepped toward him her chin uplifted in defiance.

"It's called a port-wine stain," she said. "I was born wearin' it.

go on and take a good long | ook, just satisfy the hell out of yourself
You want to touch it?"

"No ma'am " he answered, taking a quick backward step

“I mean ... no thank you, ma'am?"

Arden continued to | ock his gaze with her own, but she'd decided
he meant no disrespect. Her voice was cal ner when she spoke again. "I
guess | wouldn't want to touch it, either, if |I didn't have to." She
returned her attention to Dan, who could see the anger fading from her
eyes like the |last enbers of a wi nd-whipped fire. "Probably be nore
confortabl e inside."

"Yeah, | guru so." He figured he could ve slept in a cenent
m xer, but the sofa would be kinder to his bones. He fired up the
engi ne, which sounded as rugged as he felt. "I'"H pull around to the
side and cone on in." The security guard noved away and Dan parked the
station wagon in a small lot next to the Twin Oaks. It was a
tribulation to wal k the distance back to the front door. |Inside,
t hough, the airconditioning was a breath from heaven. A thin,
nm ddl e-aged woman with a hairdo |i ke a double-dip of vanilla ice cream
sat behind a reception desk, her |lips pursed as she absorbed the
contents of a paperback romance. Arden was sitting nearby in a waiting
area that held a nunber of overstuffed chairs, brass reading | anps, and
a magazine rack, and there was the full-length sofa as pretty as a
vision of the Promi sed Land.

Dan eased hinself down, took off his shoes, and stretched out.



Arden had a dog-eared National Geographic in her |ap, but she | ooked
needf ul of sone sleep, too. The place was quiet, the corridors only dimy
lit. From sonewhere cane the sound of a low, muffled coughing. Dan

had the thought that no policeman in Louisiana would think to | ook for

hi m

at a Lafayette nursing home. Then his mnd and body rel axed, as
much as was possible, and he slept a dream ess sl eep

Voi ces brought himback to the Iand of the living.

“"Mp'an? | believe M. Krenshaw s awake by now. Can | tell him
who you are?"

"Just tell himArden. He'll know "

"Yes ma'am" There was the sound of rubber-soled shoes squeaking
on the |inol eum

Dan opened his eyes and | ooked out the nearest w ndow.

Violet light was showi ng at the horizon. Nearing six o'clock, he

figured. H s nouth was as dry as a dust bow. He saw a water fountain
a few steps away, and he sumoned his strength and sat up, his joints
as stiff as rusty hinges. The girl was still sitting in the chair, her

face turned toward a corridor that went off past the reception desk
She' d opened her purse, Dan noted, and she had renoved the small pink
drawstring bag fromit. The bag was in her |lap, both her hands cl utched
together around it in an attitude that struck Dan as being either of
protection or prayer. As he stood up to walk to the water fountain, he
saw her pull the drawstring tight and push it into her purse again.
Then she rose to her feet as well, because soneone was com ng al ong the
corridor.

There were two peopl e, one standing and one sitting. A
br own-hai red woman in a white uniformwas pushing a wheel chair, her
shoes squeaking with every step, and in the wheel chair sat a
frail-1looking black man wearing a redchecked robe and slippers wth
yel l ow-and@ argyl e socks. Dan took a drink of water and watched Arden
wal k forward to nmeet the man she'd conme so far to see

Jupiter was seventy-eight years old now, his face was a cracked
riverbed of winkles, and his white hair had dwindled to a few
remai ning tufts. Arden was sure she'd changed just as much, but he
woul d have to be blind not to know her, and the stroke he'd suffered
two years before had not robbed himof his eyes. They were ashine, and
their excitement junped into Arden like an electric' sparkl Es nephew
had tol d Arden about the stroke, which had happened just five

nont hs after the death of Jupiter's wife, and so Arden had been
prepared for the palsy of his head and hands and the severe downturn of
the right side of his nouth. Still, it was hard because she renenbered
how he used to be, and ten years could do a | ot of danage. She took
the few last @to nmeet him grasped one of his pal sied hands as he
reached up tar her, and with an effort he opened his mouth to speak

"Mz Arden," he said. H's voice was @a gill, alnmost painful to
he@ "Done growed up."

She Pve himthe best snmile she had. "Hello, Jupiter

How re they treatin' you?"

"Like I"'mworn out. Wich | ain't. Gone be back to work again
soon as | get on ny feet." He shook his head with wonder, his hand
still gripping Arden's. "M, ny! you have surely beconme a young | ady!

Doreen woul d be so proud to see you!"

"I heard what happened. |'msorry."

"I was awful down at first. Awful down. But Doreen's the pride
of the angels now, and |I'm happy for her. Gone get on ny feet again.
Louis thinks I"mworn out can't do a thing for mself." He snorted.
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"I said you gime the nmoney they chargin' you, I'll show you how a man

can pull hiswif up. | ain't through, no ma'am" Jupiters rheuny eyes
slid toward Dan. "WhOis that there? | can't-" He caught his breath.
"Lord have mercy! Is that ... is that M. R chards?"

"That's the man who brought me-" "M. Richards!"™ The old man |et
go of Arden and wheel ed hinself toward Dan before the nurse could stop
him Dan stePPed back, but the wheel chair was suddenly right there in
front of himand the old nman's crooked nmouth was split by an ecstatic

grin. "You come to see ne, too?"

"Uh ... | think you' ve got nme mxed up with some-" "Don't you
worry, now | know |'m gone get up out this thing! M, ny, this is a
happy day! M. Richards, you still got that horse eats oranges skin and

all? | was th *nkin"bout that horse th'other day. Name right on the
tip of my tongue, right there it was but |I couldn't spit it out. What
was that horse's nane?"

"Jupiter.9" Arden said quietly, com ng up behind him

She put a hand on one of his thin shoulders. "That's not M.
Ri char ds.
"Well, sure it is! Right here he is, flesh and bone! | may be

down, but | ain't out! M. R chards, what was the nane of that horse
eats oranges skin and all?"

Dan | ooked into Arden's face, seeking help. It was obvious the
old man had deci ded he was sonmeone el se, and to himthe matter was
settled. Arden said, "I think the horse's name was Fortune."

"Fortune! That's it!" Jupiter nodded, his eyes fixed on Dan
"You still got that al' w cked horse?"

“I"'mnot who you-" But Dan paused before he went any further
There seened to be no point init. "Yeah," he said.

"l guess | do."

“I"1l teach him sone manners' God nay nmeke the horse, but |I'mthe
one takes off the rough edges, ain't that right, Mz Arden?"

"That's right," she said.

Jupiter grunted, satisfied with the answer. He turned his
attention away from Dan and stared out the window. "Sun's conmin' up
directly. Be dry and hot. Horses need extra water today, can't work
"emtoo hard."

Arden notioned the nurse aside for a noment and spoke to her, and
t he nurse nodded agreenent and withdrew to give them privacy. Dan
started to nove away, too, but the old man reached out with steely
fingers and caught his wist.

"Louis don't think I"mworth a damm no nore," he confided. "You
talk to Louis?"

"No, | didn't."

"MY nephew. Put me in here. | said Louis, you ginme the noney
they're chargin' you, I'll show you how a man can pull hinself up."

Arden drew up a chair beside the old man and sat down.

Thr ough the wi ndow t he sky was becom ng streaked with pink. "You

always did like to watch the sun rise, didn't you?@ "CGot to get an
early start, you want to make somet hing' of you' self. M. Richards
kngws that's gospel. Water them horses good @ yessir."

"You want ne to step outside?" Dan asked the girl . But Jupiter
didn't let go of him and Arden shook her head. Dan frowned; he felt
as if he'd wal ked on stage in the niddle of a play w thout know ng the
title or what the damm thing was about.

.41 gain SO P@ Jupiter said, "that you both come to see ne. |



think a lot 'bout themdays. | dream'bout em | close ny eyes and

can see everythin', just like it was. It was a golden tinme, that's
what | believe. A golden time. He drew a | ong, ragged breath.
"Well, | ain't done yet. | may be down, but | ain't out!"

Arden took Jupitet's other hand. "I came to see you," she said,

"because | need your hel p-"

He didn't respond for a nonent, and Arden thought he hadn't heard.
then Jupiter's head turn d he

bin ea ed an quizzically at her. "M/ hel p?"

She nodded. "lI'mgoin' to find the Bright Grl."

Jupiter's mouth slowy opened, as if he were about to speak, but
not hi ng cane out.

"I remenber the stories you used to tell me," Arden went on. "I

never forgot'em all this time. Instead of |adin, away, they kept
getting' nore and nore real. Especially what you
told me about the Bright Grl. Jupiter, | need to find her

YQU renenber, YQu told ne what she could do for ne? You used to
say she could touch ny face and the mark would cone off on her hands.
Then she'd wash her hands with water and it'd be gone forever and
ever."

The birthmark, Dan realized she was tal king about. He

stared at Arden, but her whol e being seenmed to be focused on the
ol d roan.

"Were is sher, Arden urged.
"Where she al ways was," Jupiter answered. |where she always will
be. Road runs Qut, neets the swanp. Bfiot e

Grl's in ther,.")

"I remenber YOU used to tell ne about growin, up in LaPierre- Is
that where | need to start fronP "LaPierre," he Mnted, and he
nodded. "That's right.

Start from LaPierre- They know 'bout the Bright Grl there,

they' Il tell you.

"Beg pardon,” Dan said, "but can | ask who ya'll are talkin'
about ?"

"The Bright Grl's a faith healer,"” Arden told him "She lives in
the swanp south of where Jupiter grew up."

It came clear to Dan. Arden was searching for a faith healer to
take the birthmark off her face, and she'd come to see this old man to
hel p point the way. Dan was tired and cranky, his joints hurt, and his
head was throbbing; it it-ankly pissed himoff that he'd taken a detour
and risked traveling on the interstate because of such no . 'Wat is
she, some ki nd of voodoo worman lights incense and throws bones around?"

"I't's not voodoo," Arden said testily. "She's a holy wonan."

"Holy, yes she is. Carries the lanp of God," Jupiter said to no
one in particular.

"I had you figwed for a sensible person. There's no such thing
as a faith healer." A thought struck Dan |ike an ax between the eyes.
"I's that why Joey left you? 'Cause he figured out you were chasin' a
fairy tal e?"

But



"Ch, M. Richards sir!" Jupiters hand squeezed Dan's harder.
"Bright Grl ain't no fairy tale! She's as real as you and ne! Been

livin'in that swanp long 'fore ny daddy was a little boy, and she'll be
there long after ny bones done Mowed away. | seen her when | was eight
year old. Here conme the Bright Grl down the street!" He sniled at

the nmenory, the warmpink |light of the early sun seaped into the |ines of
his face. "Young white girl, pretty as you please. That's why she
called bright. But she carries a lanp, too. Carries a lanp from God
that burns inside her, and that's how she gets her healin' touch.
Yessir, here cone the Bright Grl down the street and a crowd of people
follown her. She on the way to Mz Wardell's house, Mz Warden so
sick with cancer she just lyin'" in bed, waitin' to die. She see ne
standin' there and she smile under her big purple hat and I know who
she is, 'cause my mama say Bright Grl was comin'. | sing out Bright
Grl! Bright Grl! and she touch my hand when | reach for her. |

feel that lanp she carryin' in her, that healin’

lanp fromGod." He lifted his eyes to Dan's face. | never

felt r-uch light before, M. Richards. Never felt it since.

said the Bright Grl laid her hands on Mz Warden and up cone the
bl ack bile, all that cancer flowin' out. Said it took twO days and two
ni ghts, and when it was done the Bright Grl was so tired she had to be
carried back to her boat. But Mz Warden outlived two husbands and was
dancin, when she was ninety. And that ain't all the Bright Grl did
for people 'round LaPierre, neither. You ask 'emdown there, they'll
tell you 'bout all the fol ks she healed of can@tunors, and sicknesses.
So nosir, all due respect, but Bright Grl ain't nOfair' tale 'cause
| seen her with my own iivin, eyes."

"I believe you," Arden said. "I always did."
"That's the first step,"” he answered. "You go to Lapie rre.
GO south, You'll find her. She'll touch your face and nake things

right. You won't never see that mark no nore.

"I want things nade right. Mre than anythin' in this world, I
do."

"Mz Arden," Jupiter said , "I 'menber how you used to fret 'bout
you' sel f, and how them others treated you. |

menber them nanmes they called you, them nanes that
made You cry. Then you'd wi pe your eyes, stick your chin Cut

again, and keep on goin'. But it seenms to me you might still be
cryin'on the inside." He |ooked earnestly up at DalL "You gone take
care of Mz Arden?"

"No" Dan said. "lI'mnot who you think I am"

"1 know who You are,
Arden. "
"Come agai n?"

Jupiter replied. "You the man God sent Mz

"That's right. You the man God provided to @miz Arden to the

Bright Grl. You Hi s hands, you gone have to steer her the right
direction.”

Dan didn't know what to ray, but he'd had enough of this.

He pulled |l oose fromthe old man's spidery fingers. "lI'n be

waitin' outside," he grow ed at Arden, and he turned toward the door.
"G0Qd- bYe! " Jupiter called after him "You heed what | say now,
hear ?"

Qut side, the eW horizon was the col or of burnished



copper. Akeady the air snelled of wet, agonizing heat. Dan
stal ked to the station wagon, got behind the wheel, and sat there while
the sweat began to bloomfromhis pores. Apin the road, but the heat
chased such thoughts away; in his present condition he wouldn't get
nmore than a few niles before he fell asleep at the wheel. He was
noddi ng of f when the girl opened the passenger door. "You |look pretty
bad," she said. "Want nme to drive?"

"No," he said. Don't be stupid, he told hinmself. Waving al
over the road was a sure way to get stopped by a police car. "Wit,"
he said as she started to clinb in. "Yeah, | think you' d better
drive."

They started off, Arden retracing the way they'd come. To Dan's
achi ng bones the pitch and sway of the station wagon's creaking frane
was pure torture. "Gonna have to pull over," he said when they were
back on Darcy Avenue.

He made out a small notel coming up on the right; its sign
proclaimed it the Rest Well Inn, which sounded m ghty good to him
"Turn in there."”

She did as he said, and she drove up under a green awning in front
of the notel's office. A sign in the window said that all rooms were
ten dollars a night, there were phones in all of them and the cable TV

was free. "You want nme to check us in?"

Dan narrowed his eyes at her. "Wat do you mean, check us in? W
ain't a couple .

"I meant separate roons. | could do with some sleep, too."

"Ch. Yeah, okay. Fine with ne."

She cut the engine and got out. "What's your |ast nane?"

" Huh?"

"Your last nanme. They'll want it on the register.”

"Farrow," he said. "From Shreveport, if they need that, too."

"Back in a couple of mnutes.”

Dan | eaned his head back and waited. Stopping here seened the
only thing to do; he wouldn't have driven the rest of the way to
Vermilion in daylight even if he'd felt able.

tting he pondered ditching her suitcase and his

He was fading fast. That crazy old man, he thought. Here cone
the Bright Grl down the street. Laid her hands on mz Wardell. Al
that cancer flowin' out. | never felt such |light before, M.
Rich"Here's your key."

Dan got his eyes open and took the key Arden offered. The sun had
gotten brighter. Arden drove thema short dice, and then sonehow he
was fitting the key into a door and waking into'a small but clean room
wi t h bei ge-pai nted ci nder-bl ock waus- He | ocked the door behind him w@
right to the bed, and clinbed onto it w thout renoving his cap or
shoes. If the Police were to suddenly burst into the room they
woul d' ve had to pour himinto handcuffs.

Pai n was throbbing through his body. He had pushed hinself too
far. But there was still a distance to go, and he couldn't give up
Get seven or eight hours of sleep, he'd feel better. Drive after dark,
down into the swanpland. They know 'bout the Bright Grl there. Go
south, you, U find her.

You Hi s hands, you gone have to steer her the right direction

Crazy old man. |I'ma killer, that's what | am

Dan turned over onto his side and curled his knees up toward his
chest.



You Hi s hands.
And with that thought he slipped away into nerciful and silent
dar kness.

Sat an' s Par adi se

"You know, Elvis al nost gave up singing , when he was a young boy.
Signed on as a truck driver, and that's what

he figured on being'. Did | tell you |l used to be a truck driver?"
"Yes, Eisley," Flint said wearily. "TW hours ago."
,-Vell, what | was neanin' is that you never know where you,re

goin' in this Ufe- Elvis thought he was gonna be a truck driver, and
| ook where he went. Sanme with me. Only | guess | ain't got to where
I"mgoin' yet."

Un" Flint said, and he let his eyes slide shut agai nThe sun was
hot enough to make a shadow nelt. The El Dorado's wi ndows were down but
the air was calm not a whisper of a breeze. The car was parked on a
side road under the shade of weeping willow trees, otherw se they
couldn't have stayed in it as they had for al nbst twelve hours. Even
so, Flint had been forced to take off his coat and unbutton his shirt,
and dint's armdangled fromits rOX just below the conjunction of
Flint's rib cage, the hand cl enching every so often as if in lethargic
Protest of the heat.

The reflexes of dint's hand had kept Mama entertained fOr a
whi l e, but now she lay asleep in the backseat, her pink tongue flopped
out and a little puddle of drool formng On the black vinyl.

There was one cracked and pot hol ed hi ghway from

Houma to Vermilion, no other road in or out. It had brought Flint and
Pelvis along its w nding spine south through the
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bayou country in the predawn darkness, and though hadn't been able
to see much but the occasional glimer of an early norning fisherman's
| anp upon the water, they could snmell the swanp itself, a heavy,
pungent odor of interm ngled sweet blossons and sickly wet decay. They
had crossed a | ong, concrete bridge and cone through the town of
Verm |l ion, which was a shuttered cluster of ranshackle stores and
cl apboard houses. Three mles past the bridge, on the left, was a dirt
road that |led through a forest of stinted pines and needl e-ti pped
pal mettos to a gray-painted cabin with a screened-in porch. The cabin
had been dark, Lanbert's car nowhere around. Wile Pelvis and Mama had
peed in the woods, Flint had wal ked behind the cabin and

found a pier that went out over a |ake, but of the

dar kness he couldn't tell how large or small the @was. A
boat house stood nearby, its doors secured by a padl ocl Lambert m ght or
m ght not be on his way here, Flint decided, but it was fairly certain
he hadn't shown up yet.

VWi ch was for the best, because Pelvis let out a |oud yel p when a
pal metto pricked himin a tender spot and then Mama started rapid- &M
t hose ingh-pitched yips and yaps that made Flint's skin craw .

They' d driven back to Vermlion and Flint had used the phone booth
in front of a bait-and-tackle shop. He'd called Snpates's answering
service and been told by the operator on duty that the Iight was stil
green, which nmeant that so far as Snpates inmew, Lanbert hadn't been
caught. Flint had found a dirt side road about fifty yards south of
the tunor to the cabin that he could back the Cadillac onto and stil



have a view through the woods. It was here that they'd been sitting
since four o' clock, alternately keeping watch, sleeping, or eating the
9WN doughnuts, Oreo cookies, SlimJims, and other deadly snacks from
Ei sley's grocery sacil They had shipped at a gas station just south of
Lafayette to fLU up and get sonething to drink, and there Flint had
bought a plastic jug of water while Pelvis had opened his wallet for a
si x- pack of canned Yoo- Hoos.

"I swear," Pelvis said between sips fromthe can, Flint's an

Flint remained silent; he was wise to Eisley's methods of draw ng
himinto pointless talKk.

"I swear it is," Pelvis tried again. "That little fella inside
you, | mean. You know, | went to a freak show one tinme and saw a
t wo- headed bull, but you take the cake."
Flint pressed his |lips together tightly.
"Yessir." Slilurrrrp went the final swallow of the Yoo-Hoo.
"Peopl ed pay to see you, they surely would. | know | woul d.

| mean, if | couldn't see you for free. M@ YQU some noney t hat
way. You ever want to give up bounty-huntin' and go into show
business, I'Il tell you everythin' you need to-" "Shut-your-nouth."
Flint had whispered it, and instantly he regretted it because Eisley
had worn hi m down yet again.

Pel vis dug down into the bottom of the sack and came up with the
|ast three Oreos. Three bites and they were history.

He wiped his lips with the back of his hand. "Really, now

You ever think about show business? Al jokin' aside. You could
get to be fanous.?

Flint opened his eyes and stared into Pelvis's sweat beaded face.
"For your information," he said coldly, "I grew up in the carniva
life. | had a stomach full of 'show

busi ness, so just drop it, understand?"
"You was with the carnival? You nean a freak show, is that

ri ght?"
Flint lifted a hand to his face and pressed i ndex finger and thunb
against his tenples. "Oh, Jesus, what have | done to deserve this?"

"I"'minterested. Really | am | never nmet nobody was a real live
freak before.™

"Don't use that word."

"What wor d?"

"Freak-1" Flint snapped, and Mama junped up, grow ing.

"Don't use that word!"

"Why not? Nothin' to be 'shaned of, is it?" Pelvis |ooked
honestly puzzled. "I reckon there's worse words, don't you

"Eisley, you kill ne, you know that?" Flint sumobned up

atight smle, but his eyes were fierce
so dense before in ny entire life."

"Dense," Pelvis repeated. He nodded thoughtfully. "How do YQU
nmean that, exactly?"

"Thi ck-skulled! Stupid! How do you think | nean it? Flint's
sm |l e had vani shed. "Hell, what's wong Wth you?

Have you been in solitary confinement for the last five or six
Years? Can , t YOQU just shut your nouth and keep it shut for two
m nutes?"' "Course | can," Pelvis said petulantly. "Anybody can do
that if they want to.

,1've nevey anybody so

"Do it, then! WO nmi nutes of silence!"



Pel vis clanped his nouth shut and stared strai ght ahead.

Mama Yawned and sdtled down to sleep again. -,Wose watch we usin’
to time this by?" Pelvis asked.
"Mne! 1'll tine it on nmy watch! Startin' right now"

Pel vis grunted and runmmaged down in the sack, but there was
nothing left but wappers. He upturned the | y ast ooHoo can to try to
catch a drop or two on his tongue, then he crunpled the can in a fist.
"Kinda silly, | think."

"There you go!" Flint said. "You couldn't last fifteen seconds!"
"I"'mnot talkin' to You!l Can't a nan speak what's on his m nd?
swear, M. Mirtaugh, you're tryin' your very best to be hard to get
al ong wi th!

"I dont want You to get along with me, Eisley!" Flint said.
"I want YQu to sit there and zi pper your mouth! You and
that damm mutt have al ready nessed things up once, you're not
gonna get a chance to do it again! "Don't blane that on Mana and ne,
now We didn't have nothin' to do with it! Flint gripped the
steering wheel with both hands. &% red splotches on his cheeks. dint's
hand rose up and clutched at the air before it fell back down again.
"Just be quiet and | eave me alone. Can you do that?

can "I "Sure | - Ain't like I'mdense or anythin .
"GOd." Flint closed his eyes once nore and | eaned his head back

Maybe ten seconds later Pelvis said, "M. Mrtaugh?"

Flint's eyes were red-rinmed when he turned themon Ei sley, his
teeth gritting behind his Iips.

"Somebody's comin'," Pelvis told him

Flint | ooked through the pines along the road. A vehicle -one of
only the dozen or so they'd seen on the road all day-was approaching
fromthe direction of Vermilion. |In another few seconds Flint saw it
wasn't a station wagon but a truck about the size of a noving van. As
the truck grew nearer, Flint made out the blue lettering on its side:
Bi uscoE PR G Co. Under that was BATON RouGE, LA. The truck runbled
past them and kept going south, took a curve, and was gone from sight.

"l don't think Lanmbert's comin'," Pelvis said. "Should' ve been
here by now if he was."

"W're waitin' right here. | told you waitin' was a big part of
the job, didn't 17?"

"Y@" Fleivis @"but how do you know he ain't been caught already?

W could sit here tdl crows fly back'ards, and if he's done been
caught he ain't comn'."

Flint checked his wistwatch. It was eighteen mnutes until four

Eisley was right; it was tinme to make a call to Snpates again. But
Flint didn't want to drive into Vermlion to use the phone, because if
Lambert was conming, it would be across that bridge and Flint didn't
care to be spotted. It would be easier to take Lanbert when he thought
he was safe in the cabin rather than chasing himnorth on the hi ghway.
Flint | ooked in the on the truck had gone.

There had to be sone nen of ci@ion farther south. He unfolded his
Loui si ana road map, one of a half-dozen state naps he always kqA in the
car, and found the dot of Vermlion. About four or five mles south of
t hat was anot her speck call ed Chandal ac, and then Hi ghway 57

ended three mles or so later at a place named LaPierre.

Beyond that was swanpland all the way to the Gulf of Mexico.

The track WD to be goi ng somewhere, and thae Ml to be at | east one
pay phone down there, too. Flint started the



engi ne and eased the El dorado out of its hiding place ignored
Pel vis's question of "Were we headed?" and turned right, the sun's
glare sitting like a fireball on the |ong bl ack hood.

In the brutal afternoon light they could see the type of country
they'd driven through in darkness: on both sides of the road the flat,
mar shy | and was aitemateiy cut by wi nding channels OF gray water and
then stubbled with thick stands O Pal nettos and huge anci ent oak
trees. Around the next curve a brown snake that had to be a yard | ong
was writhing on the hot pavenment on Flint's side of the
roa and he figured the truck had just crushed it a couple of
mnutes earlier. Fris spine crawled as the car passed over it, and
when he glanced in the rearview nmu' ror he saw two hul ki ng birds that
nmust' ve been vultures swoop down on the dying reptile and start tearing
it to pieces with their beaks.

Flint didn't believe in omens. Neverthel eWhe hoped this wasn't
one.

They' d gone naybe a couple of miles when the spiny
woods ell way th wf a On the right side of the road and e sun
glittered off a blue channel of water that meandered out of what
aPPeared to be prineval swanp. just ahead was a white cl apboard
building with a tin roof and a AMthat said V ON MAMA & GRmEs, and
jutting off from sho.

was a pier where several small boats were tied up. one WV

craft-a @ boat, Flint thought it was because of e
th nets and various hoists aboard-had just arrived and its

crew was tying ropes down to the pier. And there sat the B
Pr Ccessing Conmpany tr ck as well, nt t.

u @e.

the cl apboard building with its |oading bay facing the pier
Besi de the marina, near a sun-bl eached sign that adv

live bait chewi ng tobacco, and fresh onions, stood a phone boot h.

Flint pulled the car to a stop on a surface of crushed Oyster
shells. He buttoned up his shirt and into his

| oose-fitting suit jacket. "Stay here," he instructed Pelvis as
he got out!! "I'Il be right back." He'd taken three strides
toward the phone booth when he heard the El dorado's
passenger door creak open and Pel vis was clinmbing out with Mama
tucked under his arm "Just go on 'bout your business," Pelvis said
when Flint fired a glare at him "I'mgoin' in there and get ne sone
vittles. You want anydiin'r' "No." Vittles, Flint thought. Wsn't
that what Granny fixed on "The Beverly Hillbillies"? "Wiit. Yeah, |

do," he decided. "CGet ne a bottle of lenmon juice, if they' ve got it.
And don't go in there and flap your |ips about Lanbert, hear ne?
Anybody asks, you're here to do sone fishin'. Understand?"

"You don't think I've got a lick of sense, do your' "Bingo," Flint
said, and he turned his back on Pelvis and went into the phone booth.
He placed a call through to Smoates's office. "It's Flint," he said
when Smpates answered. "What's the situation on Lanbert?"

"Hold on a minute."



Flint waited, sweat trickling down his face. It had to be over
ni nety degrees, even as the sun began to fall toward the west. The
heat had sinned Clint, who |ay notionles& The air snelled of the steany,
sickly sweet reek of the swanp, and his own bodily aroma wasn't too
delicate, either. He wasn't used to being unclean; a gentleman knew
the value of cleanliness, of crisp white shirts and freshly | aun@
underwear. These |ast twenty-four hours had been a little slice of
hell on earth, and this swanpland Satan's paradi se, too. Fromwhere he
was standing, Flint could see four nen unloading cargo fromthe shrinp
boat .

The cargo was ummi sh-brown and scaly, with long snouts bound shut
by- copper wire, four stubby |egs fastened together with wire as well.
Alligators, he with a start. The nmen were unl oadi ng al hptors, each
three or four feet long, fromthe deck of the boat and then carrying
themto the Briwmn Processing Conpany truck and heaving theminto the
back. The men's workcl ot hes were wet and nuddy, the boat's deck heaped
with maybe twenty or nore live and squirmng al hptors. But there was a
fifth man-slimer than the others, with shoul der-1ength grayi sh-bl ond
hair and wearing blue jeans and a Harvard T-shirt-who stood apart

fromthe workers and seened to be supervising. As Flint watched,
the man in the Harvard T-shirt glanced at himand the sun flared in the
round | enses of his dark glasses. The glance becane a lingering stare.

"Flint?" Snoates had cone back on the line. "Latest word's that
Lambert's still on the loose. iftere are your! "Down south. Little
hell hole called Vermlion. | want you to know |I'm standin' here

wat chin' a bunch of geeks unl oad honest-t@live alligators off a boat."
"You ought to ask 'emif they need a hand," Snhpates said with a
wet chuckl e.

Flint chose to let the remark pass. "l cane close to nailing
Lanmbert |ast night."
"You're shittin' me! He showed up at the ex-wife's house?"

"No, not there. But | found him | think he's on his way here,
too. Probably holed up somewhere and gonna be on the nove W after
dark." Flint sawthe man in the Harvard T-shirt still staring at him

then the dude notioned One O the workers-a shirtless, shaven-headed
wal I of a black man who nust've stood six-four and wei ghed close to

t hree hundred Pounds-over to himand they started tal king, their backs
toward the phone booth, as the others continued to unload the

alligators and throw theminto the truck. "Snpates," Flint said,
"Eisley's drivin' me crazy.
Even God couldn't get himto shut his mouth. | don't know what

you saw in him but he's all wong for the job."

"So he talks a lot, so what? That could be a plus. He's got the
ability to wear people down."

"Yeah, he's good at that, all right. But he's slow upstairs.

He can't think on his feet. 1'd hate to be in a tight spot and
have to depend on him 1"l tell you that.

"Forget about Eisley for a minute. You ain't heard the news,
huhr, Wat news?"

"Lanbert's a double nurderer now He killed a fella at a notel
outside Al exandria 'round mdnight. Blasted himwith a shotgun, and
when the fella didn't die fast enough
Lambert beat himto death. Stole his station wagon. Cable TV s
pi cked up the story, it's on every hour."

"He was in the station wagon when |I found him | woul d' ve had
him but his ex-w fe hel ped himget away."



"Well, sounds to me |like Lambert's turned into a mad dog. Man
who's killed twice won't think nothin"bout killin' a third tinme, so
wat ch your ass."

"He's in the grocery store right now," Flint said.

"Huh? GCh, yeah! Hal See, Flint? Eisley's givin' you a sense of
hunor,” "It's his lack of sense |I'"'mworried about. 1've done all right
at stayin' alive so far, but that was before you shackled himon ne."

"He's gotta |learn the ropes sonehow, " Snpates said.

"Just like you did." He paused for a nonment, then released a
heavy sigh. "Well, | reckon you're right. Lanbert's an awf ul
dangerous skin to train Eisley on. Neither one of you are any good to
me in a grave, so you can call it quits and come on in if you want to."

Flint was knocked off his wheels. He thought the earth m ght
shake and the heavens crack open. Snpates was offering hima way out
of this nightnare.

"You still there, Flint?"

"l'ib ... yeah. Yeah, I'mhere." His joy had been a short-1lived
thing. He was thinking the unthinkable; he needed his share of the
reward noney for his pnbffi % debts, and if Lanbert was coming to the
cabin after dark, it would be foolish to give up and go back to
Shreveport now.

Then again, Lanbert nmight not even be in Louisiana anynore. It was
Flint's call to make. He had the can of Mace and his brass knuckles in
the car's glove conmpartnment, and dint's derringer was in its snall
hol ster agai nst the sidn under his right arm The derringer's bullets
didn't have nuch stopping power, but no man-not even a nad dog Vi et nam
vet-was going to do a whole Iot of running or fighting with a hole

t hrough his kneecap. "If Lanbert shows up here," Flint said, "I
believe | can take him 1'Il hang in until tomorrow nornin'."
"You don't have to prove anythin'. | know what you can

do. But sonebody as @as Lanbert could be awful unpredictable.vi
Flint grunted. "Snoates, if | didn't know you better, 1'd think you
wer e concerned about ne. "You' ve been a dann fine investnent.
Ei sley's gonna turn out to be a good investnent, too, once he gets the
green worn off @"

"oh, 1 see- Well, just so | know where | stand.'$ He wi ped sweat
fromhis eyebrows with his sleeve. The long-haired nan in the Harvard
T-shirt was watching the others work again, and paying Flint no

attention. "I'll stay here awhile lonw I|f Lanbert doesn't show by six
inthe mornin I,lIl start back . 09

"Ckay, play it how you want."

“I"1l check in again around dark." Flint hung the phone back on
its cradle. He was drenched with sweat under his jacket and totally
m serable. Still, the game had to be played

out. He saw that EisleY hadn't returned to the car, and when he
| ooked through a window into the store he saw

Pelvis @hng at the cash register eating an ice nen sandwi ch as he
talked to a fat red-haired girl behind the counter. The girl wore an
expression of rapture on her PudgY-cheeked face, and Flint gu@it wasnt
every day she had a custoner like him Flint spotted a sign that said
REST Roons and there was an arrow pointing around the side O the
building. He followed it and found two doors, one GE@and the ot her
GAU. The Gem door had a hol e where the knob shoul d've been. As he
pushed t hrough the door, he was aware of the sounds of distress the
tru@up alligators were making as they were being thrown into the
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truck, a conbination O guttural burps and higherPitched bleats. He
figured the thinp were going to Baton Rouge to wind up as shoes, belts,
and purses. Hell of a way to nmake a living, that was.

Flint @in a small bathroomthat snelled stroney of LYsol, but
there were ot her nore di sagreeable odors wafting about as well. One of
the two urinals seenmed to have nbss growing in it, and the other held a
dark yellow @clogged with ciprette butts. He didn't care to take a
| ook into the

toilet stall. He chose the nobssy urinal, which had a Tropica
Ni ght s condoms machi ne nmounted on the wall above it, and he unzi pped
his pants and went about the task.

As he relieved hinself, he thought about what Snpates had sai d:
Man who's killed twice won't think nothin' "bout killin"a third tine.
So why, Flint wondered, am|l still alive?

Lanbert had just cone fromhis second nurder, and he woul dn't have
had much to lose by a third, especially the execution of a bounty
hunter who'd tracked himfrom Shreveport. Wy hadn't Lanbert used the
gun when he'd had the chance? Mybe because he hadn't wanted his
ex-wi fe and son to be w tnesses?

It was sel fdefense, Flint remenbered the wonman sayi ng.

He's not a col d-bl ooded killer

Lanbert's turned into a nad dog, was Snpates's opinion

VWich was the truth? 1'll let the judge sort it out, Flint
t hought as he stared at the aged photo of a smiling, heavily made-up
blond girl on the condom machine. He | ooked down to shake and zip.

The edge of a straight razor was |laid against the crowmn of Flint's
peni s, which suddenly and decisively dried up

"Cet the door."

The door bunped shut.

"Easy, Men. Be cool, now. Don't pee on ny hand. | wouldn't Iike
it if you peed on ny hand, I m ght get an bent ouua shape and this
razor nught twitch." The |ong-han-ed man weari ng round-| ensed

sungl asses and the Harvard T-shirt was standing beside Flint; he had a
soft, alnmost fem nine voice with just a hint of a refined southern
accent, but he was jabbefin as if he might be running on speed.

"Wul dn't want that, man, no you wouldn't. Bummer to have al
that bl ood shootin' out your stump. Messy, nessy, nmessy. Virgil, find
his wallet."”

An ebony hand the size of a roast slid into Flint's jacket and
went to the inside pocket, alnost grazing dint.

"Just | ook straight ahead, man. Hold on to your joy stick, both
hands. That's right. Car 54, where are you?"

"No badge," Virgil said in a voice |like a cenment mi xer

turning over. |'@' zona license. Nane's Flint Mirtaugh

Monr oe address. "

"Qur man Flint!" The razor renmined where it was, a threat to
three shriveled inches of Flint's flesh. "Do not adjust the
hori zontal, do not adjust the vertical. W are in control. Talk to
ne."

"What's this all about?" he managed to say though his throat had
sei zed up.

"Beeeep! Wong answer! [|'maskin' the questions, kenpo sabe! Who
are you and what're you doin' here?"

"I'mhere to do sonme fishin."

"Ch, yeahhhhh! Fishin' he says, Virgil! \Wat's your nose tel
us?"

Flint heard the black man sniffing the air next to his face.



"Don't smell like no fisherman,"” Virgil runbled. "Got kinda Iike
a cop snell, but..." He kept sniffing.

"Somet hin' real funny 'bout him"

Flint turned his head to the |left and | ooked into the dark |enses.

The Harvard man, who stood about the S=e height as Flint, was in his
late forties or early fifties. He was |ean and sun-browned, gray
grizzle covering the jaw of his deeply lined and weathered face. Hi s
hai r had once been sandcol ored, but nost of it was now nearing silver
Part of his right ear looked as if it had been either chewed off or
shot off. His T-shirt with the name of that hallowed university was
mottled with sweat stains, and his blue jeans appeared to be held
toget her by crusty patches of grine. Flint concluded his brief
i nspection by noting that the man wore TopSiders w thout sinks. "I'm
not a cop,"” he said, lifting his gaze again to the opaque |enses. "I
cane down to fish for the weekend, that's all."

"Wire Your best suit to fish in, did you? Cone all the way here
from Monroe just to hook a big nmudcat? |If you're a fisherman, |I'm
Dobie Gllis."

"Ain't no fisherman." Virgil was standing on the other side of
Flint, his broad bare chest snmeared with 'Ptor nud.

Hi s nose had wide, flared nostrils and he wore purple paisley
shorts and Nikes on size thirteen feet. "Fish won't bite,

weather this hot. Ain't been no fishernmen 'round here all week."

"This is true," the man with the razor said. "So, Flinty, what's
your story?"

"Look, | don't know who you fellas are or what this is about, but
all I did was come in here to use the bathroom |[If you want to rob ne,

go ahead and take ny nmoney, but | w sh you'd put the razor away."

"Maybe it's you who wants to rob us."

" What ?"

"I saw you on the phone, Flinty. You reached out and touched
somebody. Who was it? Couldn't have been Victor Medina, could it?
You one of his spies, FlintyT" "I don't know any Victor Medina. | had
to call nmy office.”

"What |ine of work you in?"

"l sell insurance,” Flint answered.

"Snellin' alie,"” Virgil said, sniffing.

"The nose knows. Virgil's got a nystic snout, Flinty. So let's
try it again: what line of work you in?"

Flint couldn't tell these two swanmp rats why he was really there
they'd want the reward for thenselves. Anger welled up inside him

"I"man astronaut," he said before he could think better of it. "What
business is it of yours?"
"Chhhhhh, an astronaut, Virgil!" The man grinned, his greenish

celebrity here! What do you say about that?"
teeth in dire need of brushing. "W've got us a
"Say he wants it done the hard way, Doc."

"This is true." Doc nodded, his grin evaporating. "The hard way
it shall be, then."

Virgil looked into the toilet stall. Nowit was his turn to grin.
"Heh- heb! Sonebody done forgot to flush!"

"Ch ne oh ne oh my!" Doc pulled the razor away fromi Flint's
penis and cl osed the blade with a quick snap of his i i wist, and

Flint took the opportunity to zip himself up out of harms way. "I
believe this is a job for an astronaut, don't you?"
"Surely." Virgil took a step forward and gripped the nape of



Flint's neck with one huge hand while the other grasped Flint's right
wri st and wrenched his krmup behind his back

'Hey, hey! Wait a minute!™ Flint yelled, true fear kicking his
heart and pain shooting through his arm dint had awakened and was
t hrashing under his shirt, but Virgil was manhandling Flint |ike a sack
of strawinto the toilet stall Though Flint grabbed the stall's door
with his left hand and tried to fight free, Virgil nade short work of
at attenpt by th

sweeping his legs out fromunder himand forcing himto his knees
on the gritty fIOOr. The hair rose up on the back of Flint's neck when
he saw the brown nmers in the sliny bow and what m ght have been
fist-size crabs

down in the nurk. scuttling around "Yumyum " Doc said.
"Candygram for Mongo!"

Virgil Pushed Flint'S face toward the toilet bow. The man's
strength was awesone, and though Flint did his damedest at resisting,
all he could do was slow the inevitable. He couldn't get to the
derringer and neither could he find the breath to command nt to get

it. Hs Oy h C I'lIl ape was that he would pass Qut before his face
br oke the scunmy, clotted surface.
"sir?"

"Doc turned his head toward the husky voice behind him
He gasped; Elvis Presley was standing there, franed by the hot w
te are through the open doorw. D pp g

hay ac stood in and stunned as Pelvis Eisley reached up with
his left hand g, and plucked off the sunglasses. Doc blinked, his p-le
een eyes overloaded with light.

" '"Scuse me," Pelvis sod, and he lifted his right hand

the hand that held the red can O Mace he'd taken fromthe
Cadill ac's gl ove conpartment-and sprayed a burst of fine mist squarely
into Docis face

The reswt was immediate. DOC let out a wmamthat curled Pelvis's
ducktail, and he staggered back, raking at his inflaned eyeballs. In
the toilet stall, Flint's nose was two i nches away from di saster when
the scream echoed off the t es and V 's hand left the back of his head.

Fling

il "rg" ntiabbed an el bow backward into the man's chest, but
Virgil just grunted and turned away to hel p Doc.

"Lord have mercy," Pelvis said when he saw the size of the black
man who' d just energed fromthe toilet sw ng.

Virgil took one | ook at Doc, who was down on the floor clutching
his face with both hands and withing in agony, then he stared at
Pelvis as if seeing an alien fromanother planet. The shock didn't
| ast but three seconds, after which Virgil charged Pelvis |like a nmad
bul I'.

Pel vis stood his ground and got off another spray of Mce, but
Virgil saw it coming and he jerked his head to one side, throwing up a
thick forearmto protect his face. The spray wet his shoul der and
burned like the furies of Hell, but Virgil was still noving and he hit



his target with a body block that all but knocked Pelvis out of his
bl ue suede shoes.

Pel vis sl ammed against the wall, his jow s and belly quaking, and
Virgil chopped at his wist and knocked the Mace out of his hand. The
stonp of a Ni ke crushed the can flat.

Virgil grabbed Pelvis by the throat and lifted himoff his feet.
Pel vis's eyes bul ged as he started choking, his fingers scrabbling to
| oosen Virgil's nmassive hands.

Flint had staggered out of the stall. He saw Pelvis's face
swel ling with bl ood and he knew he had to do sonet hi nganyt hi ng-f ast.
He yanked his shirt open, pulled the derringer fromits holster, and
cocked it. "Leave himalone!"™ Flint shouted, but Virgil paid no
attention. There was no tinme for a second try. Flint @ed forward, pushing
the derringers double barrels against the back of Virgil's left knee,
and squeezed the trigger. The little weapon nmade only a polite
firecracker pop, but the force of the slug couldn't help but shatter
the big man's kneecap. Virgil cried out and rel eased Pelvis, and he
went down on the floor, gripping at the ruins

of his knee.

"CGone pass out!" Pelvis gasped. "Lordy, | can't stand up!"

"Yes you can!" Flint saw his wallet on the floor where Virgil had
dropped it, and he snatched it up and then took Pelvis's weight on his
shoul der. "Cone on, nove!" He kicked the door open and pulled Pelvis
out with himinto the scorching light. The |loading of the alligators
was still proceeding, which made Flint think that the other three

wor kmen had believed Doc's screamof pain to be his own.

The red-haired grocery girl hid probably been too scared to cone
| ook; either that, or screams of pain were conmonPl ace around there.

But then one of two workers carrying a squirnmng alligator along the
pier saw themand let out a holler: "Hey, Mtch! Doc and Virgil are
down! The third an was on the boat, and he reached under his nuddy

Yel | On shirt and Pulled out a pistol before he came running across the
gangpl ank.

It was definitely time to vacate the prem ses.

Pel vis, who could hardly stand up one second, was in the next second
a fairly inpressive sprinter. The man with the gun got off a shot that
knocked a chunk of cinder block fromthe wall eight inches above
Flint's head, and Flint fired the derringers other bullet wthout
ai m ng though he knew he was Qut O range. Al the workmen threw
t hensel ves flat on the pier, the' gator |anding belly-up. Then Flint
was running for the car, too, where Mana was barking frantically in the
drivers seat. He alnost crushed her as he flung hinself
behi nd the wheel, and Pelvis did crush the sack of Tw nkles,

PO ato chips, and cookies that occupied his own seat. Flint jamred the
key in, started the engine, and drove away fromthe store in reverse. The
man with the gun hadn't cone around the corner yet. Flint put the peda

to the metal, the engine still shrieking in reverse.

And then there was the gunman, skidding around the building' s
edge. He planted his feet in a firing stance and took aimat the
retreating car. Flint shouted, "Get down! and Pelvis ducked his
head, both arns clutching Mama. But before the nman could pull the
trigger, the El dorado got behind the cover of woods and Flint's heart
fell back into his chest fromwhere it had lodged in his throat. He
kept racing backward another fifty yards before he found a clear place
on the weedy shoulder to turn the car around, then he gave it the gas
agai n.

Pel vis had hesitantly lifted his head. The first faint blue bruises



were coming up on his neck. "I come to the bathnom and heard' emin

there!" he croaked over the how of w nd and engine. --Looked through
the hole in the door
and seen 'emtryin' to rob you! | 'nenbered what you said 'bout
the Mace blindin" a man!"
"They were crazy, that's what they were!"™ Flint's face glistened

with sweat, his eyes darting back and forth fromthe rearviewnmrror to
the road. The truck wasn't foll ow ng.

He cut his speed to keep fromflying off the dangerous curves into
the marsh. Cdint was still withing, as if he shared his brother's
fury. "CGoddamed swanp rats, tried to drown nme!" Still the truck
wasn't follow ng, and Flint eased up on the gas some nore. Pelvis kept
| ooki ng back, too, his face nottled with crinmson splotches. "I don't
see '"emyeti" In another noment Flint realized-or hoped-the truck
wasn't comng after themat all. The dirt road where they'd been
sitting watching for Lanbert would soon be on the left.

It was tinme to take a ganble. Wat were the odds that the truck
was follow ng as opposed to the odds that it was not?

Doc probably couldn't see yet, and Virgil was going to need a
stretcher. Flint put his foot on the brake as they approached the dirt
r oad.

"What're you doin'? You ain't stoppin', are you?" Pelvis
squawked.

"I"'mhere to get Lanbert," Flint said as he backed off the hi ghway
into the shade of the weeping willows once nore.

"I"'mnot lettin' a bunch of swanp rats run nme off." He got far
enough down the road so as not to be seen by anyone coming from either
direction, then he opened the glove conpartnent, brought out a box of
bullets for the derringer, and reloaded its chanbers. He cut the
engi ne, and they sat there, all four of them breathing hard.

A mnute passed. "That toy gun nught do fine in a pinch," Pelvis
said, "but I wouldn't stake ny life onit." Flint didn't respond.

Five m nutes went by, during which Pelvis kept munbling to hinmself or
Mama. kiter fifteen mnutes they heard a vehicle approaching fromthe
south. "Ch, Lord, here they cone!" Pelvis said, scrunching down in
hi s seat.

The truck passed their hiding place at a | awful speed and kept
going. They listened to it noving away, and then its sound faded.

"Il be." Pelvis sat up, wincing as pain |lanced his | ower back
If he hadn't been carrying such a Pad of fat around his

m dsection, he mght be laid out on the bathroomfloor right then
"What do you nake of that?

Flint shook his head. A lot O strange things had happened to him
in his bounty-hunting career, but this m ght have been the strangest.
What had all that been about? Doc and Virgil hadn't been trying to rob
him they'd wanted to know who he was, why he was there, and who he'd
been talking to on the phone. "Damed if | can figure it out."” He
slid dint's derringer back into its holster. "You all right?

"Hurtin' some, but | reckon I'ni okay."

Flint kept listening for a siren that woul d be an anbul ance or
police car. |If the cops showed up, they could weck everything. But
he was starting to have the feeling that the swanp rats didn't care to
see the police around, either

Law abi ding citizens didn't usually carry straight razors and
threaten the bodily arts and of strangers. And what
was all that about sonebody naned Victor Medina, and themthinking



he m ght be there to rob thenf?
ROb them of what? A truckload of live alligators?

It made no sense, but Flint hadn't conme this distance to

worry about sone crazy 'gatormen. He turned his attention back to
snaring Lambert. Stupid of Eisley to have |ost the Mace; he shoul d' ve
held on to it, no matter what. Wthout the Mace, the job was going to
be that nuch tough

"M. Mirtaugh, sirer
ed

FLnt 100k at Pelvis, and saw that his face had turned nilky white.
"Never seen a fella get shot before," Pelvis said, in obvious
distress. "Never been shot at, neither. t to

thinkin' "bout it, and. Co

- - believe I'mgone have to heave. "Wll, get out and do it!
Don't you mess up iy car! "Yes sir." Pelvis Opened the door, pulled
hi nsel f out and

staggered into the woods, and Manma |leapt fromthe car after him

Flint grunted with disgust. Mn who couldn't take a little
vi ol ence and bl ood sure wasn't suited to hunt skins for

bounty. H's own nerves had stopped jangling several m nutes
earlier, but he was going to see that toilet bow in his nightmares.

dint had settled down to rest again. Flint |ooked into the
crunpl ed sack of groceries, and he was gratified to find a small green
bottle. He uncapped the lenmon juice and took a long, thirsty swall ow.

Ever since he could remenber, his systemhad craved acid. He decided

that in a few m nutes he should wal k up to the cabin and nake sure
Lambert hadn't arrived while they'd been gone.

Still there was no siren. The police and anbul ance weren't
com ng.

Al ligators, he thought. Wat nade alligators worth protecting with
a pistol?

Well, it wasn't his business. H's business was finding Lanbert

and taking himback to Shreveport, which he was determned to do. He
could hear Eisley retching out all that junk food he'd packed hinself
with. Flint took another drink fromthe green bottle, and he thought
that this was a hell of alife for a gentleman.

The smal |l Skulls

Dan was one of the first to reach the village. The sky was
stained yellow by drifting snoke, the air thick with the reek of burned
sl esh.

He heard the wailing, |ike the sound of nuted trunpets.

He moved forward through the haze at a slownotion pit, his M 16
clutched before him Sweat had stiffened the folds of his uniform his
heart thudding in his chest like "distant artillery. Soneone was
scream ng up ahead: a woman's scream hideous in its rising and
falling. The ugly snoke swirled around him its snell stealing his
breath. He pushed past a couple of other grunts fromhis platoon, one
of whom turned away and vonmited on the dirt.



At the center of the village was a snoldering pile of tw sted gray
shapes. Dan wal ked nearer to it, feeling the heat tighten his face.
Sone of the villagers were on their knees, shrieking. He saw four or
five children clinging to their nothers' legs, their faces blank with
shock. Small orange flames flickered in the burned pile; nearby was a
United States Marine-issue gasoline can, probably stolen froma supply
dunp, that had been left as a taunt.

Dan knew what had been set afire. He knew even before he saw the
smal | skulls. Before he saw a crisped hand reaching up fromthe nass
of bodies. Before he saw that some of them had not burned to the bone,
but were swollen and nal formed and pink as seared pork

i ss

Sonmeone clutched his arm He | ooked into the winkled,
tear-streaked face of an old Vi etnamese man who was jabbering with what
must have been a mixture of rage and terror. The old nsin thrust his
hand at Dan, and in the palmlay a tiny airplane formed out of tinfoil

He understood, then. It was fromthe Hershey bar's wapper. The
Cong had circled around behind them and had found this tinfoil toy as
evi dence of collusion with the eneny. How many chil dren had been
executed was difficult to tell. Flesh had nelted and run together in
glistening pools, bones had bl ackened and fused, facial features had
been erased. The old Vietnanese staggered away from Dan, stil
j abbering, and thrust his palmin an accusatory gesture at anot her
mari ne. Then he went to the next and the next, his voice breaking and
giving out but his hand still going up to show themthe reason for this
massacre of the innocents.

Dan backed away from the burned corpses, one hand over his nouth
and nose and sickness churning in his stomach.

Captain Aubrey was trying to take charge, ye@for someone to
shovel dirt over the flames, but his face was pallid and his voice was
weak. Dan turned his eyes fromthe sight, and he saw the young
Bost oni an with cornfl ower-blue eyes-Farrow standi ng near him staring
fixedly at the fire as the Vietnanese elder thrust the tinfoil airplane
into his face. Then Dan had to get away fromthe snoke before it
overcame him had to get away fromthe snmell of it, but it was
everywhere, in his khakis and his hair and in his sidn

He had to get away fromthis war and this death, fromthe m ndl ess

killing and the nunbing horror, and as he ran into the rice paddies he
was sick all over himself but the odor was still in his nostrus and he
feared he would snell it for the rest of his life.

He fell down in the wet vegetation and pushed his face into the
muck. When he lifted his head, he could still snell the burned neat.
Snoke drifted above him a dark pall against the sun. Something strained
to break | oose inside and he was afraid of it. |If this thing coll apsed,

so, too, mght the wall of willpower and bravado he'd been sheltering
behi nd every nonment, every hour, every day of his tour of

The Smal | Skulls

duty. He was a good soldier, he did what he was told and he'd
never gone south, never. But Wth brown mud on his face and bl ack
despair in his soul he fought the awful urge to get up and run toward
the jungle, toward where they nust be watching fromthe lids of their
snake hol es, and once there he woul d squeeze the trigger of his M 16
until his ammo was gone and then they would energe silently fromthe
shadows and cut himto pieces.



"Never gone south- Never. But he could feel hinself trenbling on
t he edge of the abyss, and he gripped handfuls of mud to keep from
falling.

The feeling slowy passed. He was all right again. No, not al
right, but he would make it. Death and Cruel waste were no strangers
inthis land. He had seen sights enough to make himwi sh for
bl i ndness, but he had to stand up and keep goi ng her-ause he was a nan
and a marine and he was there to get the job done. He turned over on
hi s back and watched the snoke drifting, a dark scrawl of senseless
i nhumanity, a sickening cipher. The wailing in the village behind him
seened to be growing nore shrill and | ouder, a chorus of agony, though
Dan cl asped his hands to his ears |ouder |ouder though he squeezed his
eyes shut and tried to neither think nor feel |ouder |ouder though he
prayed for God to deliver himfromthis place and there was no answer

but the wailing |ouder and | ouder and | oud"Uk " he said.

He sat up, his face contorted.

"Jesus!" sonebody said. A fermale voice. --you 'bout scared the
stew outta me!"

Wailing. He could still hear it. He didn't know where he was,
his mnd was still hazed with the snoke of Vietnam It cane to himin

anot her few seconds that he was no |l onger hearing the wailing fromthe
village in his menory. A police Carl he thought as panic streaked
through him He saw a wi and started to get up and hobble toward it,
but his joints had tightened and the pain in his skull was
excruci ating- He sat on the edge of what he realized was a bed, his
hands pressed to his tenples.

"I"ve been tryin' to wake you up for five mnutes. You

were dead to the world. Then all of a sudden you sat up so fast |
t hought you were goin' right through the wall."

He hardly heard her. He was listening to the siren

VWhat ever it was-police car, fire truck, or ambulance-it was noving
rapi dly away. He rubbed his tenples and tried to figure out where he was.

Hi s brain seened to be | ocked up, and he was searchi ng desperately for
t he key.

."You all right?"

Dan | ooked up at the girl who stood next to him The right side
of her face was a deep violet-red. A birthmark, terrible inits
domi nation. Arden was her nanme, he remenbered

Arden Holiday. No. Halliday. He renmenbered the Cajun Country
Truck Stop, a young man in a Hanoi Jones T-shirt, and a baseball bat
studded with nails thunking down on the table.

"Brought you a barbecue," she said, and she offered hima
grease-stained white sack. "Restaurant's right across the road."

The snell of the charred pork made his stomach lurch. He | owered
his head, trying to think through the pain.

"Don't you want it? You rmust be hungry. Slept all day."

"lust get it amay fromne." His voice was a husky grow .

"Pl ease. "

"Ckay, okay. | thought you'd want sonething' to eat."

She left the room H's nmenory was coning back to himin bits and
pi eces, like a puzzle linking together. A pistol shot.

The dying face of Emory Bl anchard. Reverend Guainn and his wife's
crullers. The DeCaynes and a shotgun blast tearing the tire of his
truck apart. Fifteen thousand dollars reward. Susan and Chad at
Basil e Park, and her telling himabout the cabin in Vermlion. The
bounty hunter with the flashlight, and Elvis Presley hollering for M.
Mur t augh.

The girl, now He'd given her aride to Lafayette to see a nan at



a nursing hone. M. R chards, the man's nanme was.

No, no; it was Jupiter. dd nman, talking about sonebody called
the Bright Grl. Faith healer, down in the swanp.

Take that mark right off your face. You H's hands, you gone have
to steer her the right direction.

A nmotel in Lafayette. That's where he was. Slept all day,

Arden had said. The sun was still high outside, though. He
struggled to focus on his wistwatch's dial, and read the tine as eight
m nutes after four. H's cap. Where was his cap? He found it lying on
the bed beside him His shirt was stiff with dried sweat, but there
wasn't nmuch he could do about that.

He sat there gathering the strength to stand up. He'd pushed
hi nsel f yesterday to the limt of his endurance, and now he was goi ng
to have to pay the price. H s headache was easi ng somewhat, but his
bones throbbed in raw rhythmw th his pulse. At last he stood up and
staggered into the bathroom where he caught a glinpse in the mrror of
a white, sunken-eyed Hall oween nask with a graying beard that couldn't
possi bly be his face. There was a shower stall, this one thankfully
wi th nO frogs hoppi ng about, and Dan reached in and turned on the cold
tap and then put his head under the stream

"Hey!" Arden had returned. "You decent?"

He just stood there in the downpour, wi shing he'd had the sense to
| ock her out.

"CGot sonething' to show you. Just take a minute."

The sooner he could get rid of her, the better. He turned off the
water, found a towel to dry his hair, and wal ked into the front room
Arden was sitting in a chair at a round table next to the bed, a map
spread out on the tabletop. She still wore her blue jeans, but she'd
changed into a fresh beige short-sleeve blouse. "Ww " she said,
staring at him "You really | ook beat."

He reached back and nmassaged the cranped muscl es of his shoul ders.

"I thought | |ocked that door before I went to sleep. How d you get
nt' "l stood out there knockin'till my knuckles were raw. You
woul dn't answer your phone, either. So | got an extra key fromthe
lady at the front desk. | told her we were travelin' together. Look
here.”

"W're not travelin' together," Dan said. He saw that what she'd
spread out was his own Loui siana roadmap, taken fromthe station wagon.
"Here's LaPierre. See?" She put her finger on a dot where

H ghway 57 ended at the swanp. "It's about twenty-five

mles | south of Houma. Didn't you say you were headed that way?'
"l don't know. DidI?"

"Yes. You said you were goin' somewhere south of Houna. Not a
whol e ot down there, fromthe | ooks of the map. Were're you headed?"
He examined the map a little closer. LaPierre was maybe three
mles past a town called Chandal ac, which was four or five niles past
Verm lion. South of LaPierre the map showed not hing but Terrebonne

Parish swanp. "I'mnot takin' you any farther. You can catch a bus
fromhere.'

"Yeah, | guess | could, but I figured since you were goin' that
way you'd help nme-" "No, " he interrupted. "It's not possible."

She frowned. "Not possible? Wy not? You' re goin' down there,
aren't you?"

"Listen, you don't know me. | could be ... somebody you woul dn't

want to be travelin' with."
"What's that nean? You a bank robber or sonething' ?"
Dan eased hinself down on the bed again. "I1'll give you a ride to



the bus station. That's the best | can do."
Arden sat there chewing her bottomlip and studying the map. Then
she watched himfor a noment as he wedged a pill ow beneath his head and

closed his eyes. "Can | ask you a personal question?"
"Depends, " he said.
"Somet hin' wong with you? | nmean ... are you sick?

You sure don't | ook healthy, if you don't mnd ny sayin'.
Dan opened his eyes and peered up at the ceiling tiles.
There was no point in trying to hide it. He said, "Yeah, I'm

"I thought so. What is it? AlDS?"

"Leukem a. Brain tunor. Wrn out and at the end of ny rope. Take
your pick."

She didn't say anything for a while. He heard her folding the map
up, or trying to, but road maps once unfol ded becane stubborn beasts.
Arden cleared her throat. "The Bright Grl's a healer. You heard
Jupiter say that, didn't you?"

si ck.

"l heard an old nman callin' ne M. Richards and talkin'
nonsense. "

"I't's not nonsense!" she answered. "And you bear a resenbl ance
to M. R chards. He had a beard and was about Your size. | can see
how Jupi ter m stook you."

Dan sat up again, his neck painfully tight, and | ooked at her
"Listen to me. The way | figure this, you,re tryin' to track down a
faith healer-who | don't think even existstO get that mark of f your
face. If you're goin' on the tall tales O SOVE crazy O d Man, | think
you' re gonna be real disappointed."”

"Jupitees not crazy, and they're not tall tales. The Bright
Grl's down there Just because you don't believe it doesn't make it not
true."And just because YQu want to believe it doesn't make it true.
don't know anyt hi ng about you, or what you've been through, but seens
to me YOU Qught to be seemi a skin doctor instead of @ to find a
faith healer."”

"I"ve seen dermatol ogists and pl @ sinc*len.” Men said
icilY.."They all told me I've 90t the darkest port-wi ne stain they ever
saw. They can't prounse ne they can get it all off, or even half of it
off without scarrin' nme up. | couldn't afford the cost of the
operations, anyway. And you're right about not know ng anything about ne.
you sure as hell don't know what it's like to wear this thing on your
face every day of your life- people lookin' at You like you re a freak
or some kind of nmonster not fit to be out in public. when sonebody's
talkin' to you, they'll try to | ook everywhere but Your face, and you
can tell they're either repulsed or they're feelin' Pity for you. |It's
a bad-luck sign, is what it is. M own father told me that when | was
six years old. Then he left the house for a pack of cigarettes and
kept on goin', and my picked up a bottle and didn't lay it down again
until it killed her. Fromthen on | was in and out of foster hones and
I can tell you none of 'emwere paradi se. She stopped her nouth
tightening into a grimline.

"When | was fifteen, Arden went on after a | ong pause, "I

stole a car. got caught and put on a ranch for -troubled youth'
outside San Antonio. M. Richards ran it. jupiter

wor ked at the stable, and his wife was a cook. It was a hard
pl ace, and if you stepped out of line you earned tinme in the sweat
box. But | got ny high school diploma and made it out. |If | hadn't

|'d probably be dead or in prison by now. | used to help Jupiter with



the horses, and he told me stories about the Bright Grl. How she
could touch ny birthmark and take it away. He told ne where he'd grown

up, and how everybody down there knew about the Bright Grl." She
paused again, her eyes narrow ng as she vi ewed some di stant scene
i nside her head. "Those stories ... they were so real

So full of light and hope. That's what | need right now See,
t hi ngs haven't been goin' so good in ny life. Lost ny job at the
Goodyear plant, they laid off alnmpst a whole shift. Had to sell ny
car. M credit cards were getting' nme in trouble, so | put the scissors
to'em | went to apply for a job at a burger joint, and the fella
took one | ook at ny face and said the job was already filled and there
wasn't anything comn' open anytime soon. Sane thing happened with a

couple of other jobs I went lookin' for. |'mbehind two nonths on ny
rent, and the bill collectors are harkin' after nme. See ... what |
need is a new start. | need to get rid of ny bad |uck once and for
all. If I can find the Bright Grl and get this thing off ny face ..

| could start all over again. That's what | need, and that's why I
pul l ed every cent |'ve got out of the bank to make this trip. Do you
under st and?"

"Yeah, | do," Dan said. "I know things are tough, but |ookin' for
this Bright Grl person's not gonna help you. |If there ever was such a
worman, she's dead by now."™ He met Arden's blank stare. "Jupiter said

the Bright Grl was livin' in the swanp |ong before his daddy was a
little boy. Right?
So Jupiter said she came to LaPierre when he was a kid. He said

she was a young and pretty white girl. Young, he said.

Tell me how that can be."

“I"1l tell you." Arden finished refolding the map before she
continued. "It's because the Bright Grl never ages."

"Ch, | see." He nodded. "Not only is she a healer, she's found

the fountain of youth."
"I didn't say anything about the fountain of youth!"
Anger |ightened Arden's eyes but turned the birthmark a

The Smal | Skulls shade darker. "I'mtellin' you what Jup r Th ite
told me e Bright Grl doesn't ever get old, she always stays young and
pretty!"”

"And you believe this?"

"Yes! | do! I-1 just do, that's all

Dan couldn't help but feel sorry for her. "Arden," he said quietly,
"you ever heard of sonething' called folklore? Like stories about
Johnny Appl eseed, or Paul Bunyan, or ... YOU know, people whore bigger
than life. Maybe a long, long tine ago there was a faith heal er who
lived down in that swanp, and after she died she got bigger than life,

t oo, because people didn't want to let her go. So they made up these
stories about her, and they passed 'emdown to their children. That
way she'd never die, and she'd al ways be young and pretty. See what
' m sayinl ?"

"You don't know " she snapped. "Next thing you,ii be sayin' Jesus
was a nmade-up story, too!"

"Well ' it's your business if you want to go sl oggin' through

a swanp |l ookin' for a dead faith healer. |'mnot gonna stop
you. | t

"Damm right you're not!" Arden stood up, taking the map with her

"If I was as sick as you are, 1'd be hopin' | could find the Bright
Grl, too, not sittin' there denyin' her!"

"One thing that'll kill you real quick," he said as she neared the
door, "is false hope. You get alittle older, you'll understand that."



"I hope | never get that old."

"Hey," Dan said before she could leave. "You want a ride to the
bus station, I'll be ready to go after dark."

Arden hesitated with her hand on the doorknob. "How conme you
don't want to go until dark?" She had to ask anot her question that had
bot hered her as well. "And how cone you're not even carryin' a change
of cl ot hes?"

He thought fast. "Cooler after dark. | don't want ny radiator
boilin'" over. And I've got friends where I'mgoin', | wasift't
pl annin' on stoppin'."

“Uh- huh."

He avoi ded her eyes because he feared she was starting to see
through him "I1'm gonna take a shower and get sone

food. Not barbecue. You ought to call the bus station and find
out where it is."

"Even if | take a bus to Houma, | still have to get down to
LaPi erre sonehow. Listen," she said, determined to try "I'll pay you
thirty dollars to take ne there. How about it?"

"No. "

"How much out of your way can it be?" Desperation had tightened
her voice. "I can do sone of the drivin' for you

Besi des, |'ve never been down in there before and ... you know .

agirl travelin' alone could get into trouble. That's why | paid
Joey to drive ne."

"Yeah, he sure took good care of you, all right. | hope you get
where you're goin', but I"'msorry. | can't take you."

She @pt staring at him Sonething m ghty strange was goi ng on
she thought. There was the broken glass in the back of the station
wagon, the fact that he was traveling w thout even a toothbrush, and
was it happenstance that he hadn't awakened until a shrieldng siren had
gone past the notel? | could be sonmebody you woul dn't want to be
travelin' with, he'd said. What did that nean?

She was maki ng hi mnervous. He stood up and pulled off his
T-shirt. She could see the outline of every rib under his pale skin.
"You want to watch nme get naked and take a shower, that's fine with
me," Dan said. He began unbuckling the belt of his jeans.

"Okay, I'mleavin'," she deci ded when he pushed down his zipper
"My roomis right next door, when you get ready." She retreated, and
Dan closed the door in her face and turned the latch

He breathed a sigh of relief. She was starting to wonder about
him that nuch was clear. He knew he shoul d never have given her a
ride; she was a conplication he didn't need.

But right now there was nothing to be done but take his shower and
try to relax, if he could. Get some food, that woul d make him feel
awhol e lot better. He started for the bathroom but before he got
there, curiosity snared himand he turned on the TV and clicked through
the channels in

search of a local newscast. He found CNN, but it was the
financial segment. He switched the set off. Then, after a few seconds
of internal debate, he turned it back on again.

Surely he wouldn't have made the national news, but a | oca
broadcast m ght cone on at five and he'd find out if Lafayette had
pi cked up the story. He felt as griny as a nudflap at a tractor pull
and he went into the bathroom and cranked the shower taps to ful
bl ast .

Arden had gone to the office to return the extra key. The
smal | - boned, grandnot herly woman behind the registrati on desk | ooked up



over her eyegl asses fromworking a crossword puzzle in the Lafayette
newspaper. "Your friend all right?"

"Yeah, he is. He was just extra tired, didn't hear nme knockin'.
She laid the key down on the desk. "Could you tell me howto get to
the bus station from here?"

"CGot a phone book, I'Il | ook up the address.” The woman reached a
vei n-ridged hand into a drawer for the directory.

"Where you plannin' on goin'?"

"To Houmm, first. Then on down south."”

"Ain't nuch south of Houma but the bayou. You got relatives down
t here?"

"No, I'mon ny own" "On your own? Wiat about your friend?"

"He's ... goin' sonewhere else.”

"Lord, | wouldn't go down in that swanp country by myself, that's
for gospel!” The wonman had her finger on the bus station's address,
but first she felt bound to deliver a warning. "All kinda roughnecks
and heathens livin' down there, they don't answer to no law but their
own. Look right here." She picked up the newspaper's front page and
thrust it at Arden. "Headline up top, 'bout the ranger. see it?"

Arden did. It said Terrebonne Ranger Still M ssing, and beneath

that was a smaller line of type that said Son of Lafayette Council man
G radoux. A phot ograph showed a husky, steely-eyed young nan wearing a
police uniformand a broad-brinmred hat.

"M ssin' since Tuesday," the wonman told Arden. "@

the big news here all week. He went down in that swanp one too
many tinmes, is what he did. Swallowed himup, you can bet on it."

"I"msorry about that," Arden said, "but it's not gonna stop ne
from" And then she did stop, because her gaze had gone to a story at
the bottom of the page and a headline that read Second MurderAttri buted
to Shreveport Fugitive. A photograph was included with this story,
too, and the bearded face in it made Arden's heart freeze.

It wasn't the best quality picture, but he was recognizabl e.

It |ooked like a mug shot, or a poorly lit snapshot for a driver's
license. He was bare headed and unsmiling, and he'd | ost twenty pounds
or nore since the canera had caught him Beneath the picture was his
nanme: Daniel Lew s Lanbert.

"They found his boat," the wonan said.

"Huh?" Arden | ooked up, her insides quaking.

"Jack G radoux's boat. They found it, but there wasn't hide nor
hair of him | know his folks. They eat breakfast every Saturday
nmornin' at the Shoneys down the road. They thought that boy hung the
nmoon, and they're gonna take it awful hard."

Arden returned to reading the story. "l1'd be mghty careful in
that swanmp country," the worman urged. "It's bad peopl e can nake a
pari sh ranger disappear.” She busied herself witing the bus station's

address down on a piece of notepad paper
Arden reft close to passing out as she realized what kind of man
Dan Farrow no, Dan Lanbert-really was. Vietnamveteran, had the tattoo
of a snake on his right forearm Shot and killed the | oan manager at a
bank in Shreveport. Shot and beat to death a man at a notel outside
Al exandria and stole his station wagon. "Ch ny God," she whi spered.
"Pardon?" The worman lifted her silver eyebrows.
Arden said, "This man. He's- "

the man God sent Mz Arden.
Jupiter had said it. You the man Godprovided to take Mz Arden to
the Bright Grl. You H's hands, you gone have to steer her the right
direction.



No, Dan Lanbert was a killer. This newspaper said so.

He'd killed two people, so what was to stop himfromkilling her
if he wanted to? But he was sick, anybody could | ook at himand tel
that. If he wanted to kill her, why hadn't he just pulled off the
hi ghway before they'd reached Lafayette?

"You say sonething' ?" the woman asked "I ... yeah. | nmean ... I'm
not sure."

"Not sure? About what?"

Arden stared at the photograph. The man God sent. She'd wanted
to believe that very badly. That there was sone cosnic order of
t hi ngs, some undercurrent in notion that had brought her to this tine
and place. But if Jupiter had been so wong, then what did that say
about his belief in the Bright Grl?

She reft something crunbling inside her, and she feared that when
it fell away she would have nothing left to hold her together

"You still want the address?"

"What ?"

"The b@ station. You want ne to tell you howto get there? It's
not far."

The walls were closing in on her. She had to get out of there,
had to find a place to think. 'ICon |I take this?" She held the
newspaper's page so the woman coul dn't see Dan's picture.

"Sure, I"'mthrough with it. Don't you want the-1, Arden was
al ready goi ng out the door

"Cuess not," the wonan sai d when the door closed. She'd wanted to
ask the girl if that mark on her face hurt, but she'd decided that
woul dn't be proper. It was a shanme-, that Rirl would ve been so pretty
if she weren't disfigured ' - But that was life, wasn't it? You had
to take the bad with the good, and make the best of it. Still it was a
terrible shane

She turned her attention again to the crossword puzzle.

The next word across was four letters, and its clue was
"destiny."

The Truth

Dan had stepped out of the shower and was toweling off when he
heard soneone speak his nane.

He | ooked at the television set. His face-his drivers |license
pi cture-was | ooking back at himfromthe screen

He thought he'd been prepared for the shock, but he was wong; in
that instant he felt as if he'd simultaneously taken ,a gut punch and
had icy water poured on the back of his neck. The newscaster was
tal ki ng about the shooting of Enory Bl anchard, and the canera showed
scenes of policenen at the First Commercial Bank. And then the vision
truly became ni ghtmarish, because suddenly a di straught face franed
with kinky red curls was talking into a reporter's m crophone.

"He went crazy when he found out we knew who he was," Hannah
DeCayne was saying. . "Harnon and ne tried to stop him but he was out
of his mnd. Gabbed the shotgun away from Harnon and bl asted him
right there in front of ne, and then he-oh, dear Lord, it was
terrible-then he started beaten' ny husband in the head with the gun
| never saw anybody so wild in ny life, there wasn't a thing | could
do!"

The canera showed the dismal H deaway Mdtor Court in daylight,
then focused on the crippled pickup truck. There was a shot of bl ood



on the sandy ground. "DeCayne was pronounced dead early this norning at
an Al exandria hospital," the newscaster said.

Dan's knees gave way. He sat down on the edge of the bed, his
nout h agape.

"Police believe Lanbert may be on his may to Naples, Florida,
where his nearest fam |y nmenber lives

Christ! Dan thought. They'd brought hIS nmother into this thing
now

". - - but there've been reports that Lanmbert's been seen both in
New Ol eans and Baton Rouge. Repeating what we understand from
Al exandri a police, Lanmbert nmay be traveling under the name Farrow, and
he shoul d be considered extrenely dangerous. Again, the First
Conmrer ci al Bank of Shreveport has put a fifteen-thousand.

dol l ar reward on Lanbert, and the nunber to call with information
is 555-9045." The phot ograph of Dan came up on the screen again.
"Lanmbert is fortytwo years old, has brown hair and brown eyes and

s@"

Dan got up and snapped the TV off. Then he had to sit down once
nore because his bones reft rubbery and his head was reeling. Anger
started boiling up inside him What kind of dammed shit was that wonan
trying to shovel ? No, not trying, she was doing a pretty good job of
it, fake tears and all. Dan saw what had happened. The bitch had
killed her husband, and who was going to call her a @ He sensed the
net starting to close around him Wo woul d believe he hadn't rnurdered
DeCayne? Pretty soon the newscasts were going to make himout to be a
bl oodt hirsty fiend who killed everybody in his path. Wth his picture
on TV, the reward, the police |ooking for the station wagon-what chance
did he have of getting to Vermlion, much [ ess out of the country?

He cl asped his hands to his face. His heart was beating hard, the
pul se pounding at his tenples. How nmuch farther could he get? Even
traveling with the shield of darkness he knew it was only a matter of
ti me now before the law found him And his tinme, it seened, was fast
ticking away. Should he try to keep going, or just give it up and cal
t he police?

VWhat was the point of running anynore? There war, no

escapi ng prison; there was no escapi ng the di sease that was
.chewing his life away. Gone south, gone south, he thought.

VWhere could you run to when all roads were bl ocked?

He didn't know how | ong he sat there, his eyes squeezed shut and
hi s head bowed, his thoughts scrambling like mce in mazes. There was
a tentative knock at the door. Dan didn't say anything. The knock
cane again, a little louder this tine.

"Go away!" he said. It had to be her. O the police. He'd find
out soon enough

A long silence followed. Then her voice: "I ... want to talk to
you for a mnute."

"Just go away and | eave ne alone. Please."

She was silent, and Dan thought she'd gone. But then he heard a
rustling at the bottom of the door and sonmething slid under it into the
room It was a newspaper page.

Dan had the feeling that the bad news was about to get worse. He
put the towel around his waist, went to the door, and picked up the
page. There at the lower right was his picture, the same photo he'd



seen on television. Second Murder Attributed to Shreveport Fugitive,
the headline read. He reached out, unlatched the door, and pulled it
open.

Arden took a backward step, half of her face pale with fear, and
she lifted a tire iron she'd taken fromthe back of the station wagon
over her head. "Don't touch me," she said. "I'll knock your head in!"

They stared at each other for a few seconds, like two wary and
frightened animals. At last Dan said, "WlIl, you' ve got ny attention
What'd you want to tal k about ?"

"That's you, isn't it? You killed two peopl e?

"It's me," he answered. "But | didn't kill two people. Just the
man in Shreveport."

-Ch, is that supposed to nmake nme feel better?"

"Right now!l don't give a damm what you feel. You're not the one
goin' to prison. | guess you've already called the police?"

"Maybe | have," she said. "Maybe |I haven't."

"You saw there's fifteen thousand dollars reward on ne,
didn't you? That ought to be enough to get your birth mark off. See?
Thi s nmust be your lucky day."

"Don't try to rush me," she warned. "l swear I'Il hit you."

“I"mnot rushin' anybody. Were am| gonna go wearin' a towel?
You mind if | get dressed before the police get here?"

"I haven't called "em Not yet, | nean.”

"Well, do what you have to do. | figure I'mthrough runnin'." He
turned his back on her and went to his clothes, which were lying on a
chair near the bat hroom door

Arden didn't enter the room She watched himas he 'dropped the
towel and put on his underwear and socks. Hi s body was thin and
sinewy, the vertebrae visible down his spine. His nmuscles |ooked
shrunken and wasted. There was nothing physically threatening about
himat all. Arden 'lowered the tire iron, but she didn't cross the
threshold. Dan put on his T-shirt and then his jeans. He sat down in
the chair to slip his shoes on. "I didn't kill the man in Al exandria,"
he told her. "For what it's worth, his wife did it and she's blanmin'
me. Yeah, | did steal their station wagon, only because the damm woman
shot my pickup truck's tire out. She blasted himw th a shotgun
aimn' at me, but when | left there he was still alive. She beat him
to death and she's tellin' the police | didit. That's the truth."

Arden swal l owed thickly, the fear still fluttering around in her
throat. "The paper said you went crazy in a bank. Shot a man dead.
That you're supposed to be arnmed and dangerous. "

"They got the crazy part right. Bank was repossessin' ny truck

It was the last thing | had left. | got in a fight with a guard, the
| oan nmanager pulled a pistol on ne, and ... it @ust happened. But |'m
not armed, and | never was carryin' a gun. | guess | ought to be
flattered that they think |' in so dangerous, but they're wong." He
sat back in the chair and put his hands on the arnrests. "I neant it
about the reward noney. Qught to be you who gets it as much as anybody
else. You want to go call the law, I'Il be right here."

Her common sense told her to go to her room and use the phone
there, but she hesitated. "How come you didn't give yourself up after

you shot that man?"

"I panicked. Couldn't think straight. But | was tellin" you the
truth about the | eukemi a. The doctors don't give nme a whole |ot of
time, and | don't care to pass it in prison.”

"So how cone you're just gonna sit there and let me, turn you in?"

"Somebody will, sooner or later. | thought | could get out of the
country, but ... there's no use in tryin' to run when your nane and
face is plastered all over TV and the newspapers. |It's just hurtful to



nmy famly."

"Your famly? You married?"

"Ex-wife. A son. | stopped to see'emin Alexandria, that's why I
was stayin' at that damm notel. | was headin' to a place called
Verm lion. Cabin down there | was gonna hide in for a while, until |
coul d decide what to do." He shook his head. "No use init."

Arden didn't know exactly what she'd expected, but this wasn't it.
After she'd digested the newspaper story, she'd gone to the station
wagon to search it, looking for a gun

She'd found the tire iron in the back and in the gl ove conpart nment
a couple of old receipts-for froglegs, of all things-made out to Hannah
DeCayne fromthe Blue GQulf Restaurant. The hell of this thing was that
the fifteen thousand dollars would bail her out of her financial
troubl es and buy her a car, but after the bills were paid off there
still wouldn't be enough left for the plastic surgery. The doctors had
told her there would have to be two or nore operations, and they
couldn't prom se what the results would be. But here was fifteen
t housand dollars sitting in front of her if she wanted it.

"Go on," Dan said. "Call '"em | don't care."

"I wll. Inamnute." She frowned. "If you're so sick, why
aren't you in a hospital ?"
"Ever set foot in a V.A hospital? | was in one for a while.

People waitin' to die, hollerin' and cryin' in their sleep. |
wasn't gonna lie there and fade away. Besides, nost days | could stil
work. |'ma carpenter. Was, | nean. Listen, are you gonna call the
police, or do you want to wite ny life story?"

-Arden didn't answer. She was thinking O what it had felt |ike
when she was joy-riding in that car she'd stol en! speeding from nowhere
to nowhere, tYing to outrace reality -and the state troopers' car had
rDared up behind her with its siren wailing and the bubble |ight
awhirl - She renmenbered the snap of cuffs on her wists, and the
sharp, dark terror that had pierced her tough fuck-you attitude. She'd
had a lot to learn in those days. |If it hadn't been for a few people
like M. Richards and Jupiter and his wife, the | essons woul d' ve
fallen |ike seeds on stony ground. Stealing a car was a |lot different
fromcomritting nmurder, of course, and naybe Dan

Lanbert belonged in prison, but Arden wasn't sure she was the one
to Put himthere.

"One thing I1'd like to do for nyself," Dan said while she was
pondering the situation. He stood up, causing Arden's heart to start
t hunpi ng again, and he went to the tel ephone on the table beside his
bed. He dialed the operator and asked for directory assistance in
Al exandri a.

"Whore you callin'?" Arden's knuckles were aching, she was
gripping the tire iron so hard
“I"d I'ike the Police departnent,"’

he said to the Al exandri a

operator when the call clicked through. "The main office at City
Hal I . "

"What're you doin'?" Arden asked, incredulous. "Gvin' -Yourself
up?"

"tQuiet," he told her. He waited until a voice answered.

rg rr di spe @Al exandria police, Se rant G| Pa a ne akin'.

"Sergeant, ny name is Dan Lanbert. | think You people are |ookin'
for me."



There was no reply, just stunned-or suspicious silence. Then: "Is
this a joke?"

"NO j oke- Just listen. | didn't kill HarmOn DeCayne. | saw w
gu

his '"fe shoot himwth that shot n, but when | left there, he was
still alive. She nust've decided to beat himto death and blane it on

nme. See what |'m sayinl?"
:"Uh ... I"'m... hodon just a mnul'l nnt you
to-It 1 te |l co ec
"No!" Dan snapped. "You pass the phone, I'mgone! 1'm

tellin" you, that woman killed her husband. You check the shotgun
for fingerprints, you won't find one of mne on it WIIl you do that for
ne?"

"I-1'"1'l have to let you talk to Captain-" "I'mthrough talkin'.

Dan hung up

"I can't believe you just did that! Don't you know they'll trace
the cal | ?"

"I just wanted to start "emthinkin'. WMybe they' |l check for
prints and ask that damm wonan some nore questions.

Anyway, they don't know it wasn't a local call. There's enough

time for you to turn ne in."

"Do you want to go to prison? |Is that it?"

"No, | don't want to go to prison," Dan said. "But | don't have a
whol e hell of a lot of choice, do I?"

Arden had to do the next thing; she had to test both herself and
him She took a deep breath, crossed the

threshold into his room and closed the door behind her. She
stood with her back against it, the tire iron ready if he junped at
her .

He raised his eyebrows. "Takin' a risk being’ in a roomalone with
me, aren't you?"

"I mnot sure yet. AmI?"

He showed her his pal ns and eased down on the edge of the bed.
"Whatever's on your mnd," he told her, "nows the tine to tell ne
about it."

"Al'l right." She took two steps toward hi mand stopped again,
still testing both her own nerves and his intentions. "l don't want to
turn you in. That's not gonna help ne."

"Fifteen thousand dollars is a |ot of money," he said.

"You could buy yourself-" "I want to find the Bright Grl," Arden
went on. "That's why I'"'mhere. Findinthe Bright Grl and getting this
thing off my face is all I"'minterested in. Not the noney, not why you
killed some man in Shreveport." Her intense blue gaze didn't waver

"I"ve seen her in ny dreams, only | never could tell what she | ooked
like. But I think I'"'mclose to her now, closer than |I've ever been. |
can't give it up. Not even for fifteen thousand dollars."

"I't would pay for an operation, wouldn't it?"

"The doctors can't say for sure they can get it off. They say
tryin' to renpove it could | eave a scar just as bad as the birthnmark.
Then where would | be? Maybe war off, if se that's even possible. No,
I"'mnot doin' it that way, not when |I'mso close.”



"You're not thinkin' straight," Dan said. "The doctors are your
best chance. The Bright Grl ... well, you know what |

thi nk about that story.

"I do. it doesn't matter. | want you to drive me to LaPierre.”
He grunted. "Now I know you,re Qut O Your mind! Look

I who you're talkin' to. | killed a man yesterday. | ve got a
stolen car sittin' out in the parkin' lot. You don't know I woul dn't
try to kill you if I could, and you're wantin' to travel with ne

another ninety mles down into the swanp.

Whul dn't you say that m ght be Pushin' your [uck?"

"I'f You were gonna hurt me, You would've done it 'between here and
the truck stop. | believe you about what happened at the notel
There's not a gun in the car, and You'renotcarryin' one.l'vegota
reiron, andl stillthinki ti

could outrun you."

"Maybe, but you can't outrun the police. Ever heard of aidin' and
abettin' a fugitive?"

"I'f the police stop us," Arden said, "I'll say |I didn't know
who you were. No skin off your teeth to tell 'emthe sane thing.

Dan | ooked at her long and hard. He figured she
' d had a rough life, and this obsession with the Bright Grl had
gr own

stronger as things had started falling apart- He saw only
di sappoi nt rent ahead for her, but he was in no position to

argue. She was right; it was no skin off his teeth. "You sure
about this?"

"Yes, | am" The truth was that she hadn't decided he was worth
trusting until he'd nade the call to Alexandria. Still, she was going
to hang on to the tire iron awhile |onger

He stood up and wal ked toward her. It flashed through her nind to
retreat to the door, but she stayed where she

was. She knew from experience that once you showed fear to a
horse, the animal woul d never respect you again; she knew it was true
with people, too. He reached out for her, and she lifted the tire iron
to ward himoff.

He stopped. "My cap," he said. "It's on the chair behind

You. "

"Ch." She stepped aside to let himget it.

Dan put his cap on and checked his wistwatch. Five thirty-four
Qut si de the wi ndow the shadows were | engthening, but it wouldn't be
full dark until after seven. "I'll want to travel the back roads," he
told her. "Alittle safer that way, but slower. Less likely to run
across a state trooper. | hope. And |I'mnot gonna junmp you, SO you
can put that thing down." He nodded toward the tool in her hand. Wen
she didn't lower it, he narrowed his eyes and said, "If you don't trust
me now, just think how you' re gonna feel in a couple of hours when



we're out in the dark and there's nobody around for niles."
Arden slowy let her armfall.

"Ckay, good. |'d hate to sneeze and get ny brains knocked out.
You got any deodorant ?"

" Hub?"

"Deodorant,"” he repeated. "I need sone. And toothpaste or

nmout hwash, if you've got either of those. Aspirin would

hel p, too."

“In ny suitcase. I'Ill bring it over."

"That's all right, 1'Il go with you," Dan said, and he saw her
stiffen up again. "My room your room or the car, what does it
matter?" he asked. "Better be certain you want to do this before we
get started.”

She realized she was going to have to turn her back on hi m sooner
or later. She said, "Cone on, then," and she went out the door first,
her stomach doing slow flip-flops.

In Arden's bat hroom Dan applied ron-on deodorantand he'd never
t hought the day woul d come when he'd be using Secret-and then he wet a
washcl ot h, put a glob of Crest on it, and scrubbed his teeth. Arden
brought hima small first aid kit that contained a bottle of Tylenol, a
tube of skin ointnent, sone adhesive bandages, and a bottle of
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eYedr OPS- "You nust've been a girl scout," Dan said as she shook
two aspirin onto his palm

" Joey always said | missed MY callin', that | shoul d' ve been a
nurse. That's because | took care of the band when they had hangovers
or were too strung out to play. Sonebody had to be responsible.™

Dan swal | owed the Tylenol tablets with a glass of water

and gave her back the first aid kit. "Il need o get ne f
t so ood and coffee sonewhere. Weld better not stick around here
too nuch | onger."

..I"mready."
it was six o'clock by the time the bill was paid and they were
Pulling away fromthe notel. Arden kept the tire iron on the seat near

her right hand, and Dan decided not to nmake an issue of it. Not far
fromthe notel Dan turned into a MDonald's and in the drive-through

bought three hamburgers, a large order of fries, and a cup of
coffee. They sat in

the parking ot while he ate, and Dan unfol ded the ro-admap and
saw t hat Hi ghway 182 was the route to follow through the towns O New
| beria, Jeanerette, Baldwin, and on to Mirgan City, where H ghway 90
woul d take them deeper into the bayou country to Houna.

"Where' re you gonna go?", Arden asked when he'd finished the second
burger. "After you take nme to LaPierre, | nmean. You still gonna try
to get out of the country?,"l don't know. Maybe."

"Don't you have any relatives You could go to? Are your

-parents still alive?
"Fatliees dead. M nother's a ive, but she's old d

| an don't want to get her nessed up in this. 1t'll be hard
enough on her as it is."



"DCES she know about the | eukem a?"
"No. It's my problem" He speared her with a gl ance.
"What do you care, anyway? You hardly know ne."

She rugged. "Just interested, | - You're e ri t sh guess th rs
killer |ever net.

Dan couldn't suppress a grimsnile. "Well, | hope I'mthe | ast
one you nmeet." He offered her his french fries. "Take sone."
She accepted a few and crunched them down. "You don't really have

anywhere to go, do you?"

"Il find a place."

Arden nodded vacantly and wat ched the sun sinking. The Bright
Grl-a dreamw thout a face-was on her mind, and if she had to travel
with a wanted fugitive to reach that dream then so be it. She wasn't
afraid. Well, nmaybe a little afraid. But her life had never been
easy, and no one had ever given her a free ticket. She had nowhere to
go now but toward the Bright Grl, toward what she felt was the hope of
healing and a new start.

| know who you are, she recalled Jupiter saying to the killer
besi de her.

You the man God sent Mz Arden.

She hoped that was true. She wanted to believe with all her heart
it was.

Because if Jupiter could be so wong about Dan Lambert, he could
be wrong about the Bright Grl, too.

Dan finished his food and they started off again. Four mles
south of Lafayette, they passed a state trooper who'd pulled a kid on a
not orcycl e over to the roadside. The trooper was occupied witing a
ticket and they slid by unnoticed, but it was a few m nutes before
Arden stopped | ooki ng nervously back

The light was fading. Purple shadows streanmed across the road,
and on either side there were woods broken by ponds of bracki sh water
fromwhich tree stunps protruded |ike shattered teeth. The road
narrowed. Traffic thinned to an occasional car or pickup truck. A
sign on stilts said KEEP YOUR HEART I N ACADI ANA OR GET YOUR-t here was
the crude drawing of a mule's hind end here-out. Spanish npss
festooned the trees |like antebellumlace, and the mngled odors of wld
honeysuckl e and @Qulf salt drifted on the humd air. As the first stars
energed fromthe darkening sky, heat |ightning began to ripple across
t he sout hern horizon.

Dan switched on the headlights and kept an eye on the rearview
mrror. The heat lightning' s flashes reninded himof the battle zone,
with artillery shells landing in the
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di stance. He had the eerie sensation of traveling on a road that
I ed back into time, back into the wet w | derness of a foreign country
where the reptiles thrived and death was a silent shadow. He was
afraid of what he might find-or what might find himthere, but it was
the only road left for himto go. And like it or not, he had to foll ow
it toits end.

Bl ack Agai nst Yel | ow



It was just after nine o' clock when the station wagon's headlight
beanms grazed a rust-streaked sign that said VION5 M UAC 12 mi
@GRE i 5 m. "Anost there," Dan said, relief blooming in himlike a
sweet flower. Arden didn't answer. She'd opened her purse two miles
back and taken fromit the pink drawstring bag, which she now held in
her lap. Her fingers kneaded the bag!s contents, but Arden stared
strai ght ahead al ong the cone of the lights.

"What's in that thing.?" Dan asked.

"Huh?"

"That bag. What's in it?"

"Not hi n* special," she said.

"You're sure rubbin' it like it's sonething' special-" "It's . .
just what | carry for good lucl" "Ch, | should ve figured.”" He nodded.
"Anybody who believes in faith healers has to have a good-|uck charm

or two lyin" around."”

“I'f I were you, | wouldn't be laughin'. [I'd think you'd want to
find the Bright Grl as nmuch as | do."

"There's an idea. After she heals ne, she can go back to
Shreveport with me and rai se Enory Bl anchard fromthe dead. Then | can
get right back to where | was, beggin' for work."

"@if you want to. Al I'msayin'is, what would it hurt for you
to go with me?"

"I't would hurt,"” he said. "I told you what | think about false
hope. |If there really was a Bright Grl-which there's not-the only
way she could help ne is to crank back time and bring the man | killed
back to life. Anyway, | said |I'd take you to LaPierre, and that's what

"Il do but that's all. " "Wat're you gonna do, dunmp me out on the
street once we get there?"
"No, I'll help you find sone@ace to spend the night." He hoped.

The [ ast notel they' d passed was ten miles behind themin the snall
town of Houma. Since the woods had closed in on either side of the
road, they'd seen the scattered lights of only a few houses. They had
left civilization behind, it seemed, and the bittersweet snell of the
swanp thickened the air. |If worse came to worst and a notel or
boar di nghouse coul dn't be found anywhere near Lapierre, Dan had deci ded
to offer Arden | odging at the cabin and then he'd take her on into town
in the norning. But only if nothing el se could be found; he didn't

i ke havi ng sonmebody depending on him and the sooner she went on her
way the better he'd feel about things.

They crossed a | ong, concrete bridge and suddenly they were
passi ng through the ham et of Vermlion. It wasnt nuch, just a few
card houses and cl osed-up stores. The only Place that was lit up with
activity was a litae dunp called Cootie's Bar, and Dan noted that the
four pickup trucks parked around the place all had shotguns or rifles
racked in the rear windows. This did not help Dan's hopes of finding a
decent notel roomfor Arden. He had the feeling that a woman al one in
this territory could find herself pinned to a pool table, and a man
with a fifteen-thousanddol lar reward on his head woul d be torn cl ean
apart. He drove on through Vermlion, luckily attracting the attention
of only a couple of dogs who stopped scrapping over a bone to get out
of the road.

As they drew away fromtown, Dan watched the odometer. Susan had
said the turnoff to Gary's cabin was three mles past the bridge, on the
left. It ought to be coming up any mnute now He didn't plan on
stopping there yet, but



he wanted to nake sure he found it. And then, yes, there it was,
a dirt road snaking off to the left into the wods. Good.

Now at | east he knew where he'd be resting his head tonight.

He passed the tunor, and neither he nor Arden saw the bl ack
El dor ado hi dden cl ose by.

I'Pel vis was asleep and snoring with Mana sprawl ed out on his chest
when Flint saw headli ghts approaching. As darkness had fallen, Flint
had pulled the car closer up the dirt road to the highway's edge, and
he'd kept vigilant watch while Pelvis had drowsed, awakened to prattle
about Elvis's pink Cadillac and | ove of his nother's coconut cakes, and
then drowsed again. Flint could have counted on one hand how many cars
had passed, and none of them had even slowed at the turnoff to the
cabin. This one, though, did slow down, if alnost inperceptibly. But
it didn't turn, and now here it came on the sout hbound road. Still
Flint's heartbeat had qui ckened, and dint felt the change and
responded with a questioning twitch under his brother's sweat-soaked
shirt. Flint turned the key in the ignition and switched on the single
headl i ght as the car began to glide past their hiding place.

The beam j abbed out and caught the rust-splotched station wagon
Flint saw a bl ond-haired wonan sitting in the passenger seat; she
gl anced toward the light, her eyes squinted, and Flint nade out that
the entire right side of her face seened to be covered with an ugly
violet bruise. He couldn't see the driver's face, but he saw a head
wearing a dark blue baseball cap. Then the station wagon had gone out
of the light. Flint's breath hissed between his teeth; it was the sane
car Lanbert had driven out of Basile Park.

He started the engine. Pelvis sat up bleary-eyed and rasped,
"Whazhappeni n?"

"He's here. Just passed us, goin' south.”" Flint's voice was calm
and quiet, his heart punping hot blood but his nerves icy. "He didn't
turn, but that's himall right. Hold the nmutt." He put the engine into
gear and eased the Eldorado onto the road, turning right to foll ow
Lambert. The station wagon's taillights were just going around a
curve. "There's a

worman with him" Flint said as they gained speed. "Could be a
host age. Looks @he m ght've beaten her up."

"A hostage? Pelvis said, horrified. His arms were cl anped
tightly around Mana. "My Lord, what're we gonna do?"

"What we cane for." They rounded the curve, and there was the
station wagon forty yards ahead. "Hang on," Flint said. His foot
pressed down on the accelerator, a cold snmle of triunph twisting his
mouth. "1'm &nna run the sonofabitch off the road."

The light suddenly hitting themhad startled Arden as nmuch as it

had Dan. "You think that was a trooper?" she asked, her voice shaky
as they started into the curve.

"Coul d've been. We'Il find out in a mnute."

"He's pullin' out!" She had her head outside the w ndow.

"Comin' after us!"

Dan watched the rearview mirror. No siren yet, no flwhing |ight.
He kept his speed steady, the needle hanging at rift- There was no need
to panic yet. Mght've been just sonebody parked on a side road
getting stoned. No need to panic.

"Here he conmes!" Arden yelled. "Pickin' up speed!"

Dan saw the car com ng around the curve, closing the distance
between them The car had only one headlight.



One headlight ' A knot the size of a | enon seemed to swell in
Dan's throat.

The bounty hunters' black Cadillac had one headlight.

But no, it couldn't be! How the hell would Flint Mirtaugh and the
El vis cl one have known where he was going? No, it wasn't them O
course it wasn't.

He heard the roar of their engine.

Arden puned her head in, her eyes wide. "I think he's gonna-"

Ram uv, she was about to say. But then the headlight was glaring
into the rearview mrror and the Cadillac was right on their bunper and
Dan tried to jerk the station wagon to one side but he was a
nmuscle-twitch too late. The Cadillac

banged into their rear with threatening authority, then abruptly
backed off again. The station wagon's frane was shivering, but Dan had
control of the wheel. Another curve was coming up, and he had to watch
where he was goi ng.

The Cadillac leapt forward again with what sounded like an angry
snort, and once nore banged their rear bunper and then drew back
"He's tellin' me to pull over!" Dan said above the rush of the wi nd.

He gl anced at the speedoneter and saw the needle trenmbling at sixty.

"Who is it? The police?"

"Uh-uh! Couple of bounty hunters are after ne! Damed if | know
how t hey found ne, but-" "Comin' fast again!" Arden shouted, gripping
onto the seat back

This time the Cadillac s driver meant business. The knock rattled
their bones and al nost unhi nged Dan's hands fromthe shudderi ng wheel
The Cadillac didn't back away, but instead began shoving the station
wagon off the road. Dan put his foot on the brake pedal and the tires
shrieked in protest, but the Cadillac was too strong. The station
wagon was bei ng inexorably pushed to the roadside, and now somedung
clattered and banged under the front axle and the smell of scorched
nmetal cane up through the fl oorboard.

The brake pedal lost its tension and slid @to the floor, and Dan
realized the brakes had just given up the ghost.

VWoever was driving, Murtaugh or the imtation Elvis, they wanted
to play rough. Dan was dammed if he'd Il et those two have himwi thout a
fight. He lifted his foot fromthe dead pedal and jamred it down on
the accelerator, at the same tinme twi sting the wheel violently away
fromthe roadside. A gout of oil snoke boormed fromthe exhaust pipe,
and the station wagon junped forward, putting six feet between its
crunpl ed rear bunper and the Cadillac's @

Dan swerved back and forth across the road, trying to cut their
speed and al so to keep the Cadillac from shoving them again. They
passed what | ooked like a marina on the right and then the woods cl osed
in once nore on both sides of the pavement. A SPEED Linff 45 MPH sign
pocked with bull et

hol es swept past. The Cadillac roared up on them smack their
left rear fender before Dan could jerk the wagon aside. Now the road
began a series of tight twists and turns, and it was all Dan could do
to keep themfromflying off. He dared to |ook at the speedoneter and
saw that it too had gone haywire, the needle flipping wildly back and
forth across the dial.

"Slow down!" Arden shouted. "You'll weck us!" He pulled up on
the emergency brake, but there was no tension in that either. \Aatever
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had fried underneath the car had burned out the brake system which
probably had been hangi ng together with spit and chicken wre anyway.
"No brakes!" he answered and then he fought the car around the next
sharp curve with the cadillac on his tail, his teeth clenched and his
heart pounding. WmmE To C @ a W announced, and they were through a
one- bl ock ship of' ed stores in a blast of engine noise and whirlw nd
of sandy grit. On the other side of Chandelac, the road @ened out and
over head huge oak @I ocked b The suddenly veered into the left |ane and
cavae up beside Dan, and Dan | ooked into the puffy face of an aged Elvis
Presl ey, who was holding on to his bulldog with one arm and wavi ng him
to pull over with the other.
Dan shook his head. The Elvis inpersonator said sone.

thing to M, probably relaying Dan's answer. Mirtaugh then
delivered lug next response by slanming the Cadffl w bi oadsi de agai nst
the statwn wagon. Arden had been hol di ng back a but the collision of
met al knocked it loose. Dan felt the right-side tires slide off the
paverent and into the weeds. He had no choice but to hit the
accelerator and try to junmp ahead of Murtaugh, but the bounty hunter
stayed with him Dan thought they rmust be going seventy mles an hour
t he woods bl urting past and the station wagon's engi ne noaning wth
fatigue. The road curved to the right, and suddenly there were
headl i ghts Conming in the left lane. Mrtaugh instantly cut his speed
and dnfw back behi nd Dan, who took the curve on

snoking tires. They rocketed past an old Ford crawing north, and
as soon as they were out of the curve the Cadillac was bangi ng on Dan's
back door gainHe darted a gl ance at Arden, saw her hunched forward wth
the pink drawstring bag cl enched between her hands. "I told you not to
travel with me, didn't 1?" he yelled, and then he saw in the rearvi ew
mrror the Cadillac trying to pull alongside him He veered to the
left, cutting the bounty hunter off. Mirtaugh swng the Cadillac to
the right, and again Dan cut him off.

"He's not gonna let you get up there!™ Pelvis shouted over the
wi ndstorm -His hair was a nmol ded ebony still life. He saw the
swdonet er and bl anched. "Lord God, M. Mirtaugh! W're goin'
seventy-" "I know how fast!" Flint yelled back. The station wagon's
beat-up rear fender was less than ten feet ahead. Lanbert had stopped
using his brakes. Either the man was crazy, or denonically desperate.
Flint pressed his foot down on the accelerator and the Cadillac's
battered front fender again slamed into Lanbert's car. This tine sone
serious damage was done: white sparks expl oded from underneath the
station wagon, a piece of metal com ng | oose and dra&0Ong the concrete.
As Flint let the Eldorado drift back he saw Lanbert's left rear tire
start shredding apart. "That got iumi" Flint crowed. "He'll have to
pul I over!"

Wthin seconds the tire had disintegrated into flying fragnments
and now the wheel rimwas dragging a |line of sparks. But Lanbert nade
no move to pull off, and the man's stupid stubbornness infuriated
Flint. He twisted the wheel, his knuckles white and dint's hand
seizing at the air, and he veered into the left |ane and powered the
El dorado up al ongsi de Lanbert to deliver the coup de grace.

Dan saw Murtaugh coming. The big black car was going to knock
theminto the next parish. His heart had been gripped by a cold fist
when he'd felt the rear tire going, but actually the drag was sl ow ng
them down. Still, here cane



Murt augh up al ongsi de, and what the Cadillac was going to do to
them woul dn't be pretty.

He swung the car to the left and bashed the Cadillac so hard he
heard the franes of both cars groan in discordant harnony. Mirtaugh
returned the favor with a broadside bl ow, and suddenly Dan's door tore
off its rusted hinges and fell away. Both cars whamed together in the
center of the road, what remmi ned of the station wagon's |left side
buck;ling inward |ike a stonped beer can

Dan's speed was falling past sixty, the engi ne maki ng a harsh
[ ug-lug-lugging. He snelled burned rubber and hot netal, and ahead on
the road a hal f-dozen ravens leapt up 'fromthe roadkill on which they
were feasting and scattered with enraged cries. He |ooked at the
dashboard and saw t he needle on the water tenperature gauge vibrating
at the far limt of the red line. Mirtaugh hit himagain, his own car
bei ng reduced to rolling weckage and steamswirling fromthe
Cadill ac's hood, and the inpact knocked the station wagon across the
right |ane onto the shoul der

Dan heard Arden's breath hitch

"They hit a sign, black against yellow, that he had only an
instant to read before it was crushed down.

| PANGERCus BRI DGE, | OnpH.

Wth a boom and a burst of escaping steamfrom'mthe vol canic
radi ator the hood flew up in front of the windshield. Dan tw sted the
wheel to get on the pavenent again, but the rear end fishtailed out of
control. Three seconds |later they hit something else that cracked |ike
a pistol shot, and abruptly Dan felt his butt rise up off the seat and
he knew wi th sickening certainty that the stati on wagon had left the
road. Branches and vines whipped at the top of the car, he heard Arden
scream again, and his own mouth was opening to cry out when they cane
down, the station wagon hitting water like a fatman doing a gracel ess
bel I yfl op. Dan had the sensation of his body being squeezed and then
stretched by the inpact, his skull banging the roof and bright conets
of red light streaking behind his eyes. He heard what sounded

like a
wal | of water crashing against the hood and w nd

shield, and the engi ne sizzled and noaned before it began an
iron-throated gurgling. Dazed at the quickness of what had happened,
hi s head packed with pain and his consci ousnessfi aggi ng, Dan
sat i nt hedar knessstil | gri ppi ngt hest eeri ng wheel

H s feet were submerged. Water had sl oshed up through the
fl oorboard and was flooding over the crunpled still where the door had
been. He thought the car was sinking, and the terror that swept
t hrough himcl eared away sone of the haze. He turned his head-his neck
nmuscl es felt sprained-and made out the girl lying sprawl ed on the seat.

He couldn't | eave her there, and though he thought he was novi ng
as fast as he could, it seened like a slownotion nigh ; he got his
arnms around Arden and pulled her with himout of the car, stepping into
knee-deep water bottoned with mud. The girl was a dead weight. Dan
lost his footing and spl ashed down with her. Her face went under, and
he turned over on his back to support her so her head was above water
She didn't struggle or sputter, but she was breathing. The taste of
bl ood was in Dan's mouth. The darkness was closing in again, but he
felt a slow current flow ng around his body. It came to himthat the
current, as weak as it m ght be, nmust be flow ng south to the @ulf,
however far away that was. He knew for sure that if he passed out,
both of them would drown. The bounty hunters.

VWere were they? Somewhere close, that was for sure. He couldn't
hesitate any |onger. Dan began pushing hinself and Arden through the
nmuddy water, giving themup to the current's southward drift.



Corridors and Valls
' "They went ol p" Pelvis had yelled. "Smack off the bridge!"

Flint had fought the El dorado to a stop fifty yards past the
wooden bridge. Steam was hissing around the hood, the radiator ready
to blow. Mama was barking her head off, dint was whipping in a
frenzy, and Pelvis was yelhng in Flint's ear

"Shut up! Just shut your nouth!™ Flint shouted. He put the car
in reverse and started backing to the bridge. The structure, except
for the broken railing the station wagon had torn through, was festooned
wi th orange reflectors.

they were still twenty yards fromthe bridge when the engine
shuddered and died, and Flint had to gaide the car off into the weeds
on the right side of the road. "Get out!" he told Pelvis, and then he

popped open the gl ove conpartnent, renoved his set of handcuffs and
their key, and put theminto his suit jacket's inside pocket. He got
out, clint's armstill ftffing or(>und outside his shirt, then he
shrugged into his jacket and unl ocked the trunk

"He never even sl owed down, did he?" Pelvis was jabbering.
"Never slowed down, went right-off that bridge |ike he had w ngs!"

"Take one of these." Flint had pushed aside a pair of junPer
cabl es and a tool box and brought out two red cylinders that were each
about twel ve inches |ong.

Pelvis recoiled. "Wat is that? Dynanite?"

Flint closed the trunk, set one of the cylinders on the hood, and
yanked a string attached to the end of the cylinder in his hand. There
was a sputter of sparks as the friction fuse ignite,d, and then the
cylinder grew a bright red gl ow that pushed back the night in a
fifteen-foot radius and made Pelvis squint. "Safety flare," Flint
said. "Don't look at the flame. Take the other one and pull the
fuse.™

Pelvis did, holding Mama in the crook of his arm H s flare
cooked-up a bright green illum nation

"Let's see what we've got." Flint strode toward the snapped r@
and Pel vis followed behind.

The bridge was only two feet above water. There was the station
wagon, mired to the tops of its wheels and glistening with nud. Flint
could see the driver's seat. Lanbert wasn't init. Flint reached into
his shirt with his left hand, slid the derringer fromits holster, and
then switched the gun to his right hand and the flare to his left. He
lifted the flare higher, searching for novenent. The bridge spanned a
channel that was maybe ten or twelve feet wide, with thickets of
sharpti pped pal mettos and ot her thorny swanp growth protruding fromthe
wat eron either side. He saw no dry | and out there; neither did he see
Lambert or the woman with the bruised face. Leaning over, he shone the
flare under the bridge, but Lanbert wasn't there either. "Dam it to
hell," he said as he eased off the bridge into the norass. He started
slogging toward the car, the flare sizzling over his head, and then he
st opped and | ooked back when Pelvis didn't join him "Are you waitin'
for a witten invitation?"

"Well ... no sir, but ... ny shoes. | nean, they're real blue
suede. | paid over a hundred dollars for '"em"

"Tough. Get in here and back me up!"

Pelvis hesitated, his face folded in a frown. He |ooked down at
hi s shoes and sighed, and then he got a good grip on Mama and stepped
into the swanp. He flinched as he felt the rmud cl ose over his hound



dogs.
Hi s derringer ready, Flint shone the flare into the car
Water was still filling up the floorboard. He saw sonething
floating in there: Lanbert's baseball cap. In the backseat was a
suitcase, and the red glare reveal ed a purse on the

passenger side. He said, "Clint! Take!" and pushed the
derringer into his brother's hand. Then he leaned in, retrieved the
purse and opened it, finding a wallet and a Texas drivers |icense nmade
out to Arden Halliday with a Fort Wrth address. The picture showed
the face of a young woman with wavy blond hair. Her face night have
been val uabl e on the freak-show circuit: the left side was pretty
enough, but the right side was covered with a dark defornity that

nmust' ve been a terrible birthmark. In the wallet were no credit cards,
but it held alittle over a hundred dollars and some change.

"I swear, that's some trick!" Pelvis said, staring at dint's
hand with the derringer in it. "Can he shoot that thing?"

"I'f I toll himto." Flint slid the license and the noney into his

jacket, then he returned the wallet to the purse and the purse to the
car.

"He can understand you?"

"I"ve trained himw th code words, sanme as trainin' a dogdint!

Rel ease!" Flint took the derringer as dint's fingers |oosened(L He
scanned the swanp while he noved the |ight around, making the shadows
shift.

"Bet you wish he could talk sometines."

"He'd say he's as sick of ne as | amof him Get your m nd back
on your business. Lanbert couldn't be far away, and he's got the wonman
with him"

"You think we ought to-" "Hush!" Flint snapped. "Just listen!"

Pel vis, as much as he |l oved to hear the voice of his idol comng
fromhis owmn throat, forced hinmself to be quiet.

Mama began to grow, but Flint gave Pelvis a bel @anddamati on | ook
and Pelvis gently scratched under her chin to silence her. They
listened. They could hear the swanp speaki ng; a drone of insects
pul sing |ike weeping guitars; sonething calling in the distance with a
voice like a handsaw, little muffled grunts, trills, and chatters
drifting in the oppressive beat.

And then, at last, a splash

Flint whispered, "There he is." He noved past the car and stopped
again, the water up to his knees. He offered the

flare toward the darkness, shards of crimson light glinting off
the channel's ripply surface. He could feel a slight current around
his legs. Lanbert was tired and probably hurt, and he was taking the
path of |east resistance.

"Hey, Lambert!" Flint shouted. It could ve been his inmagination
but the swanp seened to go quiet. "Listen up!"™ He paused, his ears
straining, but Lanbert had stopped moving. "It's over! Al you're
doin' is diggin' yourself a deeper hole! Hear ne?" There was no
answer, but Flint hadn't expected one yet. "Don't make us cone in
there after you!"

Dan was crouched down in the water forty yards ahead of the two
bounty hunters' flares. He was supporting Arden's head against his
shoul der. She hadn't frilly conme to, but she nmust have been waki ng up
because her body had involuntarily spasmed and her right hand, balled
into a fist, had jerked up and then splashed down again. Dan didn't
recall striking his face on the steering wheel, but his nose reft



mashed and bl ood was trickling fromboth nostrils. Probably broken
he'd decided; it was all right, he'd survived worse punches.

Pai n drunmed between his tenples and his vision was cl ouded, and
he'd al nost bl acked out a couple of mnutes before but he thought he
was past it now. He had backed up as far as he coul d agai nst the right
side of the channel, where gnarly vegetation grew out of the muck.
Sonething with thorns was stabbing into his shoulder. He waited,
breat hing hard as he watched the two figures in their overlapping
circles of red and green light.

"Show yoursel f, Lanbert!" the one nanmed Murtaugh called. "You
don't want to hurt the woman, now, do you?"

He thought of |eaving her, but her head m ght slip under and she'd
drown before they reached her. He thought of surrendering, but it had
occurred to himthat at his back was a wilderness where a man could
di sappear. It was in his mind @a fixed star to head south with the
current and keep headi ng south, and sooner or |later he would have to
reach the Gulf.

Murtaugh said, "M ght as well give it up! You' re not goin'
anywhere! "

The cold arrogance in the man's voice sealed Dan's decision. He
was dammed if he'd give up to those two noney-hungry bastards. He
began pushing hinmself and Arden away fromthem the bottom s soft nud
sucki ngat his legs. Arden gave a soft npan, and then water nust have
gotten in her nouth because her body tw tched again and her arns
flailed, causing another splash, and then she started coughi ng and
r et chi ng.

Murt augh sl oshed two strides forward and threw the flare toward
the noise. Dan watched the red light spin up in a high arc,
illuminating twi sted branches bearded with Spani sh npbss, and the flare
began conming down. There was no hiding fromthe light; as it bl ooned
the water red around him Dan stood up and with the strength of
desperati on heaved Arden's body over his shoulder in a fireman's carry.

He heard the Elvis inpersonator yell, "I see Hm" Dan was
struggling through the mre when the flare hit the surface behind him
It kept burning for four seconds nore before the chem cal fire w nked
out. He managed only a few steps before his knees gave way and he fel
agai n, dowsing them both, and Arden canme up choking and spitting.

In her mind she'd been sixteen again, when she'd lived on the
yout h ranch. She'd been riding full-out on one of Jupiter's horses,
and suddenly the animal had stepped into a gopher hole and staggered
and she'd gone flying over his head, the treacherous earth coning up at
her as fast as a slap from God. But water, not Texas dust, was in her
eyes and nouth now, she didn't know where she was, though the pain in
her head and body told her she'd just been thrown from horseback. A
flickering green light floated in the darkness.

She heard a man's voi ce whi sper, "Easy, easy' |'ve got you!"

and an arm hooked under her chin. She was being pulled through
water. There was no strength in her to resist. She reached up to grasp
hold of the arm and she there was sonething gripped in her right fist
and it was vitally inportant not to let go of it. Then she renenbered
what it was, and as that cane clear, so did the menory of a
bl ack-and-yel | ow sign that said DANGEROUS BRIDGE, | @

Flint took the flare fromPelvis and bolstered his d@

passenger. "He won't get far. Cone on." He slogged after their
quarry, his shoes weighted w th nud.
"M. Mirtaugh ... we're not followin' himin there, are we.

Flint turned his face, his eyes deep-socketed and his skin a
sepul chural shade. "Yes, Eisley, we are. W're gonna rag his tail al
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night.if we have to. That's the job. YQU wanted an audition, now, by
Cod, you're gonna get it."

"Yes sir, but . . . it's a swanp, M. Mirtaup-h. | nean ..

you saw those 'Ra ors today, and that big who@er of a snake

Pt lyin' in the road. What're we gonna do when the |light burns
out ?"

“It"ll last half an hour. | give Lanbert twenty mnutes at nost."

He' d considered rushing Lanbert, but. decided it was safer to wear

hi m down. Anyway nobody was going to do nmuch rushing in this nmud. "I
don' @t hi nk he's got a gun, but he nust be carryin' sonme kind of
weapon. A knife, maybe. |If we crowd himtoo cl ose, he m ght get crazy
and hurt the girl."

Pel vis's sweat-shiny face was a study of Tupelo tornent.

"I don't want to get anybody hurt. Maybe we ought to go find the
law and let 'emtake it fromhere."

"Eisley," Flint said gravely, "no bounty hunter worth a shit goes
cryin' to the police for help. They hate us, and we don't need them
W | et Lanbert get away fromus, there goes the fifteen thousand

dollars and the girl's life, too, nost likely. Now, cone on." He
started of f again, and again stopped when Pelvis didn't follow. Flint
nodded. "Well," he said, "I figured it. | knew you were nothin' but a
wi ndbag.

You thought it'd be easy, didn't your, "I ... didn't know | was

gonna have to wade through a

swanmp full of 'gators and snakes! |'ve got Mama to | ook out
for

Flint's fuse had been sparking; now, like the flare's, it ignited
his charre. "God dam-it!" he shouted, and he sl oshed back to @ and
face-to-jowms with Pelvis. "You got us in this nmess! 1t was you who
couldn't keep your mutt quiet back in the park! It was you who | ost
the Mace! |It's been you who's nessed up ny rhythmny |ife-ever since
Snoat es

a

hung you around ny neck! You're an insult to ne, understand? |'m
a professional, I'mnot a freak or a clown like you are! | don't give

up and quit! Hear me?" H s voice ended on a rising, stabbing note.

are was downcast. A drop of Pelvis didn't answer. His f sweat
fell fromhis chininto the quagmre that was al mady | eachi ng the bl ue
dye fromhis mail-order shoes. 1In his arms, Mana's bul bous eyes stared
fixedly at Flint, a low grow rippling in her throat.

Flint's anger turned incandescent. He reached out, if grabbed Mama
by the scruff of her neck, and jerked her

away fromPelvis. Mama's growing had increased, but her ferocity
was a bluff-, she began yelping as Flint reared his arm back to throw
her as hard and far as he coul d.

Pelvis seized Flint's wist. "Please, M. Mirtaugh!" he begged

"Pl ease don't hurt her!"

Flint was a heartbeat away fromflinging Mama farther into the
swanp, but he | ooked into Pelvis's eyes and saw a ternr there beyond
any he'd ever glinpsed. Sonething about Eisley's face had shattered.

It was |ike watching an Elvis nask crunble and Iying behind it the face
of a frightened, sinplem nded child.



"She don't nean no harm"™ The voice was even different now th him
all wa , some of e Menp s huskiness had f en away.

"She's all | got. Please don't!" Flint hesitated, his armstil
flung back. Then, just that quickly, his anger began to dissol ve and
he realized what a nean, petty thing he'd been on the verge of doing.
He thrust the shivering dog back at Pelvis and | ooked
away, the muscles working in his jaw Pelvis enfolded Mama in his
arms. "lt's all right, it's all right," he said, speaking to the dog.
"He won't hurt you, it's all right-" Flint turned away and began
follow ng the Channel - He felt sick to his stomach, disgusted at
hi nsel f and at Eisley, too. There was no doubt about it now, the man
was maeki ng hi mcrack up. Then he heard spl mhing behind him and he
gl anced over his shoul der and saw Eisley following. It would' ve been
better, Flint thought, if Eisley had gone back to the car and waited.
It would' ve been better for Eisley to
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| eave this ugly, miserable work to sonebody who was nore suited to
it.

Aint's hand rose up and the little fingers stroked at the stubble
of beard on his brother's usually c@=ped chin.

Flint swatted Cdint's hand away, but it came willfwy up again to
feel the hairs. He pinned the hand down against his chest with his
right arm and dint fought him It was a silent and internal war,
sinewy muscles straining, and Flint felt Cint's head jerk as if trying
to tear itself and the malformed |unp of tissue and liganments it was
attached to finally and conpletely free. Flint staggered forward, his
mouth a tight line and his eyes set on the darkness yet to be travel ed
through. A feeling of panic rose up, like dint's c@ hand, and seized
his throat. He would never find the clean white mansion of his birth.
Never. He could pore through nagazi nes of splendid estates and drive
t hrough the i MmacWate streets of wealthy enclaves in town after town,
but he would never find his home. Never. He was lost, a gentle of
breedi ng cast out on the dirty current, fated to slog through the nud
with the Pelvis Eisleys of this world breathing butterm |k breath on
the back of his necil It seened to Flint now, in the spell of this @,
that he'd al ways been searclung for a way out of one swanp or anot her
the dismal, humiliating grind of the freak shows, his overwhe@
ganbl i ng debts, this soul-@job, and the freak-obsessed | unatic who
jerked his strings. His life had been a series of swanps popul at ed
with the dregs of the earth. Ginning illiterates had taunted him
hard@ prostitutes had shrieked and fled when they'd discovered his
secret, chiklren had been reduced to fearful tears and | ater, probably,
he'd crept into their nightmares. For a fewdirty do@he' d used the
brass knuckl es on some of Smpates's |oan custoners, and he couldn't say
that fromtinme to tine it hadn't been a pleasure using that festering
rage inside himto punmel pronptness into unfortunate flesh. He had
ki cked men when they were down. He had broken ribs and noses anded
i nside at the sound of What was one nore swanp to be sl ogged through
with all that nud already stuck to his shoes?

He had taken a wong turn somewhere. He had taken many w ong
turns. Wasn't there sone way out of this filth, back toward the road
that led himto the clean white mansion? Dear God of deformities and
wr et chedness, wasn't there some escape?

He knew the answer, and it made him afraid.

The cards have been dealt. Play or fold, your choice. It's late
in the game, very ve?y late, and it seenms you're running out of chips.

Play or fold. Your choice.

Flint stopped. He felt the blood burning his face. H's nmouth
opened and out swelled a shout that was bitter anger and pain, wiDunded
pride and feverish deternination an bound up and twi sted together. At
first it was a mangl ed, inhuman sound that scared Pelvis into believing
a wild animal was about to leap at them and then words expl oded out of
it: "Lanmbert! [I'Il follow you till you drop! Understand?

Until you drop!"

The swanp had hushed again. The sound of Flint's voice rolled away
across the wilderness like nmuffled thunder

Pel vis stood a distance behind Flint in the green flare light, both
his arms clutching Mana close. Slowy, the insect huns and buzzes and
strange chattering birdcalls weaved together and grew in vol unme once
nore, the di spassionate voice of the swanp telling Flint who was master
of this domain. When Flint drew a | ong, ragged breath and conti nued



wadi ng southward with the sluggish current, Pelvis got his | egs noving,
t 0o.

Flint held the flare high, his eyes darting fromside to side.

Sweat was trickling down his face, his clothes drenched with it.
He heard spl ashi ng ahead, but how far, it was hard to say.

The channel took a leftward curve, and suddenly Flint realized the
water | evel had risen three inches above his knees. "Gettin' deeper,"
Pelvis said at about the sane tine.

"Cettin' deeper for him too," Flint answered.

The nmud gripped their shoes. Pelvis watched the surface for
gliding shadows. The air was rank with the odors of wet, rotting
vegetation, and breathing it left the sensation of sline accumul ating
at the back of the throat.

Behi nd them the two edges of disturbed darkness the |ight had
passed through first linked tendrils, grew joints, and then silently
seal ed toget her again.

Up ahead, barely twenty yards beyond the light's range, Dan was
down in the water with Arden. She was fully conscious now, though her
vi sion kept fading in and out, and she could renmenber everything up
until when they'd hit the seam ng sign; her bell had been rung hard, a
bl oody i nch4ong gash just past her hairline where her head had gl anced
of f something on the dashboard, a cut inside her mouth, and a bruised
chin, courtesy of a flying knee.

Dan could see the blotch of dark wetness in her hair. He figured
she might have a concussion, and she was |ucky she hadn't smashed her
skull. "I want you to stay right here," he whispered. "They'll take
you back with "em"

"No!" She'd spoken too loudly, and he put his finger on her

nout h.

"Comin' for you, Lambert!" Mirtaugh called. "Nowhere else to
runt™

"No!" Arden whispered. "I'mall right! | can keep goin'!"

ce righ .Listen to nme!" He had his la t up against hers. "I'm
headin' into the swanp, just as deep as | can get! You' ve gone far
enough with ne!" He sawthe flare-lit figures wading slowy and
steadily nearer. |In another minute the light would find them

"I"'mgainwith you," Arden said. "lI'mtoo close to turn back."

She was out of her mind, he decided. Her eyes had taken on the
shine of religious fervency, like those of the wal ki ng wounded who

fl ocked, desperate for a healing mracle, to televi ion evangelists.
She had cone to the end of her rope and found herself dangling, and now
all she could think to do was hold on to him "Stay here," he told
her. "Just stay here, they'll get you out." He stood up and began

sl oshing southward, the water up to the mddle of his thighs.

Arden saw the circle of green |ight approaching, and the two
fipres at its center. Her distorted vision nade, themout to be
nmonsters. She tried to stand up, slipped, and fell again.

Dan | ooked briefly back at her and then continued on

22a

Arden got her feet planted in the nmud and pushed hersel f up, and
then she started fighting to reach Dan with the light glinting on the
frothy water just behind her.

r @?"
"He's tirin'out,"” Flint told Pelvis. "Hear him't The splashing
was over on the right, and Flint angled toward it.



Pel vis suddenly junmped and bel | owed, "Ch Jesus!"

Flint whipped the flare around. "What the hell is it?"

"Somet hin' swam by nme!" Pelvis had al nost dropped Mama in his jig
of termr- "I think it was a snake!" Flint's gaze searched the water
his own skin s@to craw. The |light showed sonet hi ng dark and about
three feet long, sinuously moving with the current. He watched it
Until it slithered beyond the light. "Just keep goin'," he said, as
much to hinself as to Pelvis, and he started wadi ng ag ' nThe sound of
spl ashing had quieted, but Lanmbert couldn't go on much | onger

Dan | ooked back. Arden was still straining to catch up with him
but shed found her bal ance and her strides were careful and deliberate.
The water was al nost at her waist.

to and go on, but like a flash of ock e

He stww turn sh th nonent took him spinning back in tine.

He renenbered a night patrol, and a w de, rmuddy that cut through
the jungle. He remenbered the crossing, and how al nost all but the
grunts guarding the rear-of which he was one-had clinbed up a slippery
bank when the first white flare had expl oded over their heads. The
eneny had gotten around behind them or had come up from hidden snake
holes. "Mwve it, nmove it, nmove it!"

somebody began yelling as the second white from Popped.

The rifles started up, Dan was standing in kn nmuck and tracers
were zipping past himout of the jungle. Oher grunts were running and
falling, trying to scranble up the bank Wthin an instant the situation
became as all conbat did in that jungle: a confused, surrealistic
nont age of shadows fleeing fromthe flarelight, blurred notion, as
bull ets thunked into flesh. He couldn't nmove; his |l egs were frozen
Fi gures were falling, sone up, sonme thrashing in the mud. It seened
poi ntl ess to nove

because the others were getting cut down as they tried to clinb up
the bank, and if he stood still, if he stood very very still with the
tracers passing on either side of him he mght make hinself di sappear
fromthe face of this hellish earth.

Soneone gripped his shirt and yanked hi m

"CGo, " a voice urged; it was not a shout, but it was nore powerful
than a shout.

Dan | ooked at the man. He had the gaunt, sunken-eyed face of a
hard-core veteran, a man who had seen death and snelled it, who had
killed after hours of silent stalking and escaped being killed by
i nches of mracul ous grace. He had a blond beard and eyes of
cornfl ower blue, only the eyes seened ancient now and lifeless. They
had been lifel ess since that day nmonths ago at the vill age.

"CGo," Farrow said again. Farrow, who since that day had retreated
into hinself like a stony sphim who suffered in silence, who al ways
vol unteered with a nod for the jobs no other grunt woul d dare take.

And now, in this little cell of time, Dan saw something glisten
and surface fromFarrow s eyes that he hardly recogni zed

It might have been joy.

Farrow pushed himhard toward the bank, and the push got Dan
nmovi ng. Dan reached the bank and started up it, claw ng at vines and over
t he bodies of dying nen. He dared to | ook over his shoul der, and he
saw a sight that would stay with himall his days.

Farrow was wal king to the other side, and he was sprayfiring his M
16 back and forth into the jungle. Dan saw the eneny's tracers start
hom ng in on Farrow. The young nman did not pause or cringe. One
bullet hit him then a second.

Farrow kept nmoving and firing. A third bullet knocked himto his
knees. He got up. Sonmebody was shouting at himto come back, for the



| ove of God come back. Farrow staggered on, his M 16 tearing down the
foliage and scattering blackclad figures. Either the weapon choked or
the clip was gone, because it ceased firing. There was a stretch of
silence, broken by the cries of the wounded. The Cong had stopped
shooting. Dan saw Farrow jerk the clip out and pop anot her

one in. He took two nore steps and his M 16 bl azed agai n, and
then maybe four or five tracers came out of the jungle and hit him at
once and he was knocked backward and spl ashed down into the nuddy water
that rolled over himlike a brown shroud.

Al of it had taken only a span of seconds, but it had taken years
for Dan to digest whilt he'd seen. Even so, it still sometines cane up
to lodge in his throat.

He wat ched Arden pulling herself toward him as resolute in her
decision as Farrow had been in his. O as crazy, Dan thought. There
had been no doubt in his mnd that Farrow had gone quietly insane after
that day at the vine, and had been-whether he was aware of it or
not -searching for a way to conmt suicide. How the death of those
children had wei ghed on Farrow was inpossible to say, but it nust've
been a terrible burden that ultimately led himto choose a sl ow wal k
into a dozen VietCong rifles. |If Farrow hadn't taken that @ Dan and
at least three other men m ght have been cut to pieces. Dan's life had
been spared, and for what reason? for himto be tainted by the Agent
Orange and later pull the trigger that killed an i nnocent nan? For him
now to be standing in this swanmp, watching a girl with a birthmarked
face trying to reach hin? Life made no sense to him it was a naze
construded by the nost haphazard of hands and he, Arden, the bounty
hunters, all humanity @ were blindly searching its corridors and
banging into walls.

She was alnost to him The green flarelight was chasing her

"Gve it up, LanberLl"™ Mirtaugh shouted. "It's no use!"

Maybe it wasn't. But the girl believed it was, enough to trust a
killer. Enough to fight her way into the unknown.

Enough to make Dan think that if he had half of her desire, he
mght find his way through this wilderness to freedom

He waded to neet her and caught her left hand. She |ooked at him
wi th an expression of amazenent and relief Then Dan started pulling her
with him racing against the oncom ng |ight.

The Most Dangerous Pl ace

Though Flint still couldn't see Lanmbert or the girl, he knew they
must not be nore than fifteen or twenty yards beyond the light's edge.
He was noving as fast as he could, but the channel was hard going. The
water had crept up toward his waist, and it had occurred to himthat if
it deepened to his chest, dint would drowmn. He was dripping sweat in

the hot and clamy air. In another nonment he heard Pelvis's |lungs
wheezing |ike the pipes of an old church organ

"M. Mirtaugh!" Pelvis gasped. "I'mgonna have to ..

have to stop for a minute. Get ny breath."

"Keep nmovin'!" Flint told him and he didn't pause.

The wheezing only worsened. "Please ... M.

Murtaugh ... | gotta stop."

"Do what you want! |'mnot stoppin'!"

Pelvis fell behind, his chest heaving. G ly beads of sweat were
trickling down his bl ood-gorged face, his heart furiously pounding.
Flint glanced back and then continued on, step after careful step
Pelvis tried to follow, but after a hal fdozen nore strides he had to
stop again. Mama had sensed his distress and was frantically licking
his chin. "M.



Murtaugh!" Pelvis called, but Flint was nmovi ng away and taking
the light with him Terror of the dark and of the things that
slithered through it made Pelvis slog forward once nore, the bl ood
pul sing at his tenples. He couldn't get his breath, it was as if the
air itself were waterlogged. He

wr enched one foot free fromthe mud and put it down in front of
him and he was pulling the other one up when his throat seened to
cl ose, &rkness rippled anmss Ms vision, and he fell down into the water.

Flint heard spl ashing and | ooked back. He saw the nutt, paddling
to keep her head up

Pel vi s was gone.

Flint's heart junped. "Christ!" he said, and he struggl ed back
toward the swirling water where Pelvis had subnerged.

The dog was trying to reach him her eyes wi de w th panic.

Bubbl es burst fromthe surface to Flint's left, followed by a
flailing arm and then Pelvis's butt broached |like a flabby whal e.
Flint got hold of the arm but it slipped away fromhim "Stand up
stand up!" he was shouting. A dark, dripping nmass came up fromthe
water, and Flint realized it was Pelvis's hair. He grabbed it and
pul | ed, but suddenly he -found hinmself gripping a ponmpadour with no
head beneath

it.
A wig. That's what it was. A cheap, soaked and sopping

wi gAnd then sonething white and vul nerabl e-1ooking with a few
strands of dark hair plastered across it broke the surface, and Flint
dropped the wig and got his armunderneath the 'man's chin. Pelvis was
a weight to be reckoned with. He coughed out a mouthful of water and
let go a mournful groan that sounded like a freight train at m dnight.

"CGet your feet under you!" Flint told him "Come on, stand up!"
Still sputtering, the bal dheaded Pelvis got his muddy suedes
planted. "Manma!" he cried out. "Were is she?"

She wasn't far, yapping against the current. Pelvis staggered to
her and scooped her up, and then he alnpost fell down again and he had

to lean his bulk against Flint. "1'Il be all right," Pelvis said
bet ween coughs. "Just gotta rest. Few minutes. Lord, | thought
t hought mny ticker was givin' out." He lifted a hand to his head, and

when his fingers found nothing there but pasty flesh he | ooked to
Flint, his face contorted with abject horror, as if he indeed m ght be

about to suffer heart failure. "M hair.' Were' s ny hair.?"

He started thrashing around again,. searching for it in the
froth.

"It's gone, forget it!" Flint registered that Pelvis's naked head

was pointed like a bullet at the crowmn. On the sides and back was a
fringe of short, ratty hairs. Flint spotted the wig floating away |ike
a lunp of Spanish nobss, and he sloshed the few feet to it and plucked
it up. "Here," he said, offering Th( it to its nmaster. Pelvis
snatched it away from himand, holding Mana in the crook of an arm
began winging the wig out. Flint mght've laughed if he hadn't been

t hi nki ng of how far Lanbert was getting ahead of them "You okay?"

Pel vis snorted and spat He was trenbling. He w ped his nose on
his forearmand then carefully, reverently, replaced the wet w g back
on his skull. it sat crooked and sone of its wavy peaks had flattened,
but Flint sawrelief flood into the@the Pelvis |ike a soothing drug,
the man's tornmented face relaxing. "Can you go on, or not?" Flint
asked.



chai "G mre a mnute. Heart's beatin' awful hard. See, | get wan
dizzy spells. That's why | had to quit my stage show. 1Is it on cher
strai ght ?"

and wht "Crooked to the right-" Pelvis nade the adjustnment. "I
passed out onstage last year. ddie Goldie's Club in Little Rock
They took me to hay the hospital, thought | was about to croak." He

paused to draw a few sl ow, deep breaths. "Wasn't the first tinme. Wrd
went 'round, and | couldn't get no nore jobs. Gmre a Mu minute, |'lI
be fine. Can you breathe? | can't hardly breathe this air."

"You wei gh too nuch, that's your trouble. Qught to give wei |y I
up all that junk you eat." Flint was staring down the channel, gauging

the di stance that Lanbert must be putting aft do: his between them
The going had to be hard on Lanbert, too, but he'd probably push
hinself and the girl until they both gave out. Wen he | ooked at Pelvis
again, Flint thought that m tai the wig resenbled a big, spongy Bnllo
pad stuck to the man's head. "I'Il give you three mnutes, then |I'm
goin' on.

Then You can either stay here or go back to the car."

on Pelvis didn't care to lose the protection of Flint's light. "I
him can nake it if you just go a step or two slower."

"I told you it wasn't gonna be easy, didn't I? Don't fall down
and drown on ne, now, you hear?"

"Yes sir." His msshapen wig was dripping water down his face
"I reckon this washes me up, huh? | nean, with M.

Srmoates and the job and all?"

"I'd say it does. You should've told himabout this, it would' ve
saved everybody a hell of a lot of trouble.” Flint narrowed his eyes
and gl anced quickly at the flare. Mybe they had fifteen nminutes nore
light. Maybe. "You're not cut out for this work, Eisley. Just like

I"mnot cut out to ... to dress up like Elvis Presley and try to
i npersonate him"
"Not inpersonate," Pelvis corrected himfirmy. "I'man

i nterpemor, not an inpersonator.]l

"What ever. You ought to cut out the junk food and go back to it."

I[l'that's what the doctor told ne, too. |'ve tri @but Lord | nows
it ain't easy to pass up the peanut butter cool des when you can't sleep
at three in the nornin' ."

"Yes, it is. You just don't buy the damm things in the first
pl ace. Haven't you ever heard of self-discipline?"

"Yes sir. It's sonething' other fol ks have got" "Well, it's what
you need. A whole lot of it, too." He checked his watch, inpatient to
get after Lanbert. But Pelvis's face was still flushed, and maybe he
needed another minute. |If Pelvis had a heart attack, it'd be hel
draggi ng that bulk of a body out of the swanp. Flint had becone
acutely aware of the flare sizzling itself toward exhaustion

He wat ched Mana |icking Pelvis's chin her stubby tad wagging. A
pang of what m ght have been envy hit him

"How cone you carry that mutt around everywhere? It just gets in

t he way."

Oh, | wouldn't | eave Mama, no sir!" Pelvis paused, stroking
Mama' s wet back before he went on in a quieter voice. "I had another
dog, kinda like Mama. Had Priss for goin' on six years. Left her at
the vet one weekend when I went on the road. When | got back ... the

pl ace was gone.

Just bricks and ash and burned-up cages. Elwntal fire, they said.
Started I hte at night, nobody was there to put it out.

They shoul d' ve had sprinklers or something' , but they



didn't." He was silent for a noment, his hand stroking back and
forth. "For along tine after that ... | had ni ght mares.

| could see Priss burnin' up in a cage, tryin' to get out but there
wasn't no way out. And maybe she was thinkin' she'd done sonething
awful bad, that | didn't conme to save her

Seens to nme that would be a terrible way to die, thinkin' there

was nobody who gave a damm about you." He said his gaze to Flint's, his
eyes sunken in the green glare. "That's why | wouldn't |eave Mama. No
sir."

Flint turned his attention to his watch again. "You ready to nove?"

"I believe I am"

Flint started off, this tinme at a slower pace. Pelvis drew
anot her deep breath, whooshed it out, and then began sl ogging after
Flint.

Ahead, Dan stiff gripped Arden's hand as they foll owed the channe
around a me. He glanced back; they'd outdislanced the light, and he
t hought the bounty hunters nust've stopped for sone reason. Hi s eyes
were getting used to the dark now. Up through the treetops he could
see pieces of sky full of sparkling stars. The water was stil
deepeni ng, the bottom s nmud rel easi ng bursts of gaseous bubbl es beneath
their feet. Sweat clung to Dan's face, his breath rasping, and he
could hear Arden's lunp straining too in the steany heat.

Sonet hi ng splashed in the water on their left-, it sounded heavy,
and Dan prayed it was sinply a large catfish that had junped instead of
a ptoes tail st@a set ofjaws toward them He braced for the unknown,
but whatever it had been it left them alone for the nonent.

Looki ng back once again, he could see the @ |ight flickering
t hrough the undergrowth. They were still com ng.

Arden | ooked over her shoul der, too, then concentrated on getting
t hrough the water ahead. Her vision had cleared, but where she'd
banged her skull against the dashboard was raw with pain. She was
wearing out with every step; she felt her strength draining away, and
soon she was going to have to stop to catch her breath. She wasn't on
the run; it was Dan the bounty hunters were after, but when they'd take
himaway they'd take the man she had cone to believe was her

best hope of finding the Bright Grl. Froma deep pla within her
the voice of reason was speaking, trying tote her that it was
pointless to go any farther into this swanp, that a wanted killer had
her by the hand and was | eading her away fromcivilization, that she
probably had a concussi on and needed a doctor, that her brain was
scranbl ed and she wasn't thinking straight and she was in the nost
dangerous place she'd ever been in her life. She heard it, but she
refused to - listen. In her right hand was clutched the small pink
drawstring bag containi ng what had becone her talisman over the years,
and she fixed her mind on Jupiters voice saying that this was the nman
God had provided to take her to the Bright Grl. She had to believe
it. She had to, or all hope would cone crashing down around her, and
she feared that nore than death.

"I see a light," Dan suddenly said.

She could see it, too. A faint glow, off to the right. Not
electricity. Mre like the light cast froma candle or oil |anp.

They kept going, the water at Dan's wai st and above Arden's.

Shapes emerged fromthe darkness. On either side of the channe
were two or three tarpaper shacks built up on wooden platforns over the
water. The light was comi ng froma w ndow covered wi th what | ooked
i ke waxed paper.

The ot her shacks were dark, either enpty or their inhabitants
asl eep. Dan had no desire to neet the kind of people who' d choose to



live in such prinmtive arrangenments, figuring they'd shoot an intruder
on sight. But he nmade out sonething else in addition to the shacks: a
few of them including the one that showed a light, had small
boat sfi shing skiffs-tied up to their pilings.

They needed a boat in the worst way, he decided. He put his
finger to his lips to tell Arden to remain silent, and she nodded.
Then he gui ded her past the shack where the Iight burned and across the
channel to the next dwelling. The skiff there was secured by a chain
and padl ock, but a single paddle with a broken handl e was |ying down
inside it. Dan eased the paddle out and went on to the third shack
The boat that was tied there held about six inches of trash-filled

water in its hull. There were no other paddles in sight, but the
| eaky craft was attached to a piling only by a plastic |line.

In this case beggars couldn't be choosers. Dan spent a nonent
untying the line's slimy knot, then he pulled hinself as quietly as he
could over into the boat though his foot thunped against the side. He
wai t ed, holding his breath, but no one cane out of the shack. He
hel ped Arden in. She sat on the bench seat at the bow, while Dan sat
in the stemand shoved them away fromthe platform They glided out
toward the channel's center, where the current flowed the strongest,
and when they were a safe di stance away fromthe shack, Dan slid the
stubby paddle into the water and delivered the first stroke.

"Grave robbers!”" a worman's voice shrilled, the sound of it
startling Dan and maki ng goose bunps rise on Arden's wet arns. "Go on
and steal it, then, you donkey-dick suckers!"

Dan | ooked behind. A figure stood back at the first shack, where
the Iight burned.

"Go on, then!"™ the woman said. "Lord's gonna fix your asses,
you'll find out! 1'Il dance on your corns, you naggoteaters!" She
began spitting curses that Dan hadn't heard since his days in boot
canp, and sone that would ve curled a drill sergeant's ear hairs.

Anot her voice grow ed, "Shut up, Rona!" It belonged to a nan who
sounded very drunk "Shut your hole, |I'msleepen' over here!"

"I wouldn't piss on your face if it was on fire!"™ Rona hollered
across the channel. "I'm gonna cook up a spell on you. Your balls
gonna dry up like little bitty black raisins!"™ "Amwww, shut up 'fore
cone over there and knock your head out your ass!" A door whacked

shut .

Dan's paddl i ng had qui ckened. The wonan continued to curse and
rave, her voice rising and falling with lunatic cadence. Then she
retreated into her hovel and slammed her own door so hard Dan was
surprised the place hadn't coll apsed. He saw the |ight nove away from
the wi ndow, and he could i magi ne a wi zened, nuttering crone in there
st ooped over a snoking stewpot with a goat's head in it.

Well, at least they had a boat though they were sitting in

nasty water. The phrase up Shil Creek came to him but they did
have a paddl e. Wen he gl anced back again, he no | onger saw the green
flare's glow. Maybe the bounty hunters had given up and turned away.
If so, good riddance to them

Now all he could do was guide this boat down the center of the
bayou and hope it would [ ead themeventually out to the Gulf. From
there he could find sonewhere safe to |l eave the girl and strike out on
hi s own agai n.

He didn't |ike being responsible for her, and worrying about that
knock she'd suffered, and feeling her hand clutch his so hard his
knuci des cracked. He was a lone wolf by nature, that's how thinp were,
so just as soon as he could, he was @rid of her. Anyway, she was



crazy. Her obsession with the Bright Grl made Dan think of sonething
he'd seen on the news once: hundreds of people had converged from
across the country to canmp out day after day in an Okl ahorma oonfield
where a farner's wife swore the Virgin Mary had materialized. He
renmenbered thm ang how desperately those people had wanted to believe

in the wi sdomof a higher power, and how they'd believed that the Virgin
Mary woul d appear again at that same place with a nmessage for nankind.
Only she'd never showed up, and the really amazing thing was that none
of those hundreds of people had regretted coming there, or felt

betrayed or bitter. They'd sinply felt that the tinme wasn't right for
the Virgin Mary to appear again, but they were certain that sonetinme and
sonewhere she would. Dan couldn't understand that kind of blind faith; it
flewin the face of the wanton death and destruction he'd witnessed in
"Nam He wondered if any of that nultitude had ever put a bullet

bet ween the eyes of a sixteen-year-old boy and felt a rush of

exultation that the boy's AK-47 had jamed. He wondered if any of them
had ever snelled the odor of burning flesh, or seen flames chew ng on
the small skulls. [If any of themhad in his boots, had stood in the
duty silver ram and seen the sights that were seared in his mind, he
doubted they would put nuch faith in waiting for the return of Mary,
Jesus, or the Holy CGhosL Dan paddl ed a few strokes and then let the

boat drift.

Arden faced southward, the warm breeze of notion bl owi ng past her
The water made a soft, chuckling sound at the bow, and the bittersweet

swanp was alive with the hums and clicks and cl acks of insects, the
occasi onal sharp keening of a night bird, the bass thunping of frogs
and other fainter noises that were not so identifiable. The only |ight
now came fromthe stars that shone through spaces in the thick canopy
of branches over head.

Dan started to | ook back, but he decided not to. He knew where
he'd been; it was where he was going that concerned himnow The
nmonent of Enmory Bl anchard's death was still a bl eeding wound in his
m nd, and nmaybe for the rest of his days it would torture him but the
swanp' s sil ken darkness gave himconfort. He felt a long way fromthe

law and prison walls. If he could find food, fresh water, and a
shelter over his head-even the saggi ng roof of a tarpaper shackhe
t hought he could live and die here, under these stars. It was a big

swanp, and maybe it woul d accept a man who wanted to di sappear. An
enber of hope reawakened and began to burn inside him Maybe it was an
illusion, he thought, but it was sonething to nurture and cling to,
just as Arden clung to her Bright Grl. H's first task, though, was
getting her out, then he could decide on his own tion

The boat drifted slowly onward, enbraced by the current flowing to
the sea.

Pel vis held Mama with one arm and his other hand gripped the back
of Flint's soggy suit jacket. The gin flarelight had burned out severa
m nutes before, and the night had closed in on them Pelvis had been
asi dngbeggi ng was the nore correct termFlint to turn back when they'd
heard a wonman's voice hollering and cursing ahead. As they'd sl ogged
on through the stomach-deep water, Flint's left hand slid under his
shirt and supported Cint's head; their eyes had started acclimating to
t he dark.

I n anot her noment they could make out the shapes of the tarpaper
shacks, a Uot noving around inside the nearest one on the right. Flint
saw a boat tied up to the platformthe shack stood on, and as they got
cl oser he nmade out that it



had a scabrous-1ooking outboard notor. It occurred to himthat
Lambert m ght be hiding in one of the darkened shacks, waiting for them
to nove past. He guided Pelvis toward the flickering light they could
see through a waxed- paper wi ndow, and at the platform s edge Flint
said, "Stay here" and pulled hinself up on the splintery boards. He
paused to renove the derringer, then he pushed Cint's armunder his
shirt and buttoned up his dripping jacket. He held the derringer
behi nd his back and knocked at the shack's flinsy door

He heard sonebody scuttling around inside, but the knock wasn't
answered. "Hey, in there!™ he called. "Wuld you open up?" He
reached out, his fist balled, to knock a second tine.

A latch sl anmed back. The door swung open on creaking hinges, and
@romit thrust the business end of a sawed-off shotgun that pressed
hard against Flint's forehead.

“I"1l open you up, you dog-ass lickin" sonofabitch!" the wonman
behi nd the gun snarled, and her finger clicked back the trigger

Flint didn't nove; it swept through his nmnd that at this range
t he shotgun woul d blast his brains into the trees on the other side of
the bayou. By the snoky light fromw thin the shack, Flint saw that
the wonman was at |east six feet tall and built as solidly as a truck
She wore a pair of dirty overalls, a gray and sweat-stained T-shirt,
and on her head was a battered dark green football helmet. Behind the
hel met's protective face bar was a forbidding visage with burning,
red-ri mred eyes and skin |like saddl e | eather

"Easy," Flint managed to say. "Take it easy, all | want to do is

" "l know what you want, you scunm sucker!" she yelled.

"You ain't takin' ne back to that dam shithole! Ain't getting nmne
in a rubber roomagain and stickin' nmy head full of pins and needl es!"

Crazy as a three-|egged grasshopper, he thought. H s heart was
gal l oping, and the inside of his mouth woul d' ve made the Sahara fee

ask-

tropical. He stared at the woman's ' grinynailed finger on the trigger
in front of his face. "Listen," he

croaked. "I didn't come to take you anywhere. | just want to-I
"Satan's got a silver tongue!" she thundered. "Now |I'm gonna send you

back to hell, where you bel ong!"
Flint saw her finger twitch on the trigger. H s breath froze.
"Mp' an?" There was the sound of nuddy shoes squeaki ng on the

timbers. "Can | talk to you a minute, na' an?"

The woman's insane eyes blinked. "Wo is that?" she hissed.
"Wio said that?"

"I did, mm"am" Pelvis walked into the range of the |light, Mama
cradled in his arms. "Can | have a word with you, please?"

Flint saw the wonan stare past himat Eisley. Her finger was
still on the trigger, the barrel pressing a ring into his forehead. He
was terrified to nove even an inch

Pelvis offered up the best smile he could find. "Ain't nobody

wants to hurt you, ma'am Honest we don't."

Flint heard the woman draw a | ong, stunned gasp. Her eyes had
wi dened, her thin-lipped nouth starting to trenble.

"You can put that gun down if you like," Pelvis said.

"M ght better, 'fore sonmebody gets hurt."

"Ch, " the woman whi spered. "Oh ny Jesus!" Flint saw tears shine
in her eyes. "They ... they told me ... you died."

"Huh?" Pel vis frowned.

"They told her you died!"™ Flint spoke up, understanding what the

madwonan neant. "Tell her you didn't die, Elvis!"
"Shut your nouth, you Satan's asshole!" the wonan ranted at him
"I"'mnot talkin' to you!"™ Her finger twitched on the trigger again.

"I do wish you'd at |east uncock that gun, ma'am" Pelvis said.



"It'd make an awful nmess if it was to go off."

She stared at him her tongue flicking out to wet her 1ips.

"They told nme you died!™ Her voice was softer now, and there was
something terribly wounded in it. "I was up there in Baton Rouge, when
I was livin' with Billy and that bitch wife he had. They said you
di ed, that you took drugs and
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slid off the toilet and died right there, wasn't a thing nobody
could do to save you but | prayed for you | cried and | lIit the candles
in my roomand that bitch said | wanted to burn down the house but
Billy, Billy he's been a good brother he said I"'mall right | ain't
gonna hurt nobody."

"Ch." Pelvis caught her drift. "Ch ... ma'am | ain't really-I,
"Yes you are!™ Flint yelped. "Help ne out here, Elvis!"
"You dirty sonofabitch, you!" the woman hollered into his face.

"You call himM. Prestey!"

Flint gritted his teeth, the sweat standing out in bright oily
beads on his face. "M. Presley, tell this lady howl'ma friend of
yours, and how hurtin' me would be the sane as burtin' you. Wuld you
tell her that, please?"

"Well ... that'd be a lie, wouldn't it? | mean, you nmade it |oud
and clear you think I stand about gut-high to an ant."
"That was then. This is now. | think you' re the finest man |I've

ever met. Wuld you please tell her?"

Pel vis scratched Mama's chin and cocked his head to one side. A
few seconds ticked past, during which a bead of sweat trickled down to
the end of Flint's nose and hung there. Then Pelvis said, "Yes'm M.
Murtaugh's a friend of mne. " The woman renoved her shotgun from
Flint's forehead.

Flint let his breath rattle out and staggered back a coupl e of
steps. "That's different, then," she said, uncocking the gun

"Different, if he's your friend. M nane's Rona, you renenber
ne?"

"Uh . . ." Pelvis glanced quickly at Flint, then back to the
madwoman. "I ... believe | !

"I seen you in Biloxi. Her voice trenbled wi th excitenent.

"That was in-" She paused. "I can't think when that was, ny nind gets
funny sometines. | was sittin' in the third row | wote you a letter
You renenber me?"

"Uh . . ." He saw Flint nod. "Yes'm | believe so."

"I sent my nanme in to that magazi ne, you know that Ti ger Beat
magazi ne was havin' that contest for a date with you? | sent my nane
in, and ny daddy said | was the biggest fool ever lived but | did
anyway and | went to church and prayed

| was gonna win. My mama went to |live in heaven

that's what | wote in my letter." She |ooked down at her dirty
overalls. "Ch, I-1 must look a fright!"
"No ma'am" Pelvis said quietly. "Rona, | mean. You |look fine."
"You sure have got fat," Rona told him "They cut your balls off

inthe arny, didn't they? Then they nade you stop singin them good
songs. They're the ones fucked up the world. Put up themsatellites
in outer space so they could read people's ninds. Them nonkey-cock
suckers! Well, they ain't getting' to nme no nore!" She tapped her
hel met. "Best protect yourself while you can!" She |let her hand drop
and she | ooked dazedly back and forth between Flint and Pel vis.

"Am | dreamn' ?" she asked.



"Rona?" Flint said. "You mind if | call you Rona?" She just
stared blankly at him "W're lookin' for somebody. A man and a
worman. Did you see anybody pass by here?"

Rona turned her attention to Pelvis again. "How cone they tel
such lies about you? That you was takin' drugs and all? How cone they
sai d you di ed?"

"I ... just got tired, |I reckon," Pelvis said. Flint noted that
he was standing a little taller, he'd sucked his gut in as nmuch as
possi bl e, and he was naking his voice sound nore like Elvis than ever

with that rockabilly Menphis sneer init. "I wanted to go hide
somepl ace. "
"Uh- huh, me, too." She nodded. "I didn't mean to burn that house

down, but the light was so pretty. You know how pretty a |ight can be
when it's dark all the time? Then they put me in that white car, that
white car with the straps, and they took nme to that place and stuck

pi ns and needles in nmy head. But they let me go, and | wanted to hide,

too. You want sone gunbo? | got sone gunbo inside. | rmnade it
yesterday."

"Rona?" Flint persisted. "A man and a wonan. Have you seen
t hen®?"

"I seen them grave robbers, stearin' his boat." She notioned
across the channel. "John LeDuc lived there, but he died, Stepped in a
cottonmout h nest, that's what the ranger said.

Them grave robbers over there, stearin' his boat. | hollered at 'em

but they didn't pay no mnd."
"“Uh- huh. What do you get to if you keep followin' this bayou?"
"Swanp, " she said as if he were the biggest fool who ever |ived.
"Swanp and nore swanp. 'Cept for Saint Nasty."
"Saint Nasty? What's that?"

"Where they work on themoil rigs." Rona's gaze was tied on
Pelvis. "lI'mdreamn', ain't 1? M manm conmes and visits ne
sonetines, | know |I'mdreamin' awake. That's what |'mdoin' now, ain't
that right?"

"How far is saint Nasty from here?" Flint asked.
"Four, five mles."
"I's there a road out fromthere?"

"No road. Just the bayou, goes on to the Gulf."

"W need a boat," he said. "How rmuch for yours?"

"Wat ?"

"How much noney?" He took the opportunity to slip the derringer
into his pocket and withdraw the wet bills he'd taken fromthe girl's
wal let. "Fifty dollars, will that cover the boat and notor."

"Ain't no gas in that notor," she told him "That ranger comnes
'"round and visits nme, he brings me gas. His nane's Jack, he's a nice
young fella. Only he didn't come this week. "

"How about paddl es, then? Have you got any?"

"Yeah, | got a paddle." She narrowed her eyes at Flint. "I don't
like your looks. | don't care-if you are his friend and he's a dream
I"mhavin'. You got sonmething' nmean in you. "Sixty dollars,"” Flint
said. "Here's the cash, right here."

Rona gave a harsh laugh. "You're crazier'n hell. You better
wat ch out, they'll be stickin' pins and needles in your head 'fore
[ ong. "

"Sooner than you think, lady." He shot a scow at Pelvis.

"M. Presley, how about openin' those golden lips and hel pin' ne
out alittle bit?"

Pel vis was still thinking about two words the nmadwonan had uttered:
Cottonmouth nest. "W sure do need your boat,



Rona," he said with genuine conviction. "It'd be doin" us a big
favor if you' d sell it to us. You can even keep the notor, we'll just
t ake the boat and paddle."

Rona didn't reply for a nonment, but Flint could see her chew ng on
her lower |lip as she thought about the proposal

"Hell," she said at last, "you two ain't real anyhow, are you?"
She shrugged. "You can buy the boat, | don't care.™
"Good. Here." Flint offered sixty dollars to her, and the woman

accepted the cash with an age-spotted hand and then sniffed the wet
bills. "W'Ill need the paddle, too," he told her, and she | aughed
again as if this were a grand illusion and wal ked i nto her shack, the
interior of which Flint could see was plastered wi th newspaper pages
and held a cast-iron stove. Flint told Pelvis to help himget the
nmot or uncl anped fromthe boat's stem and they were laying it on the
pl at f orm when Rona returned-w thout her shotgunbringi ng a paddle.

"Thank you, ma'am" Pelvis said. "W sure do 'predate it."
"I got a question for you," Rona said as they were getting into
the boat. "Wo sent you here? Wis it Satan, to nake nme think |I'm

losin' nmy mnd, or God, to give ne a thrill?"

Pelvis stared into her leathery face. Behind the footbal
hel met's protective bar her deep-socketed eyes glinted with what was
surely insanity but nmight al so have been-at |east for a passing
nmonent -t he menory of a teenaged girl in her finest dress, sitting in
the third row of a Biloxi auditorium

He worked one of the gaudy fake dianond rings froma finger and
pushed it into her palm "Darlin'," he said, " you decide."

Sitting in the stem Flint untied the rope that @ed the boat to
the platformand then pushed themoff with the paddle. Pelvis took the
bow seat, Mama warm and drowsy agai nst his chest. Flint began to
stroke steadily toward the center of the channel, where he got them
turned sout hward.

He felt the current grasp their hull, and in another nonment they
were noving at about the pace of a fast wal k. Wen Pelvis | ooked back
at the woman standing in front of her

decrepit shack, Flint said acidly, "Made yourself another fan
there, didn't you, M. Presley?"

Pel vis stared straight ahead into the darkness. He pulled in a
Il ong breath and slowy released it, and he answered with some grit in
his voice. "You can pucker up and kiss ny butt."

Home Sweet Hel | hol e

In the starfire dark Dan and Arden drifted past other narrower
bayous that branched off fromthe main channel

They saw no other lights or shacks, and it was clear that their
detour off the bridge had left LaPierre niles behind.

VWen the nmosquitoes found them there was nothing they could do
but take the bites. Something bunped hard agai nst the boat before it
swam away, and after his heart had descended fromhis throat, Dan
figured it had been an anorous alligator |ooking for sone scaly tush
He got into a pattern of paddling for three or four mnutes and then
resting, and he and Arden both cupped their hands and bail ed out the
wat er that was seeping up through the hull

He said nothing about this to Arden, but he guessed the boat was a
rusty nail or two fromcom ng apart.

Most of the pain had cleared from Arden's head. Her vision had
stopped tunneling in and out, but her bones still ached and her fingers



found a crusty patch of dried blood in her hair and a lunmp so sore the
lightest pressure on it alnbst made her sick. Her purse and suitcase
wer e gone, her noney, her bel ongings, her identification, everything
| ost.

Except her life, and the drawstring bag in her right hand. But
t hat was okay, she thought. Maybe it was how things were supposed to
be. She was shedding her old skin in preparation for the Bright Grl's
touch. She was casting off the past, and getting ready for the new
Arden Halliday to be born

How she would find the Bright Grl in this wlderness she didn't
exactly know, but she had to believe she was cl ose now, very close.
When she'd seen the light in the shack's wi ndow back there, she'd
t hought for a noment they mght have found the Bright Grl, but she
didn't think-or she didn't want to think-that the Bright Grl would
choose to live in a tarpaper hovel. Arden hadn't considered what kind
of dwelung the Bright Grl might occupy, but now she envisioned
something |like a green mansi on hidden amd the cyp@trees, where
sunl i ght streaned through the high branches like liquid gold. O a
houseboat anchored in a clear, still pool somewhere up one of these
bayous. But not a dirty tarpaper shack. No, that didn't suit her
i mge of the Bright Grl, and she refused to believe it.

She strained to see through the darkness, thinking-or w shing-that
just ahead would be the gl ow of another lantern and a cluster of
squatters' shacks, sonebody to help her find her way. She gl anced back
at Dan as he slid the paddle into the water again. The man
Codprovi ded, Jupiter had said. She'd never have left the notel with
Dan if she hadn't been clinging to Jupiters instincts about him
Jupiter had always been a mystic; he had the sixth sense about horses,
he knew their tenperanents and their secret no-es.

If he said a docile-Iooking animal was getting ready to snort and
kick, it was wise to nove away fromthe hindquarters And he knew ot her
things, too; if he snelled rain in the nmdst of a Texas drought, it was
time to get out the buckets.

He read the sky and the wind and the pain in Arden's soul; she had
cone to realize during her years at the youth ranch that Jupiter
Krenshaw was connected to the flowing currents of life ira a way she
couldn't fathom She had trusted and believed him and now she had to
trust and believe he'd been telling her the truth about the Bright
Grl, and that he'd seen something in Dan Lanbert that no one el se
coul d recogni ze.

Sho had to, because there was no turning back

"They drifted on, the skiff being drawn along with the sl ow but
steady current. They passed evidence that others had

cone this way: a few abandoned and crunbling shacks, a
wharf jutting out over the water on rotten pilings, a wecked and vi ne 4nped
shrinp boat whose prow was jamed between the trunks of two huge nopss
trees.
Dan felt meanness overtal ang him and he caught hinself dozing off
bet ween stretches of paddling. Arden |ikew se had begun to cl ose her
eyes and rest, fighting thurst but not yet ready to drink any of the
wat er they were gliding through

Dan let hinself sleep for only a few mnutes at a time, then his
internal alarmwent off and roused himto | nmep the boat fromdrifting
into the hal f-subnmerged trees on either side. The water was probably
eight or ten feet deep, he figured. Their boat was still in the slow
process of sinking, but he went to work bailing with his hands and
Arden hel ped himuntil their craft had lightened up - '



Dan noted that the branches overhead were g to unl ock and draw
apart. In another Mcty minutes or go-a little over an hour since
they'd set off in the boat-the bayou nmerged into a wi der channel that
took a long curve toward the southwest. Heat hotnng shin2nered in the
@ and an oomonal fish junped fromthe channel's ebony surface and
sped down again. Dan |ooked at the water in the boat and decided it
wasn't wise to think too much about what m ght be the depths, =Mg
those fish want to grow wings. He paddled a few strokes and then
rested again, the nuscles of his back starting to cranp.

"You want ne to paddl e awhil e?" Arden asked "No, I'mall right."
R@t he paddl e across his knees, he let the current do the work. He
scratched the welts on his forehead where a couple of nobsquitoes had

been feasting, and he sorely m ssed his baseball cap. "How about you?
You hangin' in?"

"Yeah. "

"Good." He listened to the quiet sound of the hull moving through
the water. "l sure could use a cold six-pack! | wouldn't kick a pizza
out of bed, either."”

"I"H take a pitcher of iced tea with sone line init," she said
after a monent of defibention. "And a bow of strawberry ice cream"”
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Dan nodded, | ooking fromside to side at the dense walls of
foliage that lined the bayou. Yes, he decided; a man could get lost in

here and never be found. "This ought to take us out to the Qulf,
sooner or later," he said. "Could be daylight before we get there,
t hough." He nmade out ten forty-four by the |um nous hands of his
watch. "Once we clear the swanp, maybe we can find a fishin' canp or

somet hi ng' al ong the coast. Could be we can find a road and flag a car
down, get you a ride out of here.”

"Cet me a ride out? What about you?"

, Never mind about nme. You took a pretty hard knock on the head, you
need to see a doctor."

"l don't need a doctor. You know who | need to find."

"Don't start that again!"™ he warned. "Hear ne? \Werever
Lapierre is, were long past it. 1'magetting" you out of here, then you
can do what you please. You ought to get back to Fort Wirth and count
yourself lucky to be alive."

"And how am | gonna do that? | lost ny purse and all ny noney.
Even if | could find a bus station, | couldn't buy a

ticket."

,1've got some noney," he said. |-Enough to buy you a bus ticket,
if you can hitch a ride back to Houma."

|,yeah, 1've sure got a lot to go back to," she answered tersely.
""No job, no nmoney, ncythin'. @Soon |I'Il be Qut on the street. How
do you think 1'll do at a shelter for the

hornel ess?"

"Youll find a job, get back on your feet."

,Uh-huh. | wish it was that easy. Don't you know what

it's |like out there?"

-yeah," he draw ed, "I believe | do."
She grunted and all owed herself a faint, bitter smle. "l pess
so. Sorry. | must sound like a whinin' fool."

--Tinmes are hard for everybody. Except the rich people who got us
into this ness.” He listened to the distant call of a night bird off



to the left, a lonely sound that tugged at his heart. "I never wanted
to be rich," he said. "Seens to ne, that's just askin' for nore
problems. But | always wanted to pull my own weight. Pay ny bills and
take pride in ny workThat's what was inportant to me. After | got back
from

cone this way: a few abandoned and crunbling shwks, a wharfjutting

out over the water on rotten pilings, a wecked and vi ne@ed shrinp
boat whose prow was i between the of two huge npbss trees. Dan felt
weari ness over@him and he caught hinmself dozing off between hours of
padftn. Arden |ikew se had begun to cl ose her eyes and rest, fighting
@but not yet ready to drink any of the water they were gliding
throug)L Dan let hinmself sleep for only a few mnutes at a tinme, then
his memal alarmwent off and roused turn to keep the boat from dnftng
into the half-subnmerged trmon either side. The water was probably
eight or ten feet deep, he figured. Their boat was still in the slow
process of but he went to work bailing with his hands and Arden hel ped
himuntil their craft had |ightened up Dan noted that the branches
overhead were to unlock and draw apart. |n another twenty m nutes or
so-a little over an hour since they'd set off in the boat-the bayou
nmerged into a vnder channel that took a |ong curve toward the southwest.

Heat |ightning shimered in the sky, and an occasional fish junped
fromthe channel's ebony surface and sped down apm Dan |oolnd at the
water in the boat and decided it wasn't wise to think too nuch about
what m ght be the depths, making those fish waMto grow winp. He
paddl ed a few strokes and then again, the nuscles of his back starting
to cranp.

"You want ne to paddle awhiier' Arden @"No, I'mall right."

Resting the paddl e across his | mem heletthe nt do the wort He scratched
the welts on his forehead where a couple of nobsquitoes had been feasUM

and he sorely mssed his baseball cap. "How about. you? you hangin'
in?"

4ty "

eah to

"@" He lilftened the quiet sound of the hull noving through the
water. "l sure could use a cold sixpack! | wouldn't kick a pizza out of
bed, either."”

"I"lIl take a pitcher of iced tea with some line init," she said
after a monent of deliberation. "And a bowl of strawberry ice crm™

Dan nodded, |ooking fromside to side at the dense w of foliage
that lined the bayou. Yes, he decided; a man could get lost in here

and never be found. "This ought to take us out to the Gulf, sooner or
later,"” he said. "Could be daylight before we get there, though." He
made out ten forty-four by the |um nous hands of his watch. "Once we

cl ear the swanp, maybe we can find a fishin' canp or sonething along the
coast. Could be we can find a road and flag a car down, get you a ride
out of here."

"Cet me a ride out? Wat about you? "Never @about nme. You
took a pretty hard knock on the head, you need to see a doctor."

"l don't need a doctor. You know who | need to find."

"Don't @that again!', he warned. "Hear me? Wherever LaPierre
is, we're long past it. |I'mgetting’ you out of here, then yet' can do
what you please. You ought to get back to Fort W rth and count
yoursel f lucky to be alive


mailto:@.

"And how am | gonna do that? | lost nmy purse and an ny noney.
Even if | could find a bus station, | couldn't buy a tic@
"I"ve got sone noney," he said. "Enough to buy you a bus ticket
if you can hitch a ride back to Houma."Yeah, |'ve sure got a lot to go
back to," she answered tersely. "No job, no noney, nothin'. Pretty
soon |I'll be out on the sftd. How do you think I'Il do at a shelter for
t he honel ess?"

"You'll find a job, get back on your feet."

"Uh-huh. | wish it was that easy. Don't you know what it's |ike
out there?"

"Yeah," he draw ed, "I believe | do."

She grunted and all owed herself a faint, bitter smle. 1-1

guess so. Sorry. | nust sound like a whinin' fool."

"Times are hard for everybody. Except the rich people who got us
into this ness.” He listened to the distant call of a night bird off
to the left, a lonely sound that tugged at his heart. "I never wanted
to be rich,” he said. "Seens to ne, that's just askin' for nore
problems. But | always wanted to Pull my own weight. Pay ny bills and
take pride in nmy work.

That's what was inporunt to ne. After | got back from

"Nam | had sone tough tim&, but things were workin' out.

Then ... | don't know. " He caught hinself from going any further
"Well, you've got your own road to travel; you don't need to wal k down
m ne."

"I think we're both headin' in the sane direction."”

"No, we're not," he corrected her. "How old are your
"Twenty-seven. "

"The difference between us is that you' ve got your whole life
ahead of you, and I"'mwi ndin'" it dowm. Nobody said livin' was gonna be
easy or. fair, that's for damm sure. I'mhere to tell you it's not.
But you don't give up. You' re gonna get knocked down and beat up and
stonped, but you don't quit. You can't."

"Maybe you can," Arden said quietly. "I'm @of being' knocind
down, beaten up, and stomped. | keep getting' up, and something' comes
al ong to knock ne down again. I'mtired of it. | wish to God there was
a way to ... just find some peace- "

"CGo back to Fort Wrth." He slid the paddle into the water and
began pushing them forward again. "Sonmethin's bound to open up for
you. But you sure don't belong in the nmddle of a swanp, tryin' to
find a faith healer."

"Right now !l don't know where | belong, | don't think |I ever have
known." She was silent for a monent, her hands woriang around the pink
drawstring bag. "Wat was your best tiner, she asked. "I nean, the

ti me when yoi; thought everything was right, and you were where you wein
supposed to be. Do you know?"
He thought about it, and the |onger he thought the @r the

guestion became to answer. "l guess. . . maybe when |I'd firstjoined
the marines. In boot canmp, on @Island. | had a job to do-a
m ssion-and | was getting' ready for it.

Thi ngs were black and white. | thought nmy country needed nme, and

| thought | could make a difference."
"You sound |ike you were eager to fight."

"Yeah, | was." Dan paddl ed another stroke and then paused. "I @
bei ng' over there the first couple of nonths.
At first it seemed @l was doin' sonething' inportant. | didn't

like to idll-no man in his right mnd does-but I



did it because | was fightin' for ny country. | thought. Then
later on, it all changed. | saw so many boys get killed, | couldn't
figure out what they were dyin' for. | nmean, what were we tryin' to
do? The VietCong didn't want my country. They weren't gonna invade
us. They didn't have anything we needed. What was that all about?"
He shook his head. "Here it's been over twenty years, and | stil
don't know. It was a hell of a lot of wasted lives is what it was.

Li ves just thrown away.

"It nust've been bad," Arden said. "l've seen a couple of novies
about Vietnam and it sure wasn't |ike Desert Storm was itr' "Nope, it
sure wasn't." Movies about Vietnam he thought, and he | owered his

head to hide his half-smle.
He'd been forgetting that Arden was all of four years old when
he'd shipped to ' Nam "

"My best tinme was when | was livin' on the youth ranch, she said.
"It was a hard place, and you did your chores and toed the line, but it
was all right. The others there were like I was. Al of us had been
t hrough a hal f-dozen foster hones, and we'd screwed up and gotten in
trouble with the law. It was our |ast chance to get straight, | guess.

| hated it at first.

Tried to run away a couple of tinmes, but | didn't get very far

M. Richards put ne to work cleanin' out the barn. There were
five horses, all of 'emold and swaybacked, but they still earned their
keep. Jupiter was in charge of the stable, that's where | net him"

"You think a lot of him don't you?"

"He was always kind to ne. Sonme of those foster homes | was in

well, | think solitary confinenent in prison would ve been better

| had trouble, too, because of ... you know ... ny nmark. Sonebody
| ooked at ne too long, | was liable to lose nmy tenmper and start
throwin' plates and glasses. Which didn't make me too popular wth
foster parents. | wasn't used to being' treated |like |I had sense." She
shrugged. "I guess | had a ot to prove. But Jupiter took an interest
innme. He trusted no with the horses, started lattin' nme feed and
groom'em After a while, when |I'd wake up early nornin's | could
hear'emcallin'for nme, wantin' ne to

hurry up. You know, all horses have got different personalities
and different voices, not a one of "emalike. Some of 'emcone right
out of the stall to neet you, others are shy and hang back. And when
they |l ook at you they don't care if you're ugly or deformed. They
don't judge you by a mark on your face, |ike people do."

"Not all people,"” Dan said.

"Enough to hurt," she answered. She |ooked up at the stars for a
nmonent, and Dan went to work with the paddle once nore. "It was a good
feelin', to wake up and hear the horses caRin'.you," she went on. "It
was the first time | ever felt needed, or that I was worth a dam.
After the work was done, Jupiter and | started havin' |ong talKks.

About life, and God, and stuff 1'd never cared to think nmuch about. He
never mentioned ny mark; he let ne get to it in ny own time. It took
me a while to talk about it, and how | w shed nore than anything in the
world I could be rid of it. Then he told nme about the Bright Grl."

Dan said nothing; he was listening, but on this subject it was
hard not to turn a deaf ear

"I never really expected |I'd ever be lookin' for her," Arden said.

"But the way Jupiter tal ked about her ... she seened |ike sonebody |'d



know, if | ever found her. She seened so real, and so alive. | nean,
I know it sounds crazy for sonmebody to live so |ong and never get ol d.
I know the faith healers on TV are frauds tryin' to squeeze out the

bucks. But Jupiter would never have lied to ne." She caught Dan's
gaze and held it. "if he said there's a Bright Grl, there is. And if
he said she can touch nmy mark and take it away, she can. He would
never have lied. And he was right about you, too. |If he said you're
the man God sent to help ne find her, then I be-" "Stop it!" Dan
interrupted sharply. "I told you |l didn't want to hear that"-bullshit,

he al nost said, but he settled on-"junk."

She started to fire back a heated reply, but she cl osed her nouth.
She just stared at him her eyes fixed on his.

Dan said, "You're chasin' a fairy tale. Were it's gotten you?
Do you think you're better off than before you left Fort

Wrth? No, you're worse off. At |east you had some noney in the

bank. | don't want to hear any nore about the Bright Grl, or what
Jupiter told you, or any of that. Understand?"

"I wi sh you understood."” Her voice was cal mand controll ed.
"I f-when-we find her, she can heal you, too."

"Ch, Christ!" He.closed his eyes in exasperation for a few
seconds. Wen he opened them . Arden was still glowering at him "You

could argue the horns off a billy goat, you know that? There is no
Bright Grl, and there never wa.V. It's a made-up story!"

"That's what you say."

He saw no point in going around in circles with her

"Right, that's what | say," he nuttered, and then he concentrated
on putting some el bow grease into the paddling. The current seened to
have gotten a little faster, which he thought must be a good sign. He
was hungry and thirsty and his headache had returned, pounding with his
heartbeat. Dried blood was in his nostrils, he'd lost his nuch-p@
basebal | cap and his nuscl es-what remnai ned of them that is-were
rapidly wearing out. The water was rising in the bottom of the boat
agai n, and Dan put aside the paddle for a few mnutes while he and
Arden cupped their hands and bailed. Then he shook off the sleep that
was cl osing in on him and-paddl ed them down the center of the bayou
with slow, smooth strokes. He watched Arden's head droop as she fel
asleep sitting up, and then he was alone with the noi ses of the swanp.
After a while his eyelids becane | eaden and he couldn't keep them open

The heat pressed on him lulling himto sleep. He fought it as hard
as he could, but at last his weariness won the battle and his chin
sl unped.

He jerked his head up, his eyes openingThey had drifted toward the
left of the channel and were alnost in the branches. Dan steered them
toward the center again, and then he heard the sound that had awakened
him a nmuffled thudding Iike the heartbeats of a giant. Ahead and to
the right, electric lights glinted through the thick woods.

Dan | ooked at his wistwatch and saw that another hour had el apsed
since they'd entered the w der channel

"What's that noise?" Arden asked, waking up al nost as quickly as
he had.

“"Machinery," he said. "I think we're comn' to sonething ."

Around the next curve the trees had been chopped away on the right
to make room for a hodgepodge of weatherbeaten cl apboard structures
built on platfornms over the water. Electric lights cast their glary
circles on a dock where an assortnment of notor skiffs and two
houseboats were tied up. On the dock were gas punps and an attendant's
shack, also lit up with electricity supplied froma runbling generator



Pl ank wal kways connected the buil dings, and Dan and Arden saw two nen
standing in conversation next to the gas punps and a coupl e of other
men on the wal kways. A rusty barge |oaded with sections of netal pipe,
coils of wire, and other industrial itens was anchored past the dock at
a concrete pier where a long building with corrupted al um numwalls
stood, the | egend WAREHOUSE # | painted in red across the building's
doorway. Beyond the warehouse | ooned oil storage tanks and twel ve or
nore spidery derricks rising up fromthe swanp. The giant
heart beat -t he sound of punps at work-was comng fromthat direction.

The entire scene-a | arge, mechani zed oil - punpi ng station, Dan had
realized-was al nost surrealistic, energing as it had fromthe dark
wi | derness. As he steered themtoward the dock, he saw a pol e that
held a tired-1ooking American flag and next to it was a sign on stilts
that announced sr. NASTAsE, LA. HOVE sweET HELLHOLE. On the
supporting stilts were a nunmber of other directional arrows with such
things as NEWO NS 52 M BATON RouGE 76 m and GAL@N 208 ni.
painted on them One of the nen on the dock picked up a Iine and
tossed it to Arden as they approached, then he hauled themin. "Hey
t here, how you doin'?" theinan asked in a thick Cajun patois. He was
a husky, florid-faced gent with a red beard and a sweat st ai ned bandanna
wr apped around his skull.

"Tired and hungry," Dan told himas he carefully stood up and
hel ped Arden onto the dock. "Were are we?"
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"Fell a wanna know where he am" the Cajun said to other man, and

both of them | aughed. "Friend, you nust in sone sad shape!"

Dan stepped onto the tinmbers, his spine unkinking. "I mean how
far fromhere to the @l f?"

"Ch, blue water'bout tree nmile." He notioned south with a crusty
thunb. Hi s gaze lingered on Arden's birthmark for a few seconds, then
he diverted his attention to the waterl ogged skiff. "I seen sone

crackass boats before, but that'un done win the prize! \Were ya'l
cone fronP"

"North," Dan said. "Anyplace to get sone food herer "Yeah, cafe's
over there." The second man, who spoke with a flat m dwestern accent,
nodded in the direction of the clapboard buildings. He was slimer
than his conpani on, wore a' grease-stained brown cap with a red GSP on
the front-a conpany | ogo, Dan figured-and had tattoos intertw ning al
over his arnms. "They got gunbo End hanburgers tonight. Ain't too bad
if you wash 'em down with enough beer."

A door on one of the houseboats opened, and another nman energed,
buckling the belt of his blue jeans. He wore a conmpany cap turned
backward. Behind him tape-recorded rock rmusic runbl ed through the
doorway and then a woman with bl eached-bl ond hair and a hard, sunburned

face peered out. "Okay!" she said with forced cheerful ness.
-Al'l -night party, boys! Wo's next?"

"I believe | am" The nan with tattooed arnms sauntered toward the
houseboat .

"Non, non am . The Caj un stepped forward, seized his conpanion
by shirt back and pants seat, and, pivo@lifted himoff his feet and
flung himfromthe dock. Wth a curse and squall the unfortunate flyer
hit the water and slunmed its surface |ike a powerboat before he went
under .

"I believe you was!" the Cajun hollered as his friend canme up
spitting. "Hey, Lorraine!"™ he greeted the bleached bl onde. "You got
sweets for me?"

"You know | do Tully. Get your big al' ass in here." She



narrowed her eyes'at Arden. "New chickie, huh?" She gave a throaty
[ augh. "You gonna need a little makeup, darrin'.

Well, good luck to you." Tully lunbered into the houseboat, and
Lorraine closed the door behind them

It was time to nove on. Dan ventured al ong one of the wal kways,
headi ng toward the buil dings, and Arden followed cl ose behind. The
pl ace made Dan think of a Wld Wst frontier town, except it had been
built up fromthe nuck instead of being carved fromthe desert. It was
a carpenter's nightmare, the structures cobbled together wth
pressure-treated pi neboards and capped by rusted tin roofs.

El ectrical cables snaked frombuilding to building, carrying the
juice fromgenerator& The wal kways were so close to the water that in
some pl aces reeds stuck up between the pl anks.

There was a store whose sign announced it as R J'S GROCERY and next
toit was a little narrow structure marked sr. NAnASE posr oFRcE. A
Laundromat with three washers and dryers and two pool tables was it up
and doi ng business. Dan noted that the men they saw gazed hungrily at
Arden's body, but when they | ooked at her face they averted their eyes
as quickly as Tully had.

St. Nastase, Dan had realized, nost |likely never closed down, to
accommodate the crews who were off shift. Dan figured that the nen
here had siped on with the conpany for three or four nonths at a
stretch, which nmeant prostitutes in houseboau coul d nake sonme noney
plying their trade. It occurred to himthat Lorraine had thought Arden
was a "new chickie" because the only wonmen who dared to go there were
selling sex, and he was unaware of it but Arden had conme to the sane
concl usi ons about ten seconds ahead of him

I n anot her nonment they heard the nmingled nusic of a fiddle and an
accordion. The snell of food caught their nostrils. Ahead was a
building with a sign that said sinply cAn. The place had a pair of
batwi ng doors, like a western saloon. The nusic was comng fromwthin,
acconpani ed now by whoops and hollers. Dan figured this could be a
hell of a rowdy joint, and again he w shed Arden wasn't around because
he was going to have to be responsible for her safety.

He said, "Stick close to ne," and then Arden followed him

a .

t hrough the batwi ngs, her right hand cl enching the pink drawstring
bag.

The cafe was dimy lit, blue-hazed with cigarette snoke, and at
the ceiling a fan chugpd around in a futile attenpt to circul ate the
hum d, sweat-smelling air. Hanging fromthe ceiling as well were maybe
three hundred old, dirty brown caps with red GSP | ogos. At rough plank
tabla sat twenty or nore nen, a few of themclapping their hands in
time with the jerky, mucous nusic, while four of their fell ows danced
with | adies of the evening. The fiddler and accordionist both wore
conpany caps, and a thick-shoul dered black nmen got up fromhis table,
sat down at a battered old piano, and began to beat out a rhythmthat
added to the nerry cl anor.

Sone of the nen glanced eagerly at Arden, but they | ooked away
when Dan put'his arm around her shoul ders.

He gui ded her toward a bar where metal beer @ canned soft drinks,
and bottles of water were on display. Behind it, a horned-Iooking man
wi th gl asses, a beard, and slicked-back dark hair was drawi ng beer into
mugs, sweat stains on ins red-chocked shirt and a cigar stub gripped



bet ween his teeth.

"Can we get sam@ to eat?" Dan asked over the noise, and the
bartender said, "Burgers a buck apiece, gunbo two bucks a bow . Take
t he gunbo, the burgers taste @dog neat."

They both deci ded on the gunmbo, wtuch the bartender |adled froma
grease-filmed pot into plastic bows. Arden asked for a bottle of water
and Dan requested a beer, and as the bartender shoved trays and plastic
spoons wrapped in cellophane at them Dan said, "I'm @ to get this
girl out of here. |Is there a road anywhere nearbyr, "A road?" He
snorted, and the tip of his cigar glowed red.

"Ain't no roads outta St. Nasty. Just water and nud. She a
workin' girl?"

"No. We're passin' through."

The bartender stared at Dan, his eyes slightly nagnified by the @
and he renmoved the cigar fromhis nouth

"Passin' through," he @ed incrediflously. "Now I've heard it
all. Ain't no nman cones here unless he's draw n' pay

fromQlf States Petro, and no woman unless she's tryin' to get a
man to spend it on her. Wich insane asylumdid ya'll get |oose fron®"

"W had an accident. Went off a bridge north of UPierre.

We got a boat, and-" Dan stopped, because the bartender's eyes had
gotten larger. "Look, we're just tryin' to get out. Can you hel pr
us?"

"Supply boat from Grand |Isle oughta be here tomorrow afternoon
I'd say you could hitch a ride with one of these ladies, but they'll be
stayin' the weekend. Today was payday, see. Fridays and Saturdays,
all these sunbitches wanna do is get drunk and screw wheu their shifts
are over." He pushed the cigar stub back into his mouth. "You cone
all the way from LaPierre? Jesus, that's a hell of a hikel"

"Hey, Burt!" a man yelled. "Let's have our beers over here!"

"Your legs ain't broke!"™ Burt hollered back. "Get off your ass
and come get 'em | ain't no slave!" He returned his attention to Dan
"An accident, huh? You want to call sonebody? | got a radio-tel ephone
in the back."

"I'"'mlookin" for a woman,". Arden said suddenly. "The Bright
Grl. Have you ever heard of her.9" "Nope," Burt replied. A man with
a prostitute in tow canme up to get his beers. "Should | have?"

"The Bright Grl's a healer. She lives in the swanp somewhere
and I'mtryin' to-" "Arden?" Dan caught hold of her elbow. "I told
you to stop that, didn't I?"

She pulled loose. "I've come a long way to find her," she said to
Burt, and she heard the sharp, rising edge of desperation in her voice.
Burt's eyes were blank, no idea of what she was tal king about at all.

Arden felt panic building inside her like a dark wave. "The Bright

Grl is here, somewhere,"” she said. "lI'mgonna find her. 1|'m not
leavin' here until | find her."

Burt took in the birthmark and | ooked at Dan. "Like | asked
before, what asylumdid ya'll bust out of?"

"I"'mnot crazy," Arden went on. "The Bright Grl's real. | know
she is. Sonmebody here has to have heard of her."

"Sorry," Burt said. "l don't know who you're talkin a-" "I know
that name. 1s Arden turned her head to the left. The prostitute who
stood with the beer-swiller had spoken in a nasal draw. She was a

slight, rawboned girl wearing denimshorts and a faded orange bl ouse.
Maybe she was in her early twenties, but her high-cheekboned,
buck-t oot hed face had been @naturely aged by scorching sun and harsh



salt wind. Lines were starting to deepen around her mouth and at the
corners of her dull, chocol ate-brown eyes, and her peroxided hair cut in
bangs across her forehead hung lifel essly around her bony shoul ders.

She stared with genuine interest at Arden's birthmark as her escort

paid for two beers. "Jeez," she said.

"You got fucked up awful bad, didn't ya?"

"Yes." Arden's heart was pounding, and for a few seconds she felt
on the verge of fainting. She said the edge of the bar with her free
hand. "You've heard of the Bright Grlr' "Unh-huh." The prostitute
began to dig at a nolar with a toothpick. "Wman who heal ed peopl e.
Used to hear 'bout her when | was a little girl."

." Do you know where she is?"

"Yeah," cane the answer, "Il do."

As Dan and Arcten had been- wal king into the cafe, the man who'd
just gone for an unwilling swimsat on the dock in a puddl e of water
wat chi ng anot her boat approach

There were two nmen in the boat. He couldn't quite trust his eyes.

The man who was paddling wore a dark suit and a white shirt, which was
not quite the normal attire out here at St. Nasty. The second
man-wel |, maybe it was time to swear off the beers, because that
sonof abitch Burt nust be m xing the brew with toxic waste.

VWen the boat bunped broadsi de agai nst the dock, Flint stood up
and stepped out. His nmud-grinmed suit jacket was buttoned up over his
dirty shirt, the pale flesh of his face nmottled with red nosquito
bites, his eyes sunken in weary purple hollows. He stared at the
battered and water-filled skiff tied upjust beside them a single
broken paddle lying init. Nobody would' ve traveled in that dam thing
unl ess

they'd been forced to, he reasoned. "How |ong have you been
sittin' here?" he asked the drenched man, who was watchi ng Pel vis
cl anber out of the boat with Mama.

"You gotta be kiddin!"™ the man said, unable to take his eyes off
Pelvis. "Wwhat is this, Candid Canera?"

"Hey, listen up!" Flint demanded, his patience at its bitter end.
Adint-who was equally as tired and crankyjerked under his shirt, and
Flint put an armacross his chest to hold his brother down. "I'm
| ooking for a man and a wonman. Shoul dn't have been too | ong since they
got here."

He nodded at the sinking boat. "D d you see who that bel ongs to?"
"Yeah, they're here. Sent 'emover to the cafe." -He couldn't
hel p but stare at Pelvis. "I know we're hurtin' for entertai nment

"round here, but please don't tell me you're on the payroll."

"Where's the cafe? Which direction?"

"Only one direction, unless you can wal k on wat er

Scratch that," he decided, and he notioned at Pelvis with his
t hunb. " Maybe he can wal k on water."

Flint started off toward the clapboard buil di ngs, and Pel vis
foll owed, |eaving the man on the dock wondering what the next boat
m ght bring. Ohers they passed stopped to gawk at Pelvis as well, and
he started drawing catcalls and laughter. "Hey!"™ Flint called to two
men @ing in the shadows next to the Laundromat/poolroom "The cafe
around here?"

One of them pointed the way, and Flint and Pelvis went on. Flint
reached into his pocket and put his hand on the derringers grip.

"Who the hell are they?" the man who'd pointed asked his friend.

The second man, who had a | ong, vul pine face and cl ose-cropped
brown hair, ran his tongue across his lower lip. He wore faded jeans
and a dirty yellow shirt with the tail hanging out, and the sweat on his



flesh stitl snelled of swanmp nmud and al hptors. "Friends of Doc's,' he
said quietly. "I believe he'd like to see "emagain. Here." He slid
a small packet of white powder into the other man's hand.

"Keep your noney. Just do me a favor and watch those two.

Al right?"

"Sure, Mtch. \hatever."

"Good boy." Mtch, who still had the pistol he'd fired at Flint
in his waistband, turned away and hurried to his notorboat, his nouth
split by a savage grin.



The King Bled Crinson

"Yeah," cane the prostitute's answer. "I do." She continued to
probe with the toothpick as Arden's nerves stretched.

"Dead. Must be dead by now. She was old, lived in a church on
Goat Island."

"That's bull!"™ Burt said. "Ain't nobody ever |lived on Goat
I sl and!'"

"Was a church there!" the prostitute insisted. "Blew down in a
hurricane, back fifteen or twenty years! The Bright Grl was a nun
fell inlove with a priest, so they threw her out of her convent and

she cone down here and built a church to repent! That's what ny nama
said!"

"Angl e, you didn't have no mama!" Burt wi nked at the girl's
custoner. "She was hatched, wasn't she, Cal ?"

"Right out of a buzzard's egg," Cal agreed, his voice slurred by
one too many brews.

Angl e jabbed an elbowinto Cal's ribs. "You don't know nothin',
fool I'"

Arden tried to speak, but her throat had seized up. The word dead
was still ringing in her head |like a funeral bell

"CGoat I|sland," she managed. "Were is it?"

"Don't do this," Dan warned, but he knew there was no stopping
her .

"Way the hell out in Terrebonne Bay," Burt said. "Good ten miles
fromhere. Got wild goats runnin' all over it, but there sure ain't
never been no church out there.”

"My mama wasn't no liar!" Angle snapped. "Youw even born 'round
here, how do you know?"

"I been huntin' on CGoat Island before! Walked the Iength and
width of it! if there'd ever been a church there, | think I woul d ve
seen sone ruins!"

"M ss?" Dan said to the prostitute. "You say the Bright Grl was
an ol d woman?"

"Yeah. My mama said she seen her when she was a little girl.

Cane to Port Fourchon to see my mama's cousin. H's name was Pearly, he
was seven years old when he got burned up in a fire. Mam said the
Bright Grl was crippled and wal ked with a white cane. | reckon that
was" -she paused to cal culate-"near thirty years ago."

"Uh-huh." Dan felt Arden's body tensing beside him

But he decided he had to go the next step, too. "What about
Pearly'.? D d your mana say the Bright Grl healed hinP"

"No, | recollect she said the Bright Grl took himwith her in a

boat . "

. To where?"

"CGoat Island, | reckon. She never saw Pearly no nore, though.
Mama said she figured he was too bad off for even the Bright Grl to
heal. But that was all right, 'cause the Bright Grl nade sure he

wasn't scairt when he went to heaven."”

"Come on, baby!" Cal grabbed Angie's thin arm and tugged at her
"Let's dance!"

"Wait! Please!" Arden's anguished voice cut to Dan's heart. "Is
she buried out there? Have you seen her grave?' ; "No, | ain't seen her
grave. But she's dead. GCot to be dead after all this tinme."

"But you don't know for sure, do you? You're not certain she's
dead?"

The prostitute stared at Arden for a few seconds and then pulled



free of Cal's hand. "I'mcertain as | need to be," she said.
"Chhhhh." She nodded as things cane clear to her

"Chhhhh, | see. You was lookin' for the Bright Grl to heal your
face. 1Is that right?"

"Yes."
"I"'msorry, then. Far as | know, she's dead. | don't know where
she's buried. | can ask sone of the other girls. Mst of lemwere born

"round here, maybe they'd know. "

"Let's dance!" Cal yawped. "Forget this shit!" Both wonen
ignored him "I'd like to see the church,” Arden said. "Can you take
ne?"

"No, | can't. See, | would, but I don't have nmy own boat.

It's Lorraine's boat, and she don't take it nowhere but between
here and G and Isle.”

"Hey, listen up, scarface!" Cal slurred at Arden, his voice
turning nasty. "I'mrentin' this bitch by the fuckin' hour, understand?

| don't have no tinme to waste-" "Conme over here a minute." Dan
reached out, grasped Cal's wist, and drew himcloser, beer slopping to
the floor fromthe nug in the man's hand. Dan's face was strained with
anger, his eyes hard and shiny. "The ladies are talkin'."

"Mster, you let go of ne or I'm gonna have to knock the shit
outta your ears!"

."No fightin' in here!™ Burt warned. "You wanna fight, get out
back!"

"You're drunk, friend." Dan kept his face close to Cal's, his arm
| ow across the man's body so the beer mug woul dn't cone up and snash
himin the teeth. "Don't let your nouth get you in trouble.™

"It's all right," Arden said. The remark wasn't anything she
hadn't heard before. "Really it is."

She suddenly caught a strong whiff of body odor and swanp nud.
Soneone wearing a dark suit stepped between her and Dan. She thought
of vulture w ngs sweeping onto a dying jackrabbit.

"Lanmbert?" A quiet voice spoke in Dan's ear. At the sanme tine,
Dan felt the little barrel of a gun press against his ribs.

"The gane's over."

Dan jerked his head around and | ooked into the pallid face he'd
seen by the flashlight's glare in Basile Park, only now it was bl otched
with nosquito bites. His heart junped and fluttered like a trapped
bi rd.

Flint said, "Take it very, very easy. Nobody needs to get hurt.
Ckay?"
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Beyond Murtaugh, Dan saw, s@the Elvis Presley inpersonator
hol di ng his squirmng bulldog. The nusic had faltered and ended on a
soawked note fromthe squeezebox. 'The Presley clone *as suddenly the
center of attention, and he started drawi ng whistles and | aughter.

Flint glanced quickly at the girl and saw that what he'd thought
was a massive bruise was in fact a deep violet birthmark. "You al
right, Mss Halliday?"

“I'mfine. Wo are-" $he realized then who it must be, and that
he' d | ooked through her purse back where they'd gone off the bridge. /
"My name is Flint Murtaugh. Fella," he said to Cal, "why don't you take
your beer and nove al ong?"

"I was fixin' @whip this bastard's ass," Cal answered, unsteady



on his feet.
"I'"l'l take care of himfromhere on out."

"Anytime, anywhere, anyplace!" Cal sneered in Dan's face, and
then he grabbed Angie's arm again and jerked her onto the dance fl oor
with him "Well, shit a brick!" he hollerrd at the nusicians. "How

" bout some goddanmm pl ayin' ?"

The fiddler started up again, then the accordioni st and the piano
pounder joined in. Men were still |aughing and gawki ng at Pel vis, who
was trying his best to stand there and appear oblivious to the @y.
Hs wg had started to slip, its glue weakened by the swanp water, and
he reached up with a quick hand and straightened it.

"What the hell is that?" Burt grinned around his cigar stub. He
hadn't seen the derringer Flint pressed against Dan's side, which was

how Flint wanted it. "Is it animal, veg'table or mineral?" He spouted
snoke and | ooked at Flint. "I swear to God, this is turnin' out to be a
circus!

VWhere'd ya'll come fron"

"W're with this fella hero,” Flint answered. "Just got |eft
behind a little ways."

"Your friend' s dressed up for Halloween early, ain't her' ."He's a

big Elvis fan. Don't worry about him he's harm ess."
"Maybe so, but these sunbitches in here sure snell blood.

Listen to "emhowin'!" He noved away down the bar to draw a beer
for another customner.

"Hey, Elvis!" sonmebody yelled. "Get up there and shake that fat
ass, man!"

"Gve us a song, Elvis!" another one call ed.

Flint didn't have time to concern hinself with Eisley's situation

He knew sonething like this was bound to happen sooner or later. But

the inmportant thing was that Daniel Lewis Lanbert was standing right in

front of him and the derringer was | oaded and cocked. "Did he hurt
you, M ss Halliday?"

"No. "

"You were lucky, then. You know he's murdered two people, don't
you?"

"I know he killed a man at a bank in Shreveport. He told ne about
that. But he said he didn't kill the man in Al exandria, and | believe
him"

"You believe hinP" He darted another glance at her. "I thought
he took you as a hostage."

"No," Arden said, "that's not howit was at all. | came, with him

of my own ri-re will."

Ei ther she was crazy, Flint fipred, or somehow Lanbert had
brai nwashed her. But she wasn't his concern, either. He kept the
gun's barrel janmed into Lanmbert's ribs. "Well, you ran nme a good
chase, I'll give you that."

Dan didn't answer. Hi s heart had stopped poundi ng, and now there
was ice in his blood. He was |ooking at a closed door about ten feet
away. Maybe beyond it was a bathroomw th a wi ndow, and if he could get
in there and | ock the door to buy hinself a few seconds, he might stil

get away.
"Face the bar and put your hands flat on top of it."
Dan obeyed, but his attention was still fixed on the door

If he could get out a windowinto the swanp, then he could ..

Coul d what ?he asked hinself He was dead tired, hungry, and
thirsty. H s strength was gone. He doubted if he'd had the energy to
trade a punch or two with Cal, much | ess swimthrough 'ptor-infested
water. As Flint quickly frisked him wanting to attract as little
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noti ce as possible and hel ped in

this regard by the | oud and raucous attention being thrown at
Pelvis, Dan realized that cold reality had just slapped himacross the
face. He had conme to his senses as if awakening froma fever dream

There was nowhere else to go. Hi's run was over

"YQu @your pink Cadillac, Elvis?"

"Hell, get up there and sing sonmething'!"

"Yeah, and it better be damm good, too! Pelvis had P@ rough
roonms before, where the drunks with burning eyes would boll up out of
their seats, wanting to either grab the m crophone away from him or
show their girlfriends that the King bled crimson. This roomright
down there with the worst of them and Pelvis tried to pay no mind to
the jeering, but the shouts began s@his pride.

"You ain't no Elvis, you fat shit!"

"What' cha got in your arms there, Elvis? Your girlfriend?" TIW
was followed by a barrage of barking and | aughter that *owned out the
struggl i ng rnusi ci ans.

Flint saw the situation going out of control, but any nman

who wanted to ook and talk like a dead hillbilly had to take his
licks. He @kept his focus on Lanbert, who-he was
surprised to find@d no weapons, not even a
"Enpty your pockets.

."What're you go* do?" Arden asked. "Rob hin®"

"No. Lambert, *u nust have a way wi th the wonen.

First Your ex-w fe stands up for you, now her. She doesn't know the
real you, Omshet' Dan Put his wa* On top of the bar, then a few w |
doffu bills and son* change. He found the y k picture Chad had gi ven
@ wnued up by the swanmp water.

"Howd you find Aer, Font fhPPed tCe wallet open and felt for
judden nen blader.. "I heard @ur ex-wife tell you about the cabin.
|'ve been waitin' for you all day." Flint picked up the danmp picture and
| ooked at it. "Your son?

SIY if re&
"See, that's where you up. you should never have gone to that
pari If you' d steered clear of Al exandria, you



&1rE SO(1 TH

woul dn't be | ookin'at a double nmurder conviction.' He slid Dan's

wal l et and the noney into his coat, which was still buttoned to hide
Adint's occasional rnuscle twitches under his shirt. "You can keep the
picture."

Dan returned it to his pocket. "That man was alive when | left the
notel. Hs wife killed him and she's blamn' it on

ne

"Nice try. Tell it to the police and see what they think."

"He already has," Arden spoke up. "He called the Al exandria
police while we were in Lafayette. He told "emto check the shotgun for
his fingerprints.”

"Uh-huh. He tell you he did that?"

saw himdo it."

"And he was probably talkin' to a dial tone, or a recorded
nmessage, or he had his finger on the cutoff switch. Lanmbert, put your
hands down in front of you and grip.'emtogether."

"You don't need to cuff me," Dan said flatly. "I'mnot goin'
anywhere. "

"Just shut up and do it."

"I"d like to eat nmy gunbo and drink a beer. You want to feed ne?"
He turned around and stared into the bounty huntet's chilly blue eyes.
Murt augh | ooked as worn-out as Dan felt, his face gaunt, his dark hair
with its lightningwhite streak oily and unconbed. A dozen nobsquito
bites splotched his @d cheeks and chin, and he had to scratch two of

them even as he kept the derringer pressed into Dan's side. "I won't
run," Dan said. "lI'mtoo tired, and there's no use init." He read the
distrust in the tight crinp of Mirtaugh's thin-lipped mouth. "I give
you my word. All | want to do is eat sone dinner and rest."

"Yeah, | know what your word is worth." Flint started to reach

into his pocket for the handcuffs, but he hesitated.
Lanbert had no weapon, and he did | ook exhausted(L This tine, at
| east, there was no woman between them who knew

taste kwan do. Flint said, "I swear to God, if yo@o get away, |'lI
put a bullet through your kn let the | awers sort it out. Understand?"
Dan nodded, convinced that Mir he prom sed.

then. &t ."
A skinny man in a OSP cap and overalls

Pelvis's arm "Hey, You!" he said. Pelvis saw the man was m ssi ng
nost of his front teeth. H s eyer, were red and heavy-1lidded, and
t he' reek of beer and gunmbo on his breath was enough to nake Mama
whi nper. "I knew Elvis,"” the man wh@"Elvis was a ri-en' a nine. And
you big or turd, you sure as hell ain't no Elvist" Pelvis felt the hot
bl ood twe@his jows. Hoots and @er were flying at himlike jagged
spears. He waund to the blond wonan with the birthmark on her face and
said in an anger-tensed voice, "Excuse ne, would you hold my dog,"

he said. "Wuld you hold her for just two or three
m nutes?" He pushed Manma into her arns.

"Eisle@ Flint snapped. "What're you doinr' "l've got ny pride.
They want a song, |'mgonna give' ema "No, you're' qot!" But Pelvis was

al ready wal king toward the nmusic@ @i ng the intoxicated jeers and
"Eisleyl" Flint shouted. "cone back here!"



The nusic@ pl ayed their Cajun stonp as

Pel vis aped, *nd then the whoops and honers ncocheted off the tm
*E Burt had cone back down the bar, and he yelled at Fhn@ Your friend
ain't gonna need a burial plott Ain't gonna be nothin' left to bury!"
"He's a fool is what he is!" Flint seethed, still holding the gun low in
@Dan's ribs, but in the di mand
snoky light Burt didn't see it. Wnk Arden held on to the bulldog
t he t hough* of what Angle had told her battering around in her nmen4 Dan
took his first bite of gunbo and in it alnost set his tongue on

Dog, r, Pelvis asked the band.

He got three heads to smvel. "How 'bout'l Got a Wnman'?
' H@reak Hotel'? 'A Big Hunk o' L4Dye"?" There were negative
reactions to all those. Pelvis felt sweat ooll @around his coria. "Do

you know any El vis songsr'

t he hot

fire.
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"All we play is zydeco," the accordionist said. "You know. Like
"My Toot-Toot' and 'Diggy Liggy Lo.' "Ch, Lord," Pelvis breathed.

"Don't just stand there, Elvis!" a shout swelled up fromthe
others. "You ain't dead, are you?"

Pelvis turned to face his audi ence. Sweat was runni ng down under
his arms, his heart starting to pound. He lifted his hands to qui et
the jeering, and about half of it stopped.

"I have to tell you fellas | usually acconmp'ny nyself on the
git-tar. Anybody got agit-tar | can use?"

"This ain't fuckin' Nashville, you asshole!™ cane a reply.

"Either start singin' or you're gonna go swimin'!"

Pel vis | ooked over at Flint, who just shook his head with pity and
averted his gaze. Then Pelvis stared out at the roughnecks, the
butterflies of fear swarm ng in his stomach.

"Start croakin', you big fat frog!" sonebody else hollered. A
drop of sweat rolled into Pelvis's left eye and burned it shut for a
coupl e of seconds. Suddenly a bow of gumbo cane flying up from one of
the tables and it splashed all over the front of his nmuddy trousers. A
wave of |aughter followed, then sonmebody began to bray |ike a donkey.
Pel vis stared down at his nmud ted brown sueo' shoes, and he thought of
how those nen in there didn't k@w the many hours he' d spent watchi ng
Elvis novies, lear*ing the King's wal k and tal k and sneer-, they didn't
kno* how many nights he'd listened to Elvis records in ah little room
cat chi ng

every phrase and nuance of that voice, that voice of the Anerican
soul . They didn't know how much he | oved Elvis, how he worshipped at
the shrine of Grel and and how his wife had called hima stupid fat
loser and run off with all his noney and a truck driver naned Boonmer.

They didn't know how he had suffered for his art.

Hs public was calling for him Ranting at him to tell the
truth. Pelvis squared his shoul ders, tucked his chins, and turned away
fromthe audience. He said to the piano pounder, "Yc)u mad if | sit
there?" and he slid onto the chair when it was gladly vacated. Pelvis
cracked his knuckl es, |ooked at the dirty keyboard with its sad and
broken ivories, and then he put his fingers down and began to play.

k



A strain of classical nusic cane fromthe rickey-tick piano. The
room was shocked silent, and no one was shocked nore than Flint. But
only Flint recognized the nusic: it was the stately opening chords of
Chopin's Prelude Nunber Nine in E major, one of the soul -soothing
pi eces he Hstened to daily on his car's cassette player.

They let him play about ten seconds of it before they regained
their senses. Then a second bow of gunbo hit the piano and a half of a
hanburger flew past Pelvis's head and a roar of dissatisfaction went up
like a nuclear bwa. "W don't want that damm shit!" yelled a man with
a face as nean as a scarred fist. "Play us sonmething' with a tune!™

"Hol d your horses!" Pelvis shouted back "I'mjust linberin' up ny
fingers!" He was as ready as he would ever be. "All right, this
here's called 'A Big Hunk o' L4Dye'." And then his hands slamred down
on the keyboard and the piano made a noise like a | oconotive how ing
through a tunnel in red-hot, demon-infested, sex@ping, and godforsaken
Hades. Hi s fingers suttered up and down the keys in a blur of notion
the sound's power kicking all the jeers and hollers right out the
swi ngi ng doors. Pelvis threw his head back, sweat shiniidon his face,
hi s mouth opened, and he started bellowi ng a@t asidng his baby for a

bi gga bi gga

jaw had dropped in mimc Elvis, but different; though rockabflly
Menmphis in a rusty chain saw that and unearthly nmore akin to the ison-
Wat ching Eisley beat that Jerry Lee Lewis and beaning and then runble
the fl oorboards onstage Eisley was a | ousy ruby was a | ousy di anond.

Though Flint hated that kind of redneck thunder, though it made
the skin crawl on the back of his neck and made himlong for a good set
of earplugs, it was clear that Pelvis Eisley

bi gga hunka | ove.

Flint's nouth was amazenment. Eisley's: his singing voice was
there were husky ton it, there was al so the suddenly broke nt(
hi gh- bi gga hunka operatic wail of Roy piano to pieces like a his voice
ntle the ceiling again, Flint realized Elvis, but that was In

was no imtator of a dead star. The man, whether he knew it or
not, was an honest-to-God original fireball.

Dan foll owed a spoonful of the spicy gumbo with a drink of beer
and he regarded the Presley clone flailing at the piano. Hunka, hunka

big ouill'love, the man was grow i ng.
Mmugh' s gun had pulled a few inches away frombDan's ribs. The
bounty hunter's focus was riveted on his conpanion. It flashed through

Dan's nmind that if he was qui ck enough, he could bring the beer nug
down across the side of Murtaugh's head and run for the back door

Do it, he told hinmself. Hit the bastard and run while there's
still time.

He took another swallow of the bitter brew and hel d the nug ready
to strike. On his foreumthe ropy nuscles tensed, making the tattooed
snake undul at e.

Si | ent Shadow

Asecond passed.

Do it! he thai Murtaugh's skull t A third and fou No.

It was a strong N No, Dan deci misery. There' U be Mirtaugh's head
suddenly sw vel ed, and the pale blue eyes fixed on him

Dan lifted the mug to his lips and drank the rest of his beer
"Your friend s not half bad."

Flint | ooked at the glass nug and then his gaze returned to Dan's



eyes. He had the fearing that danger had just slid past like a silent
shadow. "You're not thinkin'of doin'sonething' stupid, are you?"

"Nope. "

"I'f you don't want to wear the bracelets, you' d better not be.
want to keep this as quiet and clean as | can.”

Dan had wondered why Mirtaugh was doing his best to hold the gun
out of sight, and why he hadn't told the bartender who he was. "You
afraid sonebody else'll snatch ne away fromyou if they find out about
t he noney?" "People hear what | do for a livin', they don't usually
wel cone me with hearts and flowers."

stared at the place on the bl ow.
by.

of reason.
and |'ve caused enough

Al

"Listen, | didn't nmean to kill Blanchard,"” Dan said. "He drew a
gun on ne. | had the guard's pistol in ny hand, and

"Do us both a favor,” Flint interrupted. "Save it for the
j udge. "

Pelvis finished the song with a wail and a series of chords that
threatened to denolish the piano. As the |ast notes were dying,
anot her thunderous noi se rose up: the whoopi ng and appl ause of his
audi ence. Pelvis blinked out at them stunned by the response. Though
he used to play piano in a blues band when he was a | anky boy with a
heedf ul of wavy hair and big ideas, he was accustomed to standing
behind an electric guitar, which he couldn't play very well but after

all it was the King's instrunent. He was used to hearing club managers
telling himhe needed to rein his voice in and keep it snarly because
those high tenor notes didn't sound like Elvis at all, that's what the

customers were paying for, and if he wanted to be a decent Elvis
i npersonator, he was way off the nmark.

Here, though, it was obvious they were starved for entertai nment
and they didn't care that he wasn't twanging an electric guitar or that
his voice wasn't as earthy as the King's. They started shouting for
anot her song, some of them beating on their tables with their fists and

beer mugs.
",Mank you, thank you kindly!" Pelvis said. "Well, I'll d. o
you anot her one, then. This here's'it's Your Baby, You Rock It'." He

| aunched of f on anot her display of honky-tonkin' fireworks, and though
his hands were stiff and he knew he was hitting a lot of chinms, all his
training was com ng back to him The fiddler picked up the chords and
began sewi ng them together, and then the accordi on player added aj unpy
squeal and squawk.

"Hey!" Burt shouted at Flint over the nusic. "He done any
rt=r&?"

"Not that | know of."

"Well, he ought to! He don't sound much like Elvis, but a fella
pl ays a piano and sing like that, he oughta- doings

be sone records! Mke hinself a lotta nmoney that *. W"



"Tell me," Flint said, "how do we get out of here? Back to a
road, | nean?"
"Like I told hinf-Burt nodded at Dan-"supply boat from G and

Isle'll be here tonorrow afternoon. That's the only way out."
"Tonorrow eternoon? 1've got to get this nman to-" He paused and
tri@it again. "W need to get to Shreveport as soon as we can." @
"You'll have to@wait for the supply boat. They'Il take you to G and
Isle, b4t that's still a hell of a long way from Shreveport. See, @e

ain't no roads 'round here for niles."

"I can't stay here\all night! Christ almghty! W've got to get
back to-"Cvili @tion, he al nbst said, but he decided it wouldn't be
wi se. "Shreveport," he finished.

"Sorry. |'ve got a radio-tel ephone in the back, if you need to |et
anybody know where you are."

Smoat es needed to know, Flint thought. Snoates needed to hear
that the skin was caught and on his way back

Smoat es woul d be asleep right now, but he wouldn't mind being
awakened to hear -

Hold it, he told hinmself. Just one damm minute. y should he be
in such a rush to call that freak-lovin' bastard?

Ri ght now he, Flint, was in control. He didn't have to run and
call Smoates |ike sone teenager afraid of his father's paddle. Anyway,
i f Srmoates hadn't weighed himdown with Eisley, he would have finished
this thing yesterday. So to hell with him

Flint said, "No, | don't need to call anybody. But what are we
supposed to do? Stay here until the boat conmes?" He didn't know if he
could stand snelling his own body odor that |ong, and Lanbert wasn't a

sweet peach either. "Isn't there soneplace | can get a shower and sone
sl eep?”

"Well, this ain't exactly a tropical resort.” Burt's cigar stub
had gone cold, but he still kept it gripped between his teeth. Now he
took it out and | ooked at the ashy tip, trying to decide if it was
worth another match. "You talkin'" about one place for all of you? O
you want sonething' separate for the |ady?"

"I"'mnot sleepin' in aroomwth them" Arden was still dazed and
heartsi ck by what she'd heard about the Bright Grl. 1In her arms the

little bulldog | ongingly watched Pel vis.

“I'd rather sit in here all night!"

"How much noney you got?" Burt asked Flint, and raised his
eyebr ows.

"Not rmuch. "

"You got a hundred dol |l ars?"

"Maybe. "

"Ckay, here's the deal," Burt said. "The big boys-the execs-keep
a couple of cabins to stay in when they cone visit down here. They
don't want to get dirty stayin' in the barracks with the workin' crews,
see. | know who can pick the locks. Fifty dollars apiece, you can
have 'emfor the night. They ain't nmuch, but they' ve got clean cots
and they're private.™

"There's fifty dollars in ny wallet," Dan offered. Sleep on a
cot-clean or dirty, he didn't care-sounded fine to him

It occurred to himthat this was the last night he'd sleep wthout
bars next to his mattress. "I'Il pay for her cabin."

"Yeah, it's a deal." Flint brought out Dan's wallet and his own
and pai d the noney.

"Fine. Wit a mnute, letme listen to this here song," Pelvis had
started a slow country-western teaderker called "Anything That's Part of
You." His audience sat in rapt, respectful silence as the broody piano
chords thunped and, Pelvis's voice soared up in a |lanment that was
pai nful enough to wet the eyes of hardcase roughnecks and bayou trash



prostitutes. "I swear," Burt said, "that fella don't need to try to be
Elvis. You his manager?" He |ooked at Flint.

."No. "

"HelL 1'1l be his ngnager, then. Get out of this dam swanp and
get rich, I won't never |ook back."

"Arden?" Dan had seen the corners of her nouth quivering, her eyes
glassy with shock. It was going to be tough on her, he knew. She'd

put so much blind faith into finding the Bright Grl, she'd sacrificed
everything, and now it was over.

"You all right?"

She didn't answer. She couldn't.

Shadow "You mnd ?" he asked Flint, and the bounty hunter obvious
di stress and noved from between Dan stood close to her. His heart
ached for her, and he to put his arm around her shoul ders but he didn't

what confort he could give. "lI'msorry," he said. "I w sh could ve
found what you wanted."
"I-1 can't belie she's dead. | just can't." Her eyes suddenly

glistened just as quickly she blinked themaway. The hi her chin. "I
can't believe it.

Jupiter wouldn't h wong.

"Listen to nme," Dan said firmy. "Startin' fromthis mnute, here
and now, you're gonna have to go back to

reality. That means back to Fort Wirth and getting' on with your
life. However bad things |ook, they' ve got to get better.” "I don't
think so' "You don't know what tonorro's gonna bring. O next week, or
next nonth. You've gotta go day by day, and that's how you get through
t he rough spots. Beheve ne, |'ve been 'there."

Arden nodded, but the Bright Grl was a candle she could not bear
to extinguish. It struck her how selfish she'd been, consumed by her own
wi shes. Fromthe noment the man in the dark suit had set foot into
this cafe, Dan had been on his way to prison. "Are you all right?"
she asked.

"l beheve | am" He offered her a faint, brave smle when inside
he felt as if he'd been hit by a tractor-trailer truck "Yeah, |I'mal
right. This was gonna happen sooner or later." H s smle faded. "I
saw nmy son, | said what | needed to say w thout bars between us.
That's the inportant thing."

He shrugged. "At |least where I'mgoin' I'll have a roof over ny
head and hot food.' Wn't be nuch worse than the V. A

hospital, | guess. Anyhow" Hi s voice cracked, and he had to
pause to summon the strength to continue. "Like | said,

you go day by day. That's how you get through the rough spots.™

"M ss?" Burt put his elbows on the bar and | eaned toward her
Pel vis had finished the slow, sad nunmber and was getting up fromthe
piano to take his bows, sweat dripping

from schins. "l knownvhocoul dt el | youi ft her ewasever anybody livin' on
CGoat Island or not. Cajun fella they call Little Tmn. He was born

"round here. Sonetines he takes the execs huntin' and fishin'. Sells
us fish and game for the cafe, too, so he gets all 'round the swanp.
I f anybody would know, it'd be him"

"Arden?" Dan's voice was quiet. "Gve it up. Please."

She wanted to. She really did. But she was desperate and afraid.
This woul d be her @chance, and she woul d never conme this way again.
Even finding the Bright Grl's grave would be an answer, though not the
one she wished for. She said, "Were is he?"

"Lives on a houseboat, anchored 'bout a mle south of here. Keeps



to hinmself, nostly." He stared at her birthmark, his gaze foll ow ng
its ragged edges. "l've got a nmotorboat, and |I'moff shift at six A M
| need to run down there to see himanyhow, put in an order for sone
catfish and turtle neat. |If you want to go, you're welcome. And | can
carry two people, if you want to go along." He was speaking to Dan
Dan saw the need in Arden's eyes; it was a painful thing to
Wi t ness, because he knew she stood at the very edge of sanity. He had
to turn away from her, and when he heard her say "I'll go alone,"” it was
clear to himthat she'd placed one foot over the precipice.
"Ckay, then. \Whatever suits you. Hey, fella!" He grinned at
Pel vis, who was naking his way to the bar through a knot of
backsl appers. "You 'bout knocked hell outta that piano, didn't you?"
Pel vis said, "Thank you, ma'ant' as he took Mama back into his
arnms, and Mama trenbled with | ove and attacked his face with her
tongue. He was breathing hard, and he felt a little dizzy, but
ot herwi se he was okay. Sweat was pouring off himin rivers. "Can
have some water, please?"
"Comin' right up!"
"M. Mirtaugh?" Pelvis snmiled broadly. "I think they Iike ne."
"You were all right. |If you care for that kind of nmnusic.
Here, w pe your face." He pulled a handftd of paper napkins

out 0
were hoflerin' ?"

"Uh- huh. Well, step down offyour pedestal and listen: we can't
get out of here till tonorrow afternoon. W have to wait for a supply
boat fromGand -lIsle. How the hell we're supposed to get back to the
car | don't know, but that's how things are. ti

"At least we got him@didn't we?" Pelvis nodded toward Dan, who'd
gone back to eating his gunbo.

We, my ass, Flint was about to say, but Burt stuck his bearded
face over the bar again. "You play betteen you | ook

if you don't mnd me sayin'."
[.Sir?ll

"You know. The Elvis thing, with the judo moves and all.
That's what | expected.”

"Well, all themsongs | sang were ones Elvis done," Pelvis
explained. "And | do themnoves in ny show, but | couldn't cause |I was
sittin at the piano. Like | said, | usually play the git-tar."

"You want ny advice? |'mgonna give it to you anyway.

Don't hide behind Elvis. You don't need it, a fella can pound
them @and sing like, you do. Hell, you oughta go to Nashville and
show ' em what you can do."

"I been there. They told ne | didn't sound enough like Elvis.
Told me | couldn't play git-tar as good as him neither."

"Well, hell! Don't try to sound like him Don't try to |look like
him or talk like him or nothin'! Seens to ne there was just one
Elvis, and he's dead. Can't be another one. |If | was you, | wouldn't
touch a guitar again so long as | lived. | wouldn't wear ny hair |ike

that, either, and you oughta lose fik or sixty pounds. Get yourself |ean
and nean, then go see them Nashville cats. You play for themlike you
did here, you're gonna be nmakin' yourself sone noney! Hey, do ne a
favort" Burt reached for a napkin and pulled a pen out from



it to him "You re not gonna pass

Pel vis took the bottle of it, then he poured some in "Didja hear
t he way they

besi de the cash register. "Here. Sign ne an autograph, just so
can say | spot@d you first. Sign it To My Friend Burt Dunbro."
"You ... want mny autograph?' Pelvis asked, his cheeks reddening

with enbarrassnent.

"Yep. Right there. To My Friend Burt Dunbro."

He put the pen to napkin and wote what the man asked.

Then he started Pel vHe st opped.

"What's wong? Pen jamred up?"

There was just one Elv@he was thinking, and he's dead.

Can't be anot her one.

Maybe t here shoul dn't be.

It had been fifteen years since he'd played piano in front of an
audi ence. And that was before he'd dressed hinmself up as the Kin&
studi ed the records and novies and hip thrusts, bought the wi g, the

bl ue suede shoes, the regalia. It was before he'd let hinmself get fat
on the Tw nkl es and peanut butter cookies and cornbread sopped in
butterm Il It was before he'd decided that who he was wasut good

enough, and that he needed something much larger to cling to and hide
i nsi de.

But what if ... what if

VWhat if he'd given up on his own talent too early? What if he'd
let it go in favor of the Elvis disguise because he wasn't sure he was
worth a damm? What if... what if... ?

Oh, Lord, it would be so hard to give it up now and try to go back
It would be inpossible to strike out on his own, without the King to
help him Wuldn't it?

But Elvis was dead. There couldn't be another one.

"Hold on, I'lIl find a pen that wites," Burt offered.

"No," Pelvis said. "This ones fine."

He was terrified.

But he got the pen noving, and with a hanmering heart and a dry
throat he scratched out Pelv and beneath it wote Cecil Eisley.

It was one of the hardest things he'd ever done in his life, but
when he was finished he felt something inside himstart

to unlc bit. Maybe in an hour he would regret nanme. Maybe

tormorrow he woul d deny right nowthis strange and wonderfill -he felt
ten feet tall.
conme over here!" Burt called. The nean-faced who didn't care for

the classics came to the bar. Burt gave himtwenty dollars and quietly
told himwhat he wanted done. "Ya'll go on with GiW he'll take care
of you," Burt said to Flint, and to Arden he added, "Six o'clock. 1'Il
see you here."

"Let's go, Lanmbert." Flint pushed the gun into Dan's side again.
"Take it nice and easy."
The two cab’ Gill led themto were about a hundred Ins

yards fromthe other structures of St. Nasty, up on a platform

facing a cove of snmooth black water. Gill produced a kMe penknife and
pulled up its thin blade to slide into the first cabin's door lock. It
took four seconds to open the door. "I better check for snakes," he

sai d before he disappeared into the darkness within. Two ninutes |ater
a generator runbled to life around back and then elnfic lights



flickered on. "No snakes," he announced when he returned to the door
"Just a skin." He held the | ong gossamer thing up to show them
"Who's sleepin' in this one?"

VWen neither of the bounty hunters responded, Arden up her courage
and said, "I guess | am" She c the threshold. The pine-panel ed
interior was hot, humid, and smelled of nold. There was a broken-down
pl aid sofa, a couple of standing | anps that appeared to have been
purchased froma garage sale sonmetinme in 1967, and a | atchen area with
a rusty stove and sink. A hallway went back to what nust be the

sl eepi ng area and-hopeful |l y-an i ndoor bathroom It would do for a few
hours, until six o'clock
"Shower and toilet's between the cabins,"” Gill said.

"Pi pes are hooked to a ci@ but | wouldn't drink the water. And
you' d best keep the front and back doors | ocked.
Lots of feras 'round here can't be trusted."

Arden cl osed the door and locked it, then she pulled the sofa over
in front of it. She found a switch that operated a ceiling fan, and
turning it on hel ped cool the room sone.

VWen the lights were on | in the second cabin, Gill came out
grinning. "Looky here!' He raised his right armto show Dan, Flint,
and Pelvis the thick brown snake his hand had seized, the head squeezed

between his fingers and the coils twined around his wist. "Big

al ' sunmbi tch noccasin. Found him sleepin'under a oat. Ya'll step
aside." He reared his armback and flung the reptile past theminto
the water. 1t made a heavy splash. "Okay, you can go on in."

Flint guided Dan through the door first. The place was basically
the sane as the first cabin, a noldy-snelling assenbl age of cheap
furniture, pine-paneled walls, and a floor of rough planks. Pelvis

entered @ his eyes peeled for creepy-aawies. "Thing 'bout
noccasins,” ill said, "is that for every one you see, there're three
or four you don't.

They' Il keep to thenmselves if you don't step on 'em but |

woul dn't |l et that dog go nosin' 'round, hear?"

"I hear," Pelvis answered.

"Tough luck for that girl, huh? | nean, the way her face is.

Awful hard to ook at, but hard not to | ook at, too."

"Thanks for lattin' us in,” Flint told him "Good night."

"Al highty. Don't |let the bedbugs bite. Nor nothin' else.”

Gill chuckled a little to hinmself, slid his hands into the
pockets of his blue jnm and started wal ki ng back in the direction
they' d corme.

Flint closed the door and latched it. "Here, keep this on him"
He gave Pelvis the derringer, then he took the cuffs and their key from
hi s pocket and unl ocked them "Hands behind you."

"I'"'mgonna have to go pee in a mnute," Dan said.

"Hands in front of you," Flint corrected him "Gip 'em
t oget her. "

"I gave you ny word | wasn't gonna run. You don't have to-I

"Your word's not worth fifteen thousand dollars, so shut up."
Flint snapped the cuffs around Dan's wists and put the key inside his
suit jacket. Dan saw a peculiar thing happen

the front of the man's shirt suddenly tw tched, as if Mirtaugh had
just hiccupped. He recalled that he'd seen the sane thing when
Miurt augh was on the ground in Basile Pgrk, just before the Elvis clone
had started hollering. He had the bizarre sensation that there was



nmore to Murtaugh than net the eye.

"Watch himfor a mnute,” Flint told Pelvis, and he wal ked back
t hrough the hallway to find out what the rest of the cabin held.

"Don't try nothin', now, " Pelvis said nervously, holding a sleepy
Mama and ainming the derringer at Dan's belly. "I'Il shoot if | have
to."

"Just take it easy." Dan could tell that the man was
unconfortabl e holding the gun, and though it | ooked |ike a peashooter, it
could stil
do a |l ot of damage at such close -range. He decided silence would only
i ncrease the nman's tension before Mirtaugh returned. "What's your
name?"

"Ce-" No, maybe he'd be ready to let go of it someday, but not
yet. "Pelvis Eisley."

"Pelvis, huh?" Dan nodded; it figured. "Excuse nme for sayin'
this, but you and Murtaugh don't fit. You been partners |ong?"

"TWD days. He's @in' ne the ropes.”

An amat eur, Dan thought. "This is your first bountyhuntin'job?"

."That's right. M very first."

"Seens to ne you'd do better playin' piano in Nashville than doin'
this kind of work."

"Eisley, don't talk to him" Flint canme back in. Wat he'd found
had been two grimroons, each with two iron-framed, bare-mattreswd
O0ts. He hadn't failed to notice that the legs O the Cots Wre
standing in water-filled coffee cans to keep insects fromclinbing up
them If this was the executive quarters, he would have hated to see
the work crew s barracks; then again, the cabin didn't | ook Iike anyone
had been there in quite sone time. But all he wanted was a few hours
O sleep, and he didn't need a Hlton hotel pillow.

Flint took the derringer back fromEisley. "Come on, Lanbert.

You want to do your business, let's get it done.”

Through a rear wi ndow he'd seen a tin-roofed shed that he figured
must be where the shower and toilet were. The generator was sendi ng
juice to an electric bulb burning over the shed's door, but stepping in
was going to be an act of either raw courage or sheer desperation

Arden had @ forced herself-out of despemionto walk into the
shed. Fortunately, there was a light bulb inside as well as outside,
but Arden approached the toilet with trepidation. There were no water
noccasins coiled up inside, as she'd feared, but it wasn't the cl eanest
in the world. She did what she had to do, used a roll of tissue that
coul d have sniped paint off nmetal, and got out as fast as she coul d.

In the roomin which she'd chosen to sleep, she had put the pink
drawstring bag atop a battered old pine chest of drawers. Now, under
the single dirty light bulb that burned at the ceiling, she opened the
bag and renoved what was held within.

One after the other, she lined up five little horses side by side.

They had been bought at a (hine store in Fort Wrth. They wemn't
much, but they were everything. Five horses: two brown, one bl ack, one
gray. The paint was chipping off them revealing the red plastic they
were nolded from She knew their secret nanes, and they watched over
her. They rem nded her of a time when she'd been happy, when she could
beli eve the future was vnde-open spaces, even through the Texas dust
and gnt and the hard work that had to be done. They rem nded her that
once upon a time she had been needed.

She sat on the edge of a cot and stared at the small pwfic
figures, her eyes @and tired. She was wecked, and she knew it. But
her thoughts were still cuchng that flame, circling, circling. The Bright
Grl. Atouch fromthe Bright Grl, and she woul d be healed. Jupiter
said so. Jupiter wouldn't have lied to her. No. A touch fromthe



Bright Grl, and the mark-the ugly bad-1uck mark that had tornmented her
all her life and caused her father to wal k out the door and never come
back and her nother to fall under the

wei ght of the bottle-would be taken away. The Bright wasn't dead.
The Bright Grl was forever young and pretty, and she carried the | anp
of God. Jupiter hadn't lied. He hadn't.

But what about Dan? He couldn't go any farther. |If he was the
man God had provided to take her to the Bright Grl, then why was he
bei ng wenched away from her.9 She'd thought about trying somehow to
get himaway fromthe bounty hunters, but what could she do? And she'd
seen it in his face, themin the cafe- he was sick and weary of
runni ng, and he could not go on. You H s hands, she renmenbered Jupiter
sayi ng.

But what if Jupiter had been w ong?

Six o' clock, she thought. Six o'clock. She had to press that
nunber into her mnd so she could sleep for three or four hours and
then get up in tine. She had to forget about Dan, had to | et him go.
As much as she wanted, she couldn't help him Now she had to help
herself, and it seened to her that the nmorning would be her |ast chance.

Where she would go and what she would do if she found the Bright
Grl's grave, she didn't know. She couldn't think about it, because
that way led to black despair, She lay down and stared at the ceiling.
The five ho@ her @ran, woul d watch over her during the night. She
M ght dream of waki ng up, and hearing them pawi ng and snorting for her
in the barn, saying hurry come to uy huny we will neyer hurt you we
will never hurt.

At last, mercifully, her eyes closed. She listened to the runble
of the generator, the @ of frogs, and the chitterings of insects and
ni ght birds, the heavy thuddi ng heartbeat of the QI -Punmping nmachi nery
in the distance. She was afraid of what daylight mght bring; she was
equal ly afraid of knowi ng and of not knowing. A single tear trickled
down the cheek on the deep-violet-birthmarked side of her face- S@cane
for her, and took her away.

Pel vis had gone outside to |l et Mama answer nature's call.

VWil e he was out there, he unzipped and added some water to the
cove. After Mana was finished, he picked her up anded back i nside,
and that was when he saw a match flare

on the plank wal kway that |ed back over the swanp grass and rushes
to the center of St. Nasty. He saw the orangedaubed face of a man as
the match touched the tip of a cigarette, and then the match was
flicked out into the water like a little conet.

He watched the cigarette's tip glow as the man inhal ed.

Then the gl ow vani shed. -Ei ther the man was cupping the cigarette
in his hand or he'd wal ked away, it was hard to ten in the dart Pelvis
stood there, stroking Mama for a nonent, but when she let out a few
exhausted yaps at sonething that rustled in the watery weeds under the
platform he decided it was time to get back inside. He wondered how
many snakes rmust be watching him and the thought made hi m shudder as
i f soneone had just stepped on his grave.

The sound of Scal es
"I"'mgoin to take a shower,', Flint told pelvis

when he wal ked through the door. "I want you to sit.in there
and



wat ch him hear.9 Take the gun and just sit there. 1'll be back
inafewmnutes." He'd taken Dan to the shed and found a gnny cake of
soap in the cranped little shower stall.

Though he had no towel, he couldn't bear his own body C)dor any
longer. He started to turn away, but he had to ask a burning question
"Ei sl ey, where'd you learn the Chopin piece?"

[.Sir?

"The Chopin piece. The classical nusic you played.
Where'd you learn itT,

"Ch, that was sonething' ny piano teacher taught ne.

Ms. Fitch was her name. Said it was a good quick finger workout
and 'cause you had to think about what you were doin' it cal med you
down. | reckon it did the trick for ny n@s."

"I never woul d' ve thought you could play classical music."

Pelvis @ged. "No big thing. Themfellas pooted in their pants
i ke everybody else. You go on and take your shower, don't worry 'bout
Lanmbert . "

Flint left the cabin, not quite sure he would ever again listen to
his tape of Chopin preludes with quite the sane reverence.

Pelvis went into the bedroom Flint had chosen for hinself and
found the killer lying on one of the cots, his right hand cuffed to the
iron bed frane. Pelvis sat down on the other cot, |aid Mana aside, and
hel d the derringer aimed at Dan.

"I wish you wouldn't do that," Dan said twenty seconds |ater, when
it was clear Eisley nmeant to point the gun at himuntil Mrtaugh
returned. "I'd hate for that to go off."

"M. Mirtaugh told me to. watch you."

"Can't you watch me and ai mthat gun sonmewhere el se?"

"I could. | don'tWant to."

Dan granted and allowed a slight smle. "You nmust think I'ma big
bad sonof abitch, huh?"

"You killed two men. That don't make you an angel in my book."

Dan started to sit up, but he thought better of naking any quick

noves. "Il didn't.kill the man at that damm notel. H's wife didit."
"Hs wife? Ha, that's a good one!"
"He was alive when | left there. H's wife had already shot himin

the gut with a shotgun, aimn'at ne. She beat himto death after | was
gone. Maybe she was mad at hi m because | got away. "

"Uh- huh. | reckon sonebody el se popped up and killed that fella
at the bank, too. And you just happened to be standin' there."
"No," Dan said, "That one |'Il bear the blanme for."

Surprised to hear it."

Dan cupped his left hand under his head and stared up at the
ceiling. A noth was going around and around up there, searching for a
way out. "Blanchard had a famly. It wasn't his fault things are how
they are. There's no way on earth | can live with what | did, so
mght as well die in prison.”

Pelvis was silent for a nonment. The derringer had wandered. He'd
never met anybody who'd conmitted nurder before, and he found his
nervousness being replaced by curiosity. "Wat'd that fella do to you
was so bad you had to kill hinP" he asked quietly.

Dan was watching the trapped noth beating itself against the
stark, bare light bulb. He was too tense to sleep yet, and
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the roomwas too hot. "I didn't go to that bank neanin' to do
it," he answered. "Blanchard was takin' rmy pickup truck away from ne.
It was the last thing | had. | lost ny tenper, a guard came in, and we
fought. Blanchard pulled a pistol on ne. | had the guard' s gun, and

| squeezed the trigger first. Didn't even aim | knew Bl anchard
was finished when | saw all that blood. Then | got in ny truck and
ran. "

Pel vis frowned. "You should've stayed there. Maybe pl eaded
sel f-defense or sonething' ."

"I guess so. But all | could think about right then was getting
away- t9

"How ' bout the girl? W thought you took her hostage. 1Is she ..
ki nda off in the head?"

"No, she's just scared."” Dan explained how he'd met Arden, and
about her belief in the Bright Grl. "In the nornin' she wants to go
find some Cajun fisherman called Little Train. He's supposed to live
in a houseboat a mle or so south of here. That fella who runs the

cafe's takin' her. | don't have the right to tell her not to go, and
don't think she'd listen to ne, anyway." An idea struck him and he
angled his face toward Eisley. "You could go with her."

" NVB?"

"Yeah. They're leavin' at six." He managed to twi st his cuffed
wrist around so he could see his watch. "Going' on two-thirty. You
could go with her, make sure she's all right.

If the supply boat doesn't cone till afternoon, you'll be back in

plenty of time."

"Back from where?" Flint peered through the doorway, his hair
still wet. He had carefully and nethodically scrubbed the grinme from
his and his brother's flesh. It had been tornent to buckle the
sweat-stiff miniature shoul der hol ster against his skin and then put on
his swanp-tainted clothes again. Under his once-white shirt dint was
sl eeping, but Flint could feel the soft bones shift every so often deep
in his constricted guts.

"He was askin' ne to go with the girl," Pelvis said.

"Burt-y' know, fromthe cafe-is gonna take her at six Oclock to
see a Cajun fella lives a mle south. She's tryin' to find a-"

"Forget it." Flint took the derringer fromhim "W're not
nursemai ds. | don't know what her story is, but we're | eaven' here on
t hat supply boat and she can go with us or not, it's up to her."

"Yes sir, but if it's just a nmile off, I'lIl be back before-"
"Eisley?" Flint cut himoff. "The girl's crazy. She'd have to be
crazy to come down here knowi n'who Lanmbert is. Get up off there, 1've

gotta lie down before | fall down."

Pelvis cradled Mama in his arns and stood up. Mama awakened and
gave a cranky growl, then her bul bous eyes cl osed and she went |inp
again. Flint lay down on the cot.

Springs jabbed his back through the thin mattress, but he was so
tired, he could have slept on a bed of nails.

"Arden shouldn't go off in the swanp with sonebody she doesn't
know, " Dan pressed on. "It doesn't matter what you think of her. She
could still get in a lot of trouble."

"She's not our business. You are.”

"Maybe that's so, but she needs help."

"Not fromus."

"Not fromyou, | guess."” Dan |ooked up at Pelvis. "How about it?

Wul d you-" "Hey!" Flint sat up again, his deep-sunken eyes redrinmed



and angry. "He doesn't have any say-so about this!

["mcallin' the shots! Now, why don't you shut your nouth and get
some sleep? Eisley, you go on, too!"

Pel vis hesitated. The electric lights, and theirpools of shadow,
gave himlittle confort. Severaltimes already he had i magi ned he'd
caught a slow uncoiling fromthe corner of his eye.

"How cone Mama and me have to sleep in a room by oursel ves?"

"Because there're only two cots in here, that's why. Now, 90 on!"

"That was an awful big snake that fella found. | wonder which cot
it was under."
"Well, I'lIl tell you what," Flint said. "You and the mutt can

sleep in here. Just curl up on the floor between us, maybe that'l
make you feel safer.”
"No, | don't think it would."

"The lights are on. All right? Nothin's gonna crawl out and get
you with the lights on."

Pelvis started to retreat to the other room It seened a vast
di stance away fromthe protection of Flint's derringer

He paused again, his face furrowed in thought. "M. Mirtaugh
don't you think it'd be wong if we knew sonet hi ng' m ght happen to that
girl and we didn't try to help her?"

"She can take care of herself."

"W don't know that for sure. Lanbert says she's from Fort Worth,
and she don't have any way to get hone."

"I't's not our problem Eisley."

"Yeah, | know that and all, but ... seens to ne we oughta have a
little feelin" for her situation."

Flint glared at Pelvis with a force that seemed to scorch the air
between them "You haven't learned a thing fromme, have you?"

"Sir?"

"Bounty hunters don'tfeel- You start feelin', and you start Cettin'
interested. Wen you start getting' interested, you start letting your
guard down. Then you wind up with a knife in your back. If the girl
wants to go see sone Cajun swanp rat, it's her business. She knows the
supply boat's leavin' in the afternoon. |If she wants to be on it, she
will be." He held Pelvis's gaze a few seconds | onger, then he | ay back
down, the derringer in his right hand. "I've nmet all the swanp rats
care to, in case you' ve forgotten the marina."

"No, | ain't forgotten."

"I"d say we were lucky to get out of that alive. while you're
with nme, I'mresponsible for you-much as | hate it-to you' re not
gain'off in the swanp with sonme crazy girl and end up getting' your
throat cut. Now go to sleep.”

Pel vis chewed on Flint's logic, his brow still creased under his
| opsided wig. Dan said, "She's not crazy. She's a decent person. |
wi sh you'd help her."

"Lanmbert? One nore word fromyou, and you're gonna spend the
night with both arns between your |egs and a sock stuffed in your damm
nmout h!'"

"Sorry," Pelvis told Dan. "I can't." He sumoned up his courage
and went into the other room where he laid Mama down on the cot and
then settled hinmself beside her. He lay very still, listening for and

dreadi ng the sound of scales slithering across the planked fl oor

Dan's head had been aching, a slow, insistent throb, for the past
two hours. The pain kicked in again, getting between him and sl eep
He woul d have given his left nut-whatever it was worth these days-for a
bottle of Tylenol. Strangely, though, it was a relief his running was



over. He didn't have to be afraid anynore of what m ght be coming up
behind him The idea of getting out of the country, he realized now,
had al ways been an illusion

Sooner or later he would have wound up in handcuffs. He would
learn to deal with prison in the time he had left. He was just sorry
Arden had gotten nixed up in this.

Dan t hought Murtaugh was asl eep, but suddenly the bounty hunter
shifted on his cot and said, "What the hell nade that girl come down
here with you, anyway?"

"She believes there's a faith healer livin' in here sonmewhere.
Called the Bright Grl. She thinks that if she finds the Bright Grl,
she can get that birthmark of f her.face."

"A faith healer? Like Oral Roberts?"

"Alittle quieter, | reckon. And poorer, too. | don't believe in
such things, nyself."

"I don't either. |It's a shakedown for the rubes."” Carnival talk,
he realized as soon as he'd spoken

"Arden's desperate,"” Dan said. "She found out who | was, but she
still wanted me to bring her down here. She doesn't have any noney, no
car, nothin'. Lost her job. She's convinced herself that if she finds

the Bright Grl and gets that mark off, her bad luck'll be gone, too,
and her whole life'll change."

"To you, desperate,"” Flint said. "To me, that's crazy."

"l guess peopl e have believed stranger things."

Flint was silent. He and Dan suddenly heard a noise like a buzz
saw starting up, followed by a swarm of enraged bees trapped in a tin
bucket. Pelvis was snoring.

"Yeah, | knew that was comin'," Flint sighed. He shifted

again, trying to get confortable. The heat was squeezi ng sweat
fromhis pores, and his body was exhausted, but his m nd wasn't ready
to shut down and let himsleep. "Lanbert, where'd you think you were
gonna run to?"

"I don't know. anywhere but prison."

"I"msurprised you got as far as you did. You've been all over
the TV and newspapers. |Is that why you killed the fella at the notel ?
Was he about to turn you in?"

"I told you I didn't do that. Hs wife did."

"Cone on, now. You can level with ne."

"I didn't kill him | swear to God."

"Uh-hub,"” Flint said with a knowing half-smle. ,I've heard that
froma lot of guilty bastards.” He recalled what Lanbert's taste kwon
do-loving ex-wife had said in the park: It was self-defense, he's not a
col d-bl ooded killer. Another question cane to himthat he had to ask
"Why didn't you shoot me? Wen you had nmy gun, and | was on the
ground.

Way didn't you just blow ny brains out? You didn't want to kil

me in front of your famly, rightt' "Wong. | didn't want to kill you,
period. "

"You should have. |If I'd had the gun and you'd been the bounty
hunter after ny ass, | would ve shot you. At |east blown away your
knees. Didn't you think of that?"

"No. "

Flint turned his head to | ook at Dan, who had his eyes closed. O
the twenty or so felons-nostly bail @s and small-tine crininals, with
a couple of real bad @in the bunch-Flint had tracked over his seven
years in the enploy of Eddie Snpates, this one was different. There
was sone@ about Lanbert he couldn't decipher, and this fact greatly
agitated him |If Lanbert had just finished killing the man at the



notel before he'd come to Basile Pgxk-if he was a "mad dog," as Snoates
had sai d-then he woul d have had nothing to | ose by putting a couple of
bull ets through Flint's knees, which was the fastest way to keep
anybody from chasing after you. And why hadn't Lanbert kept the gun?
Why had he been carrying no weapons at all? Wy had he brought the
girl with himand not planned to use her as a hostage? It just didn't
make sense.

It was sel f-defense, he's not a col d-bl ooded killer

Col d- bl ooded or not, Flint thought, Lambert was a killer

Maybe Lanbert had just snapped or sonething. Maybe he hadn't gone
into that bank wanting to kill anybody, but the fact was that Lanbert
was worth fifteen thousand dollars and Flint wanted his share of it.
Bottom i ne.

He listened to Lanbert's deep and steady breathing. He thought
the man was asl eep, but he was going to keep the gun in his hand al
ni ght. Though Lanbert couldn't get out of that cuff, he mght go
crazy, try to drag the cot across the space between them and attack

Flint. It had happened before. You never knew what set killers off,
and the quiet ones were the nost dangerous.
Flint closed his eyes. 1In the other room Pelvis's snoring had

taken on the sonic charmof a cenment mxer, and now Mama gave a little
yip yip yip in her sleep

It was going to be pure pleasure to say good riddance to those
two. He needed a fat hillbilly and a flea-bitten nmutt hangi ng around
himlike he needed a fourth arm

He thought of Pelvis's perfornmance, which had been okay if you liked
that kind of |owdown caterwauling. He thought of the bartender saying
Hell, 1'll be his manager, then! Get out of this damm swanp and get
rich, I won't never | ook back

And then he knew he must be asl eep, because he was | ooking at the
cl ean white nansion of his dreans.

There it was: the beautiful rolling green | awn, the huge
stai @eass window, the multiple chimeys. The sight of it thrilled his
soul with majestic wonder. It was the mansion of his birth, the clean
white mansion that existed somewhere in this land far fromthe disnal
grime of his life. Hebegan to walk across the |lawn toward it, but as
al ways he couldn't get any nearer. It always drew away from himno
matter how fast or how |l ong he wal ked. He could hear his shoes-his
shi ni ng, polished bl ack w ngtips-pressing down the vel vet bl ades of
grass. He could feel the sumer breeze on his face, and see his shadow
wal ki ng ahead of him He would have to wal k faster. But again the
whi te mansi on receded, a beautiful taunt. Inside that nmansion |ived
his mother and father, and if he could only get there, he could ask
themto take him

in, he could tell them he forgave them for giving himup when he
was a three-armed . baby with a fleshy knot on his side that had an
extra mouth and set of nostrils init. He could show them he'd grown
up to be a man of taste, of manners and good breedi ng, and he coul d
tell themhe loved themand if they took himin he would prom se-he
woul d swear to God-that he woul d never cause themreason to be
ashaneBAM

The expl osion blasted Flint out of his dream As the mansion was
swept away in a heartbeat, he sat up with a jolt, his eyes bleary and
the derringer held in a white-knuckled grip. His first thought was
that Lambert had gone crazy and was trying to ding the cot over to Wat
himw th his free hand.

Dan was sitting up, too, his mnd still shocked by the noise that



had shattered his deep and dream ess sleep. The handcuff was cutting
into his right wist. He and Flint |ooked at each other, both of them
dazed. Mama had started barking, and Pelvis was maki ng-a sputtering
noi se as he struggl ed back to the land of the l|iving.

Suddenly someone cane into the room

"They're in here! CGot a gun!™ a nman shoutecl A figure lunged at
Flint. He had no tinme to think to fire; his armwas seized, a hard
bl ow hit himon the shoulder, and he cried out as pain streaked down to
the tips of his fingers.

The derringer was ripped fromhis hand, and a wiry arm went around
his throat. He started thrashing, but the arm squeezed his |arynx and
took the fight out of him Another man entered the rooma man in a
dirty yellow shirt and blue jeans-and he said, "That's the bastard shot
Virgil.

Hey, Doc! In here he i:o."

Al the nmention of those nanmes Flint felt panic clutch his heart.

Doc wal ked in. Sauntered, actually. He was still wearing his
Harvard T-shirt, but he had on chinos with patched knees. His
round-1 ensed sungl asses had been exchanged for gl asses with clear
| enses. Doc grinned, showing his greenish teeth. His |long gray-blond
hair was pulled back into a
pan@! and with a rubber band. "Goner says hey," he
said. "You nen notherfucker, you." He reached out and cl anped a hand
onto Flint's chin. "Now, you didn't think we were gonna let you hit and
run, did you?"

Flint didn't answer, he couldn't, because his |ips were crushed

t oget her.

Doc's head swiveled. still grinning widely, he | ooked at Dan and
his gaze found the handcuff. '-Well, what's this all about now, huh?
Who' re you, friend?"

"Dan Lanbert." The haze of weariness hadn't quite cleared yet;
everything was still weirdly dreamnlike

"I'"'m Doc- Pleased to neet ya. Mnty, bring ol' Elvis in here with
us!™ In another few seconds Pelvis was hurled through the doorway and he

sl amred down to the floor on his hands and knees. Behind himentered a
heavyset man with narrowmy slit eyes, crewcut hair, and a bristly
brown beard and nustache. The man was hol ding a snarling and ki cki ng@

Mama by the scruff of her neck. "Look what i got me! he announced.
"Please..." Pelvis's face was stricken with terror, his eyes swollen.
"Please, that's nmy dog," "No it ain't," Monty said. "It's
m ne.
"He ain't had a dog since @week, when he got hungry after
m dni ght." Doc put a conbat-booted foot on one of Pelvis's shoul ders.
"Down, boy!" he said, and he shoved Pelvis flat to the floor
"MY ... throat," Flint gasped at the man who had an arm pressed
into his larynx. "You're ... crushin, ny
throat."

"Awwwwwy, Qur man Flint can't hardly talid Ain't that a bitch?"
Doc shook his head with nock pity. "Best ease up on @"

The arm | oosened.

"W woul dn't want to hurt either one of you fine fdw, " Doc went

on. "Not till we ga a chance to @o on your balls, | mean. Then we'll
get down to some hurtin'."
"What's goin' on?" Dan said. "Wo are your, "I'mme. Wo are you?"
"I told you. M nane's-" "No." Doc put a forefinger against
Dan's nouth. "Wo are you, as in why are you wearin' a handcuff?"

"Listen," Flint said, and he heard his voice trenble.
"Listen, all right?"

Doc bent toward hi mand cupped his hands behind his ears.
"There's been a mstake," Flint said.
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"M stake, he says," Doc relayed to the others.

"Fuckin' big nistake" the man in the yellow shirt said.

"You shot a friend of ours. Crippled him Ain't no good for
not hin" now. "

"Shhhhhh," Doc whi spered. "Let the man weave his noose, Mtch."

If there was ever a tine for the truth, this was it. Pinpricks of
sweat glistened on Flint's face. He said, "I'ma bounty hunter
Workin' out of Shreveport. Both of us are." He nodded toward Pel vis.
"The man in handcuff is a wanted killer. Fifteen-thousand-doll ar
bounty on his head. W followed himdown here, and we're takin' him
back. "

"Ch, first you're an astronaut, now you're M.
Want edDead-or-Alive." Doc |ooked at Dan. "That the truth?"

Dan nodded.
"I can't hearrrrrr youuuuuu!"
"It's true." Dan realized this man was two bricks shy of a |oad,

but what had really set off his alarnms was the fact that he'd seen a
.45 automatic pushed down into the wai stband of the man's chinos at the
smal | of his back The bi g bearded bastard naned Monty had a hol ster on
his hip with a pearl-handled .38 init, and the man who gripped Flint's
t hroat wore an honest-to-God | ngrain submachi ne gun on a strap around
his left shoul der, the derringer he'd wenched away from Flint now held
in his right hand.

"You killed sonmebody?" Doc's eyebrows went up

"Two nmen," Flint answered. "Wen we were at the marina ... | was
callin' the man I work for. 1In Shreveport.
to |l et himknow where we were."

"Where you were," Doc said quietly, "was on our territory."

Pel vis had gotten up on his hands and knees once nore,

his eyes turned tearfully toward the nman who hel d Mana.

"CGet down, | said!"™ Doc's punt cheeks burned red, and he jamed
Pelvis to the floor with a boot again. "You stay down until | say you
can nove! \Where's that fuckin' spray you shot ne with, now, huh? 1'II
ramnmy fist up your fat ass and jerk your pts out, hear ne? Hear ne?"

"Ye-yes sir." Pelvis's body was starting to shake.

"Where you were," Doc repeated, speaking to Flint in a voice that
was eerily calmafter his outburst, "Was in the wong place at the
wong tine. GCkay, | admt it! | m@up! GCkay? | thought you m ght've
been sonebody el se. But when this bastard down here hurt nme, and you

crippled one of nmy friends, you crossed the line with nme. | can't let
that pass." He shagged. "It's a hornone thing."
"I thought you were tryin' to kill me!"™ Flint said. "Wat was |

supposed to do?"
"You were supposed to take what we gave you, @ YAnyhow, if you'd
told us who you really were instead of pullin' that smart-ass bullshit,

you woul dn't be hip-deep in hell, now, would you?" He held his palm
out and wiggled his fingers. "The key."
"What key?"

"To the cuffs. Cone on, give it up."

Flint hesitated. Doc smoothly pulled the automatic fromlns
wai st band, clicked the safety off, and pressed the barrel against Flint's
forehead. On the floor Pelvis gave a muffled groan. "Gve it up
easy," Doc said, his eyes icy behind the glasses, "or I'll take it the
hard way. Your choice."

Flint reached into his pocket-"Sl owwwwi y," Doc warned-and he put
the key in the man's palm Doc took two backward MM turned toward Dan
and slid the key into the cuffs lock. He twisted it and Dan heard the
mechani smclick open. "Fly free, brother," Doc said.

Dan unl atched the cuff fromhis wist. Flint's face had becone a
bl ooded study in anguish. "Listen ..



please ... he's worth fifteen thousand dollars."

"Not to me, he's not. Not to any of us." Doc opened the other
cuff and gave themand the key to hitch. "See, man, we've all been
there. There and back, on the long and twi sty

road. We don't give a shit for policenen, or jails. Least of al
for bounty hunters. On your feet."

The man behind Flint hauled himoff the cot. Again Doc placed the
automatic's. barrel to his forehead. "Mtch, shake hi mdown."

"Wearin' an enpty hol ster under his right arm" Mtch said as he
frisked Flint. "And he's got something' - . . holy Jesse!™ Mtch
junped aside as if his hands had been scorched, his eyes wide with
shock. "It noved!" He funbled under his shirt and pulled out a
bl ue-steel revolver.

"It moved? What noved?" Doc tore the front of Flint's suit
j acket open.

And they all sawit: a serpentine shape twisting and within
beneath Flint's shirt.

Doc reached toward him neaning to rip the shirt open, but before
he could do it, Cdint pushed free: first the small fingers and hand,
followed by the slim mlky-white and hairless arm

Doc stood very, very still. Everyone in the roomwas very, very
still. Dan was starting to wonder what might've been in that gunbo
he' d eaten.

dint's hand clenched at the air. Flint knew what woul d happen
next; his shirt would be torn right off his back. To prevent that
indignity, he undid the rest of the buttons and opened his shirt for
themall to have a good | ook, his face tightening with rage because
their eyes had taken on that old fam liar glint of ravening fascination
he'd suffered so many tinmes before

"Goddam! " Doc whispered. "He's a fuckin' freak!"

"My brother dint." Flint's voice was tonel ess, dead.

"Born this way. Here's his head. See?" He drew his shirt wider to
show themthe ' fist-size lunp of dint's eyeless face at his side. "I
used to work the carnival circuit. Alive, alive, alive," Flint said,
and a dark and terrible grin split his nouth.

"Ain't never seen nothin' |like that before," Mnty observed. He
still held Mama-who' d given up on her snarling but was still kicking to
get | oose-by the scruff of the neck

'@ a girl with three tits before, but nothin' like that."

aint real!" The man who'd gripped Flint's throat and taken away
t he derringer had backed hal fway across the room "It's a trick!"
"You touch it and find out!™ Mtch snapped.

Doc pushed Cdint's hand with the automatic's barrel as Flint's
insides trenmbled. Suddenly Cint's fingers closed around the barrel
and Doc gave a quiet laugh. "Farrrr out!"

He carefully worked the pistol's barrel free. "He'd like to see
this, wouldn't he? He'd get a rush out of it."

"Damm straight, he would," Monty agreed. "He'd |augh his ass
off."

Doc finished the job of frisking Flint, then-satisfied the bounty
hunt er had no ot her weapons-he spun the .45

around a finger and pushed it back into his wai stband. "Get up
Elvis. W're goin' for a boat ride. Mtch, cuff 'emtogether."

"Not nme! | ain't touchin' that bastard!"

"You pussy." Doc took the handcuffs and snapped Pelvis's |eft

wist to Flint's right. The key went into a pocket of his chinos.



"Where are you takin' 'enP" Dan asked, standing up fromthe cot.

"Brother Dan, you really don't want to know. Just call this a
gift and let it go at that. Now, if | were in your shoes- He gl anced
down at them "I'd steal sone new ones. Those are about shot, keno
sabe. But if |I were you, | wouldn't stick too long 'round here.

Wul dn't be prudent.”

"Can | have ny dog, please?" Pelvis sounded close to sobbing.
"Pl ease, can | have her back?"

"I told you, it's ny dog now" Mnty runbled. He held Mama up
and shook her. "Have it with some bacon and eggs cone daylight."

One second Pelvis was a beggi ng sack of sad flesh; the next second
he was a juggernaut, leaping forward, his teeth gritted in a snarl, his
unchai ned hand straining for Monty's throat.

Monty jerked Mama out of Pelvis's reach and hit him hard and
fast, with a scarred fist right in the muth. Pelvis's head snapped
back, his knees giving way, and as he fell he

al nost dragged Flint down with him Mtch was |aughing a
hi gh-pi tched gi ggle, Mama was snarling again, and Doc said, "Get up
Elvis!"™ He grabbed a handful of ponpadour, pulled, and wound up with a
wi g daioing fromhis fingers

"Shit!" he laughed. "This fucker's comn' apart!"”

Pel vis was down on his knees, his head bent forward, and drops of
bl ood were dripping on the planks. H s back heaved, and now it was
Dan's turn to be speared with anguish. He didn't know what to do; he
didn't know if there was anything he could do. Flint shot a glare at
Dan that said Look what you got us into and then he bent beside Pelvis
and said, "Hang on. Just halag on

"Stand hi mup, bounty hunter." Doc planted the wig backward on
Pel vis's naked pate. "Let's go!"

"Why don't you | eave himalone? He's not right in the head, can't
you see that7" "Ain't right in the teeth, ya mean," Mnty said, and he
grunted a | augh.

It was all Flint could do not to go for the bastard's throat
hi nsel f, but he knew it would do no good. "Cone on, stand up," he
said. "I'Il help you." He had to struggle with Pelvis's weight, but
then Pelvis was standing on his own. Flint didn't want to | ook at the
man's face. Some of the blood had dripped onto dint's fingers and
Flint's shirt.

"Qut," Doc told them and Monty gave them a shove toward the back
door he'd kicked down. Dan stood, watching them go, the wheels
spi nning and snmoking in his brain.

Doc lingered behind the others. "Either of those nmen you killed a
cop?" he asked.

It nade no sense at this precarious point to tell Doc he'd killed
only one man, and that by sheer bad luck. "No."

"Next time try for a cop.”" Doc wal ked out of the cabin into the
dark, whistling a happy tune.

And Dan stood al one.

Cr osshones

A poundi ng noi se brought Arden up fromthe slow current of sleep

She | ooked out the window Still dark. What was that noise? Louder
nore insistent than the machinery. |t took her another few seconds,
her head still cloudy, to realize sonebody was at the front door

"Arden! Open up! It's nel"
Dan's voice. She stood up-slowy, a struggle against stiff
nmuscl es. Wen she was on her feet, she had to pause as dizzi ness made



the room spin around her. "Wait!" she called. She linped to the
door, then she had to use those sane stiff nuscles to push the sofa
aside. Finally the latch was undone and Dan cane in.

H s face glistened with sweat, his eyes wild. "Wat is it?"

she asked. "I thought the bounty hunters had you-" "They're gone.
Sonebody came and took 'em away."

"Took 'em away? Where to?"

"I don't know. Takin"em by boat somewhere. Four nen.

| haven't seen so much firepower since 'Nam"

"What ?"
"The four nen. | thought they were gonna shoot 'emright there,
but then they saw Murtaugh's arm... | mean, his brother's arm"

"VWhat are you tal kin' about?"

He knew he was sounding as crazy as a broken shutter in a
wi ndstorm He had to cal m down, take some deep breaths.

He pressed his fingertips against his tenples. "Four nen
broke into our cabin and took 'em away. To where, | don't know,
but the one who was the boss said sonething' about a boat ride. They
were all packin' guns." He started to tell her about Murtaugh's little
secret, but he decided she wasn't ready for that yet. "They didn't
want ne, but they sure as hell marched Murtaugh and Ei sl ey out of
there." He |ooked at his watch. Five-thirteen. "Come on, we've
gotta tell sonebody about this!"

"Wait a minute," she said. "Just a minute." She squeezed her
eyes shut and then opened them again, trying to clear sonme of the
cobwebs. Dan saw that sleep had |ightened her eyes and that the
bi rt hmark had changed color @Ilike the rough skin of a chaneleon, to a
deep bl ue-tinged purple.

"The bounty hunters are gone, rightt' 4-Right."

"Then . . . that neans you're free, doesn't it?" She ran a hand
t hrough the unruly waves of her hair. Her fingers found the painful
bl ood-crusted knot where her head hill been banged in the car. "They

tried to break your neck, and mne, too. Wy should you care about
" enp”
It was a good question. Maybe he shouldn't give a dam.
Maybe he should go on as if Miurtaugh and Ei sl ey had never exi sted.
He didn't know what he could do. Nothing, nost likely. But at the
very |l east he could tell sonmebody. Burt

at th ' car ce e e had a radi o-tel ephone. That was the plato

Dan said, "They were just doin' their job, the best they could.

|'ve already caused two nurders, | can't be quiet when | know there're
gonna be two nore." He tined toward the door. "lI'mgoin' to the
cafe.™

"Hold on," she said. He was right, and she was ashanmed O her
pettiness. The bounty hunters m ght have wanted to take Dan away from
her before she found the Bright GrL but the time had cone to think
clearly. "Gve ne a mnute."

She Went into the roomwhere she'd slept and put the five little
pl astic horses back into the pink drawstring bag. Wen she'd finished,
she turned around and there Dan was, standing in the doorway. He'd
seen what she kept in that bag, and he renenbered her telling himabout
the horses

she'd been responsible for at the ranch. It struck himwhat she'd
said at the Rest Well Inn about her job with that band Joey the punk
had been in, the Hanoi Jones. Sonebody had to be responsible.

He t hought he understood sonething nore about her in that nmoment.



It was at her core to be responsible, to feed and care for the old
swaybacked and broken horses, to watch over a band of drunk

hell -raisers, to offer a first-aid kit io a man she knew was a wanted
killer. Joey always said | missed ny callin, that | shoul d' ve been a
nur se.

The horses, he realized, nust have rem nded her of that time in
her life when she had cared about sonething, and been cared for. His
heart hurt, because it cane clear to himhow al one she nust feel, and
how desperate to find a place of belonging. He turned his face away.

"Don't |augh," Arden said as she drew the bag tight.

"I'"'mnot laughin'. You ready?"

She said she was, and they left the cabin. Qutside, in the
stifling wet heat, the night's last stars glittered overhead, but to
the east there was the faintest smudge of violet.

It took Dan and Arden six or seven minutes to wend their path back
across the wal kways and through the spmm of clapboard buildings to the
cafe. Except for the noise of genentors and the incessant punping of
machi nery fromthe direction of the derricks, St. Nasty had quieted
considerably. A few nmen were still in the poolroom but the wal kways
were deserted. The cafe's dimlights remained lit, though, and when
Dan pushed through the batw ng doors, there was Burt, smoking anot her
cigar stub as he swept the planked floor, the tables pushed back
against the walls. Behind the bar a second man was scrubbi ng beer mnugs
in a netal sink full of soapy, steam ng water

“"Mornin'," Burt said, but he kept to his task. "Ya'll want sone
breakfast, you'll need to go to the chow hall over by Barracks Number
Two. Start servin' at five-thirty."

"Yeah, if you like them fake eggs and turkey-shit sausage," the
man behind the bar said.

"These folks are with Coci L" Burt told his com@n. "1

swear, you shoul d've heard himbeatin' that-" "Four nen broke into
our cabin," Dan interrupted.

"Maybe twenty minutes ago. They all had guns, and they took
Murt augh and Eisley with 'em

Burt stopped sweeping, and the other nman stared at them through
the steam "The one in charge called hinself Doc. Wre his hair in a

ponytail. | don't know what it was all about, but | think sonmebody
needs to know. "

Burt chewed thoughtfully on his cigar. "Can | ask you a question,
mster? Wat the hell are ya'll mxed up in?" He held up his hand as
if to ward off the answer. "Wait, forget it.

Maybe | don't want to hear it."

"I thought You could NH sonebody on the radi o-tel ephone. The |aw,
I nean."

"Ha!" Burt glanced over at the other man. "The |aw he says,
Jess! He ain't fromaround here, is he?"

"Must be fromNew York Cty," Jess said, and he returned to his

scr ubbi ng.
"Parish ranger used to check in on us every now and . ." Burt
| eaned on his broom "They found his boat over on Lake Tanbour. Not a

sign of him though. They won't never find him™"

"Yeah, he's gone south," Jess said.

Dan | ooked sharply at him "What?"

"CGone south. That's Cajun talk for being' dead.”

"See-" Burt pulled the cigar fromhis nouth. "Wat'd you say your
nane was?"

"Dan. "
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"See, Dan, it's like this: you |l ook on a map of the country, you

see this swanp down here and it stall looks @it's part of the United
States, right? WelL the map hen. ThS down here is a world all to its
ownself. It's got its own , its own industries, its owm ... welt |
woul dn't call em @exactly. Codes would be nore like it. Yeah, codes.
The first one is: you don't ness with me, | don't ness with you

Livin, and woridn' down here ain't easy-|

"Tell me about it," Jess groused.

-and so you do what you have to do to slide by. You don't stir up
the water and get it all nuddy. You don't throw over anybody el se's
boat, or spit your tabacca in their gunmbo. You just live and let live.

Get ny drift, Dan?"

"I " think so. You're sayin' you don't want to call the |aw

"That's half of it. The other half is that by the tine the | aw
gets here-by boat from Grand Isle-those two fellas are gonna be dead.
And that's a damm shanme, too, 'cause Cecil had sone talent" He pushed
the cigar back into his mouth, drewon it, and returned to his
sweepi ng.

"Isn't there sonebody here who could hel p? Don't you have any
pol i ce around here?"

"We've got what we call peacekeepers,

Jess told him

"Conpany pays 'emextra. Five nean sonsofbitches who'll take you
out behind a warehouse and whip your ass till there's nothin' left but
a grease stain."”

"Yeah." Burt nodded. "The peacekeepers make sure nobody robs
anybody, or stuff like that. But I'll tell you, Dan, not even the

peacekeepers would want to tangle with those fellas you just seen."
"You know who they were?"
"Uh-huh." He ainmed a gl ance at Arden, who was standi ng behind

Dan. "Still want to see Little Train?"
"Yes, | do."
“I"ll be ready in a few mnutes, then." He swept cigarette butts

and other trash into a dustpan and dunped the debris into a prbage bag.
"You decide to go along, too?" The question was directed to Dan

He felt Arden staring at him "Yeah," he answered. "I1'll 90,
t(v."

"Ya'll don't want to eat breakfast first?"

"I"d like to go ahead as soon as we can," Arden said.

"Ckay, then. Lemre see what |'ve got over here." Burt went
behind the bar. "Sonme coffee left in the percolator, but | reckon it

woul d strip the taste buds off your tongues. Ch, here you go. How
about these?" He cane up with two Moon Pies in their wappers and two
smal | bags of potato chips.

"Want something' to drink? You paid for the cabins, I'll throw
this in free."”

"Il try the coffee,"” Dan said, and Arden asked for a can of
7-Up. Burt brought themthe Mon Pies and chips, then he went back to
get th' drinks. Dan still felt dazed by what e

he'd experienced, and he couldn't let it go. "Those men. Do you
know who t hey are?"

"I know of 'em Never seen 'em before, myself. Don't want to,
either." Burt pushed a spigot and drew bl ack, oily-1ooking coffee from
a cold percolator into a brown clay cup

"Who are they, then?"

"They're fellas you don't want to be talkin' about."™ Burt brought



the coffee and the can of 7-Up

"Damm straight." Jess had begun drying the beer nugs.

"Plenty of ears in the walls 'round here."

Dan drank sonme of the coffee and wondered if a |ayer of swanp nud
m ght not be at the bottom of the percolator, this stuff was even
tougher than Donna Lee's high octane, b% it gave hima needed kick in
the brain pan. He renmenbered the smack of the big man's fist hitting
Eisley in the nouth, a sickening sound. He renenbered the drops of
bl OOd on the planks. Nothin's gonna crawl out and get you with the
lights on, Murtaugh had told Eisley.

But Murtaugh had been wrong.

Dan found hi nsel f wondering what having an extra arm hangi ng from
your chest and a baby-size head growi ng fromyour side would do to a
man. It sure would twi st you. Maybe make you mean and bitter. What
kind of a life had Murtaugh | ed? That sight al one had been enough to
knock Dan's eyes out. He'd like to see this, wouldnt he? Doc had said
to Monty. He'd get a rush out of it.

Who had Doc been tal ki ng about ?

He drank the coffee and ate the potato chips first, then he
devoured the Moon Pie. H's guts felt all knotted up. Eisley had
seened all right. A little strange, yes, but all right.

Murt augh was a professional doing a job. It was nothing Personal

Fifteen thousand dollars was a |l ot of money. Hell, if he was a bounty
hunter, he woul d've gone after it, too.

Dan had al ready caused the death of two innocent people.

Now two nore were going to die because of him The tornment of
wat chi ng Enory Bl anchard bl eed to death, and knowi ng he was the one
who' d pulled that trigger, came back to himfull force. He couldn't
stand the thought of Murtaugh and Ei sl ey somewhere in the dark
destined to be either beaten or shot.

And what could he do about it?

Forget about thenfP Just let it go?

If he did, howin the name of God could he ever call hinself a man
agai n?

"I"'mready," Burt said. "M boat's at the dock."

The al um num notor skiff had roomfor three people, a fourth would
have had to straddle the Evinrude. "Throw the lines off!" Burt
directed Dan as he got the engi ne cranked.

Then Burt steered them away fromthe dock They picked up speed and
foll owed the bayou south past another warehouse and an area where
several dredgers and floating cranes were tied up. The air snelled of
petrol eum and rust, the light turmmg | avender-gray as the sun began to
rise.

Arden sat at the front of the boat, her body bent s4htly forward
as if in anticipation, the warmw nd bl owi ng through her hair. Dan
wat ched her hand kneading the drawstring bag. After a few m nutes he
| ooked back and saw the derricks of St. Nasty recedi ng agai nst the
vi ol etsky. Then he | ooked forward again, toward whatever |ay ahead.

The boat grow ed on through the dark-brown foany water. On either
side of the bayou, half-subnmerged trees and vegetation boiled up in a
wild variety of green fronds, @noss, spindly n& gold-veined fans, and
razor-edged saw grass. Here and there flowers of startling red,
yel l ow, or purple had opened their petals am d the tangle of thorns or
rigid palmetto spikes. Burt tapped Dan's shoul der and pointed to the
right, and Dan saw a four-foot-long alligator sitting on the decayi ng
length of a fallen tree, a crunpled white heron in its jaws.

As they followed the bayou farther away fromSt. Nasty, the snell
of crude oil and machinery was | eft behind as well.



The sun had started throwi ng golden |ight across the water and
t hrough the thick boughs, and the cloudl ess sky was changi ng from gray
to pale blue. Dan could feel the humid heat building, fresh sweat
blotching his dirty T-shirt. Qccasionally they passed th'e entrances
to other, narrower channels, nost of them choked up with swanp grass
and duck weeds. Dan snelled sweet wld honeysuckle mngled with the
earthier aroma of rotting vegetation. They rounded a bend in tine to
see a dozen white herons flying | ow across the water, then the birds
di sappeared am d the trees. The sunlight was strengthening, sparkling
off the tea-w ored surface, and the early beat pronised msery by nine
o' cl ock.

Burt turned theminto a bayou that wound off to the left fromthe
mai n channel. They'd gone maybe fifty yards when Arden saw a piece of
board with a skull and crossbones crudely painted on it in white nailed
to a treetrunk. She got Burt's attention and notioned to the sign, but
he only nodded. A second skull -and-crossbones sign was nailed to a
tree farther up the bayou, this one in red.

"'Little Train don't care nuch for people!"™ Burt told Dan over
the motor's snarl. "It's okay, though! He trusts me, we get along al
right!"

The bayou's green walls closed in. Thirty feet overhead the tree
branches merged, breaking the light into yellow shards. Burt reduced
their speed by half and steered the curve of another bend where the
nossy tree trunks were as big around as tractor tires. And there,

ahead of themin a still and silent cove, was Little Train's house.
Technically it was a houseboat, but fromthe | ooks of the vines
and noss that had grown over its dark green sides, like fingers

enfolding it into the wilderness, it hadn't been nmoved for many years.
it had a screened-in porch that jutted out over the water, and up top
was the hooded lid of a stovepipe chimey. Next to the houseboat was a
short tin-roofed pier on which stood a hal f-dozen rusty oil druns, an
ol d bathtub, a clothes winger, and various other bits and pieces of

uni dentifiable machinery. On the other side of the pier was an

encl osed floating structure fifty feet in length and fifteen feet high
al so green-painted and its sides and

roof overgrown with vines. Dan could see the crack between a pair
of doors at the end of the structure and he figured another boat rmnust
be stored within.

“I"1l drift up against the pier, if you'll junp out and tie us,"
Burt said as he switched the nmotor off, and Dan nodded. Wen they were
cl ose enough, Dan stood up, found his b@e, and stepped to the pier
Burt threw hima rope secured to the skiffs stemand Dan tied it up to
one of the wooden posts that supported the roof. Wen he grasped
Arden's wist in hel ping her out, Dan could feel her pul se racing. Her
eyes had taken on that fervent shine again, and her birthmark had
becone alihost bl oodred.

"Hey, Little T@!" Burt shouted at the houseboat. "You got sone
visitors!"

There was no response. Up in the trees, birds were chirping and a
fish suddenly junped fromthe cove's water-a flash of silver-and
spl ashed back agai n.

"Hey, Train!" Burt tried again. He stood on the pier, not daring
to set foot without invitation on the Astroturfed wal kway t hat
connected it to Little Train's home. "It's Burt Dunbro! Cone to talk
to you!" "Who you are | be seenmi, fou, " runbled a surly, heavily
accented voice froma screened wi ndow. "Wo they are?"

"Tell him™ Burt urged quietly.

"My nane's Dan Lanmbert." Dan could see a figure beyond the



screen-the blur of a face-but nothing nore.

"This is Arden Halliday."

Silence. Dan had the reefing the nan was studying Arden's
bi rt hmar k.

Arden shared the sane sensation. Her right hand had squeezed
tightly around the drawstring bag, her heart slamm ng. "I need your
hel p," she said.

"He' p," the man repeated. "What kinda he' p?"

“I'm... tryin to find soneone."” Her nouth was so dry she could
hardly speak. "A woman called the Bright girl."

There was another stretch of silence for Dan and Burt, but Arden
was al nost deaf ened by her heartbeat.

Burt cleared his throat. "Ad' gal at the cafe told her this
Bright Grl used to live in a church on Goat Island. Said

she' @in a grave out there. | said | been huntin' on Goat Island,
and far as | know nobody ever lived on it."

Little Train did not speak.

"What do you say?" Burt asked. "Anybody ever |ived on Goat
I sl and?"

"Non, " canme the answer.

Arden wi nced.

"I told her that. Told her you'd know if anybody woul d.

Hey, listen: | need to put in an order for a hundred pounds of cat
and fifty pounds of turtle. Wat can you deliver by next Tuesday?"

"The Bright Grl," the nman said, and hearing himsay it sent a
chill up Arden's spine. "For her you're lookin', ay?"

"That's right. I'mtryin to find her, because-" "My own two
eyebal | s broke, they ain't. Cone from where?"

. Huh?"

"He wants to know where you're from" Burt interpreted.

"Texas. Fort Worth, I'mfrom" she said in unconscious eliulation
of Little Train's Cajun patois.

"Huuuuwheee!" he said. "That distance, you gotta believe mghty
hard. Ay?"

"l do believe."

"This what you believin'," he said, "is wong."

Arden flinched again. Her hand was white-knuckl ed around the bag.
"Bright Grl on Goat Island, non, "Little Train continued.

"Was a church out there, never. Wo you think she may be, she

aint."

"Wait," Dan said. "Are you sayin' . . . therereally is a Bright
Grl2"

"Sayin' oui. Sayin' non,. too. Not who this girl come from
rex-ay-ass to find."

"Where is she?" Arden's throat clutched. "Please. Can you take

me to her.?"

There was no answer. Both she and Dan realized the blurred face
was gone from the w ndow.

A door on the screened porch skreeked open, and Little Train stood
bef ore them



El ephants and Ti gers

Hi s gravelly voice through the w ndow screen had made hi m sound as
if he might be a seven-foot-tall Coliath.

Instead, Little Train stood barely five-six, only four inches
taller than Arden. But maybe he had the strength of a giant, because
Dan figured he carried at |east a hundred and sixty pounds on his
stocky, muscular frame. Little Train wore a faded khaki T-shirt over a
barrel chest, and brown trousers whose cuffs had been scissored off
above a well-worn pair of dark-blue | acel ess sneakers. H's forearns
appeared solid enough to pound nails. The bayou sun had burned Little
Train's skin to the color of old brick, and it | ooked as rough

Hi s jaw and cheeks were silvered with a three-day growt h of beard,
his hair a pal e sandpaper dust across the brown skull

Beneath his deeply creased forehead his clear gray eyes were ained
at Arden with a power that al nbst knocked her back a step

"Ya'll come on in," he offered.

Dan crossed the Astroturfed plank first, then Arden and Burt.
Little Train went ahead into the houseboat, and they followed him
across the porch into a roomw th oak-planked walls and oak beans that
ran the length of the ceiling. On the floor was a threadbare red rug
that instantly charged Dan's menory: it had a nmotif of fighting
el ephants and tigers, and it |ooked |like one of a thousand the
street-corner businessnen had hawked fromrolling racks in Saigon
The

furni shings also had an Oriental -Vi et namese? Dan
wonder ed-i nfluence: two intricately carved ashwood chairs; a banboo
table with a black neWtray atop it; an one lanp with a rice-paper
shade; and a woven tatam neatly rolled up in a corner. A shortwave
radi o and m crophone stood on a second banboo table next to a shelf of
har dback and paperback books- Through anot her doorway was a smal |
gal l ey, pots and pans hangi ng from overhead hooks.

"My Place," Little Train said. "Wlcone to it."

Dan was struck by the cleanliness and order. There was the

ever-present snell of the swanp, yes, but no noldy stench. 1In the
bl ack metal tray on the first banboo table were three snooth white
stones, some pieces of dried reecl-, and a few fragil e-1 ooki ng bones

that m ght have been fish, fow, or reptile. Munted on one wall was a
variety of other objects: a huge round hornet's nest, w nd-scul pted

pi eces of bl eached driftwood, an anber-col ored snakeskin, and the
conpl ete skeleton of a bird with its wings outspread. Then #he knew
for sure what held suspected, because he saw a group O franed

Phot ographs on the wall above the shortwave set. He wal ked across the
Sai gon-special rug for a closer inspection. They were snapshots of a
boat's crew, bare-chested young nen wearing steel helnets and grinning
or ruing upraised nddle fingers fromtheir stations behind .5@ ber
machi ne guns and what | ooked to be an 81nillineter nortar. There were
pi ctures of a nmuddy brown river, of the garish nightlights of Saigon
of a cute Vietnamese girl who m ght have been sixteen or seventeen
smling and di splaying the two-fingered V of a peace sign to the
caner a

Dan said, "I was a leat emeck. Third Marine. Where'd you catch
it?"

"Brown water Navy," Little Train replied w thout hesitation



"Radarman first class, Swift PCF."

"These pictures of your boat?" The Swift PCF patrol craft crews,
Dan knew, had taken hell along the constricted waterways of 'Nam and
Canbodi a.

"The verra one."

"Your crew nake it out?"

Jus, me and the fella sittin' at the nortar. N ght of My
si xteen, 1970, we run into a chain stretched 'cross the river.

Them bl ack paj amas waitin' on the bank, ay? Ht us with rockets.
| went swimmn', back fulla shrap.”

"You never told me you were over there in Vet'nam Little Train!"
Burt said.

He burned his gaze at the other man. "Never you ask. And bon am,
| tell you plenty time: call me Train. " "Ch. Okay. Sure. Train it
is." Burt shrugged and cast a nervous grin at Arden.

"Pl ease," Arden said anxiously. "The Bright Grl. Do you know
where she is?"

He nodded. "I do."

"Don't tell nme you know where her grave is. Please tell nme she's
alive."
"For you, then: oui, alive she is."

"Ch, CGod." Tears sprang to her eyes. - "Ch, God. You don't know
how ... you don't know how much | wanted to hear that."
"Whore you tal kin' about, Train?" Burt frowned. "I never heard

of any Bright Grl."

"Never you needed her," Train said.

"Can you take me to her?" Arden asked. "I've come such a |ong
way. | don't have any nmoney, but ... I'Il sign an | QU.

"Il get the nmoney. However much you want to take ne, | swear
"Il pay you. Al right?"

"“Your noney, | don't want. Got everting | need, I'ma rich man."

"You nmean ... you won't-" "Wén't take no noney, non. Wo tell you
"bout the Bright Grl way up there in Fort Wrth rex-ay-ass?"

"Afriend who was born in LaPierre. He saw her when he was a
little boy, and he told ne all about her."

"Ch, themstories. That she's a young beautinous girl and she
don't never get old or die. That she can touch you and heal any
si ckness, or cancer ... or scar. Your friend tell you all that?"

"Yes."

"So you believe mghty hard, and you cone all the way down here to
ask her touch. 'cause that mark, it hurt you inside?"

"Yes."

Train reached toward her face. Arden's first inpulse was to Pul
away, but his gaze was powerful enough to hold her

Hi s rough brown fingers gently @the birthmark d

th, e, n, drew back- "YQU strong-hearted?" he asked.

think I am "Either amor not.tt "I am" she said.
Train nodded. "Then | take you, no sweat."
Dan couldnt re ai il anll tore
mn sent any longer. "Don't e h .
e 's nO such Person! There can't bel | don't care if she's
supPosed to be sone great miracle worker, no wonman can hve a hundred
Years and still look Iike a young girl! ." say | take her to see the

Bright Grl. Train's voice was calm "l say, too, the Bright Grl



ain't who she cone to find."

f-1

"What ?" Arden shook her head. "I'mnot follow n, you.

"When we get there, you see tings clear. Then we find out how
strong you heart.

Dan didn't know what to say, or what kind of tricks this man was
trying to Pull. None of it nade any sense to him

VWhat had to gnaw at himagain was the fate of

Mur | augh and Eisley. He couldn't stand the thought that his
Pulling the trigger in Shreveport had resulted in the death of Harnon
DeCayne and now, nost |ikely, the two bounty

hunters. There would be four nmurders on his head, and how coul d
he live with that and not go insane? He renenbered what Burt had said

about Train, back in the cafe: He ets

9 a round the swanmp. |f anybody woul d know, itd be
him ."men
Dan had to asil were two other men with us. W

were at St- Nasty. Around five o'clock, four nen with gain broke
in Qur cabin and took 'em away. The one in charge was called Doc. Do

you know-

"Ch, shit!"™ Burt put his hands to his ears. "I dont wanna hear
this! I don't wanna know nothin' about it!"

"Hush up!" Train's voice rattled the screens. "Let 'imtalk!"

"I"'mnot stayin' around for this! No way! Ya'll have fun, I'm
getting' back up the bayou!" Burt started out but paused at the door
"Train, don't do nothin' stupid!l Hear ne? |[I'Il be expectin' the cat and

turtle by Thesday. Hear?"

"Go home, bon am, " Train said. "And to you safe passage.”

"Cood |uck," Burt told Dan, and he went out and crossed the
gangpl ank. Train wal ked past Arden to a wi ndow and watched Burt untie
his boat, clinb in, and start the engine.

"He's okay," Train said as Burt steered the nmotor skiff back up
t he narrow bayou the way they'd come. "Hard-workin' fella."

"He knows who Doc is, doesn't he?"

"Ch, oui. And so do I." He turned away fromthe wi ndow, his face
seened to have drawn tighter across the bones, his eyes cold. "Tell ne
the tale, ay?"

Dan told him omtting the fact that he was wanted for rnurder and
that Murtaugh and Ei sl ey were bounty hunters.

He omitted, as well, the fact of Murtaugh's freak-show background.

"Doc said he was takin' 'em somewhere by boat. He had sone ki nda
score to settle with "em but I'mnot sure what it was."

Train |l evel ed that hard, penetrating stare at Dan

"Friends of you, they is?"

"Not friends, exactly."

"Then who they is to you?"

"Mre like. . . fellowtravelers."

"Where was they travelin' to?"

Dan | ooked at the el ephants and tigers in the rug. He could fee
Train watching him and he knew there was no use in lying. Train was
no fool. He sighed heavily; the only path to take was the straight
one. "Flint Murtaugh and Pelvis Eisley are their names. They're
bounty hunters. They tracked me down here. | nmet Arden in a truck



stop north of Lafayette and brought her with ne."

"I came because | wanted to," Arden said. "He didn't force ne."

"Bounty hunterr"” Tn" repeated. "What crinme you did?"

"I killed a man. Train didn't nove or "He worked at a bank in
Shreveport. There was a fight. | lost my head and shot him The

bank's put fifteen thousand dollars reward on nme. @Mirtaugh and Ei sl ey

wanted it." "Huuuuwheeee," Tn" said sol'dy.

"You can have the reward, | won't give you any trouble.

Can You call the law or sonebody on that shortwave @ "I ready
tell you, | don't need no money. |, mrich, liviie as | do. | love
this swanmp, | grewup init. | @to fish and hunt. Wat | don't eat,
| sell. | boss nyself. | go like thousan' doba in my Pocket-pooj.7

There go ny riches & Then I want an(ything fifteen thousan' dalu, but no
nore there is. No, | don't need but what | got. He frowned, the @s
deepeni ng around his eyes, and he nbbed hir, silvered chin. "If them
bounty hunters after you, how cone for you wanna heP 'enf? HOw conme you
even tellm ne this?"

"They dont deserve to be nmurdered, that's why! They haven't done
anyt hi ng wong! "Hey, WCal mdown. Flyin you head off ain't heP

nobody." He notioned toward the porch. --Yaii go out there, set, and
take the breeze.. 1'Il be there direct."

"What about the shortwave? "Yeah, | could call the | aw way over
to Gan, ile. Only @is, they ain't gonna find you ... fella

travelers,” he decided to say. "Likely they dead a' ready. Now go on
out and so ytsefflt

There wasn't much of a breeze on the porch, but it was a little
cooler there thin nmade the boat. Dan was too jumpy to sit, though Arden

settled in a wicker chair that faced the cove. "You're goin' with ne,
aren't your' she asWhim"W're so close, you' ve got to go with ne."

“I"1l go. 1 UMdon't believe it, but I'll go." He stood at the
=M | ooking out at the water'sUM surface. "@ he said. "There's

gotta besom@ sonebody can do!" "Qui, YOU can take a smaller of this
here." Train cane OntO the POrch- He had uncWVa small nmetal @ and
he

offered it to Dan. "Ain't 'shine," he said when Dan hesitated.
"It's French brandy. Buy it in Gand Isle. Go ahead, ay?"

Dan accepted the flask and took a drink. The brandy burned its
flamng trail down his throat. Train offered the flask to Arden, and
when she shook her head he took a sip and sloshed it around in his
mout h before swallowi n& "Now | gonna tell you 'bout themmen, so listen
good. They got a placebout five mle southwest fromhere. H d rea
fine.

| ain't got an eye set for it, but I come up on it when I'm
hunti n' boar near Lake Calliou. They been there naybe tree nonth. Set
up canp, brung in a prefab house, build a dock, swinmn' pool, and al
whatcha |like. Got a shrinp boat and two of them expenseeve cigarettes.

You know, them fast speederboats. Then they put bob wire 'round

eveeting." He swigged fromthe flask and held it out to Dan again. "I
hear froman al' Cajun boy live on Calliou Bay them nmen be
poachi n"ptor. Season don't start till Septenmber, see. Ain't no big

ting, it happen. But | start to windin'in nmy head, how conme they to
poach 'ptor.? Sonebody owns hisse'f two of themcigarettes, he got to
poach 'ptor? Wy's that so, ayT' He took the flask back after Dan had
had a drink. "d' boy says he seen lights at night, boats com n' and
goin' all hours.



So | go over there, hide ny boat, and watch through nmy dark vision
bi nocs 'cause | eat up with curious. Took ne two night, then | see
what they up to."

"What was it?" Arden asked, pulling her thoughts away fromthe
Bright Grl for the nonent.

"Freighter in the bay, unloadin' what |ook |ike grain sacks to the
shrinp boat. Al the time the two cigarettes they circlin' and
circlin" '"round, throwin' spotlights. Andhuuuuwheee!-the nen in them
boats with the like of guns you never did saw Shrinp boat brung the @
sacks back in, freighter up anchor and went." He had another sw g of
Napol eon's finest. "Now what kinda cargo unl oaded by ni ght and be that
worth protection?”

"Drugs," Dan said.

"That's what |I'mfigurin'. E ther the heroin or the cockaine.
Maybe both. Al themmles and mles of swanp

coast, the law cain't hardly patrol a smidgen of it, and they
boats in sorry shape. So these fellas bringin' in the dope and
shippin' it north, likely takin' it up by Bayou du Large or Bayou G and
Calliou and unloadin' at a marina. Sellin' some of it at St. Nasty,
too. Burt's the one found out fella nanmed Doc Nyl and was hangi n"round
the pool hall, givin' men free sanples to get | eminterested.
Peacekeeper tried to do r-onethin' about it, he went mssin'. Only
ting is, | cain't figure why they poachin' the Iptors. Then-boom-it
hit me like a brick upside nmy head." Train capped the flask.

"They worry sonebody gonna steal themdrugs away fromlem \Wrry
so nmuch they gonna be hijack they gotta figure a waY to nmove 'em safe.
So what they gonna do, ay? They gonna put them drugs sonewhere they
cain't be easy stole."

Hi s mouth crooked in a wicked smle. "Like inside live ptors.™

"l nside 'en®"

"Sans doute! You wap that cockaine up in nmetal foil good and
tight, then you jamit down in thembellies with a stick

How you gonna get it out unless you got a big knife and a lotta
time to be cuttin'? That'd be the goddangest mess you never did saw "

“I"1l bet," Dan agreed. "So what are they doin? Shippin' the
"ptors north to be cut open?"

"Qui, puttin"emon a truck and takin"emto a safe place.

Even if them 'ptors die of bad digestion 'fore they get where they

goin', the cockaine still protected in there."
| &l m so, but | can't understand how Mirtaugh and Ei sl ey got
m xed up with a gang of drug runners. |s Doc Nyland their |eader?"
Train shook his head. "l sinn sonebody el se over there, |ook like
he was bossin'. Fella don't wear no shirt, showin' hisse'f off.
Standi n' by the pool, themirons and wei ght bars layin' eveewhere. His
girlfrien', all she do is lay there sunburnin'. [I'mfigurin' he's the
honch. "

Dan | ooked out through the screen at the water. The sun was up
strong and hot now, golden light stream ng through the trees. A
nmoverent caught his attention, and he saw a noccasi n undul ati ng
snoot hly across the surface. He

watched it until it disappeared into the shadows. It seened to
Dan that in this swanp the human reptiles were the ones to be feared
nost of all. He lifted his forearmand stared at his snake tattoo.

Once, a long tine ago, he had been a brave man. He had done wi t hout
hesitati on what he'd thought was the right thing. He had wal ked the
world Iike a giant hinmself, before time and fate had beaten hi m down.
Now he was dying and he was a killer, sick at heart.



He felt as if he were peering into a snake hole, and if he reached
into it to drag the tinng out, he could be bitten to death. But if he
turned his back on it like a coward, he was already dead.

An i mage cane to him unbidden: Farrow s face and voice, there on
that terrible night the snipers' bullets had hissed out of the jungle.

CGo, held said. It had not been a shout, but it was nore powerful
than a shout.

CGo.

Dan remenbered the glint of what m ght have been joy in Farrow s
eyes as the nman-a citizen of Hell, one of the wal king damed- had turned

and sl oggi ng back through the nmud toward the jungle, firing his M 16
to give Dan and the others precious seconds in which to save their own
l'ives.

Farrow could not live with hinself because he'd gone south. There
inthe v@ of Cho Yat, his sinple mstake with the rod-w apped
chocol ate bar had resulted in the death of innocents, and Farrow had
decided-in the nuddy stream at that crisis of tinme-that he had found
an escape.

Dan had once been a Snake handl er, a good soldier, a decent man.
But he'd gone south, there in that Shreveport bank, and now he was a
citizen of hell, one of the wa& dammed.

But he knew the right thing to do.

It was tine to go.

"You brai getting' hot," Train said in a quiet voice.

"You have guns.” It was a statenent, not a question

"IW rifles. Pistol."

"HHow many nen? "

Train knew what he nmeant. "I count eight last tine.

Maybe nore | don't see.”

Dan turned to face him "WII| you take ne?"

"No!" Arden stood up, her eyes wide. "Dan, no! You don't owe

t hem anyt hi ng! "

"I owe nyself," he said.

"listen to nme!" She stepped close to himand grasped his arm
"You can still get away! You can find-" "No," be interrupted gently,
"I can't. Train, how about it?"

"They' Il kill you!"™ Arden said, stricken with terror for him

"Qui, " Train added. "That they'll try."

"Maybe Murtaugh and Eisley are already dead.” Dan stared deeply
into Arden's eyes. It was a strange thing, but now he could | ook at her
face and not see the birthmark.

"Maybo they're still alive, but they won't be for very long. |If |
don't go after '"emif | don't at least try to get 'emout of there-what
good am1? | don't want to die in prison. But | can't live in a
prison, either. And if | don't do sonething, I'll carry my own prison
around with ne every hour of every day |'ve got left. | have to do
this. Train?'" He directed his gaze to the Cajun. "I'mnot askin' you
to help me, just to get nme close enough. 1'll need to take one of the
rifles, the pistol, and sone amm. You got a holster for the pistol?"

"1 do."

"Then you'll take ne?"

Train paused for a moment, thinking it over. He opened the flask
again and took a long swig. "You a mghty strange killer, wantin' to
get killed for sonebody tryin' to slamyou in prison." He licked his
lips. "Huuuuwheeee! | didn't know | was gonna get dead today."

"I can go in alone."

"Well,"” Train said, "it's like this here: | knew a fella, nane of

Jack G radoux. Parish ranger, he was. He come by, we'd have a talk



and eat sone cat. | don't tell himabout themmen 'cause | know what
he'll have to do. | figure not to rock the boat, ay?" He snmiled; it
was a painful sight. The smle quickly faded. "If he don't,find 'em
| figure, he don't get

killed. He was a good fella. Few days ago fisherman find Jack's
boat on Lake Tanmbour. That's a long way from where them nmen are, but |
know t hey nust've got hold of himand then towed his boat up there.
Find his body, nobody ever will. Now | gotta ask nyself, did | done
wrong? Wen they gonna find out I know about 'em and come for me, sone
night?" He closed the flask and held it down at his side.

"Lived forty-five good year. To die in bed, non. Could be we get
it done and get out. Could be you ny death angel, and rmaybe | know

sooner or later you was gonna swoop down on ne. |It's gonna be |ike
puttin' you hand in a cottonmouth nest. You ready to get bit?"
"I"'mready to do sonme bitin'," Dan said.

"Ckay, |eatherneck Ckay. Wth you, | reckon. Got Baby to carry
us, maybe we get real lucky."

" Baby?"
"She nmy girl. You neet her, direct."
"One nore thing," Dan added. "I want to take Arden where she

needs to go first."

"Non, inpossible. Themmen five mles southwest, the Bright Grl
nine, ten nmile southeast, down in the Casse-Tete Islands. W take her
first, we gonna be losin' too rmuch tine."

Dan | ooked at Arden, who was staring fixedly at the floor.

“"I"lIl leave it up to you. | know how nmuch this neans. | never
believed it ... but maybe |I should have. WMaybe | was wong, | don't
know." Her chin came up, and her eyes found his. "What do you say?"

"I say-" She stopped, and took a deep breath to clear her head.
So many things were tangled up inside her: fear and jubilation, pain
and hope. She had cone so far, with so much at stake. But now she
knew what the inportant thing was. She said, "Help them™

He gave her a faint smle; he'd known what she was goi ng

to decide. "You need to stay here. W'IlI|l be back as soon as-@®
"No." It was said with finality. "If you're goin', | am twt

"Arden, it might be rougher'n hell out there. You could get
yoursel f killed."

"I"'mgoin'. Don't try to talk ne out of it, because you can't."”
"Clock's tickin'," Tiain said.

"Al'l right, then." Dan felt the urgency pulling at him
"I"'mready."

Train went into a back room and got the weapons: a Browni ng
automatic rifle with a four-bullet magazine, a Ruger rifle with a
hunters scope and a five-shell magazine, and in a waist holster a Snith
& Wesson 9nen automatic that held an eight-bullet clip. He found extra
magazines for the rifles and clips for the automatic and put themin a
faded ol d backpack, which Arden was given charge of. Dan took the
Browni ng and the pistol. Train got a plastic jug of filtered water
fromthe galley, slung the Rugees strap around his shoul der, and said,
"W go."

They left the houseboat and Train led themto the vine-covered
floating structure next to the pier. He slid open a door. "Here she
sets. "

"Jesus, " Dan said, stunned by what he saw

Sitting inside was Train's second boat. It was painted navy gray,



the paint job relatively fresh except for patches of rust at the
waterline. It resenbled a smaller version of a comercial tug, but it
was | eaner and neaner, its squat pilothouse set closer to the prow
The craft was about fifty feet long, and thirteen feet high at its
tallest point, a tight squeeze in the oil-snelling, nusty boathouse.
It had not the gentle charmof an infant, but the arnor-plated threat
of a brute.

Though t he machi ne-gun mounts and the nortar had been renoved and
other'civilian nodifications nmade to the radar nast, Dan recognized it
as a Swift-type river patrol boat, the sanme kind of vessel Train had
crewed aboard on the deadly waterways of Vietnam

"My baby," Train said with a sly grin. "Let the good tines

Reptilian

The sun had risen on a small al um numrowboat in the mddle of a
muddy pond. In that rowboat Flint and Pelvis sat facing each other
i nked by the short chain between their cuffed wists.

At seven o' clock the temperature was approachi ng ei ghtyfour
degrees and the air steamed with humidity. Flint's shirt and suit
j acket had been stripped off him dint's armdrooping |l ethargically
fromthe pale, sweat-sparkling chest.

Beads of noisture glistened on Flint's holl oweyed face, his head
bowed. Across fromhim Pelvis still wore his wi g backward, his
cl ot hes sweat-drenched, his eyes swollen and forlorn. Dried bl ood
covered the split sausage of his bottomlip, one of his lower teeth
gone and anot her knocked crooked, tendrils of crusty blood stuck to his
chin. H s breathing was sl ow and harsh, sweat dripping fromthe end of
his nose into a puddl e between his nud-bl eached suedes.

Sonet hi ng brushed agai nst the boat's hull and rmade the craft
lazily turn around its anchor chain. Flint lifted his head to watch a
five-foot-long alligator drift past, its snout pushing through the fou
brown water. A second alligator, this one maybe three feet in length,
crui sed past the first.

The cat-green eyes and ridged skull of a third had surfaced | ess
than six feet fromthe rowboat. Two nore, each fourtooters, |ay
noti onl ess side by side just beyond the silent watcher. Flint had
counted nine alligators at any one tine,

but there m ght be others asleep on the bottom He couldn't tel
one fromthe- other, except for their obvious size differences, so he
really didn't know how many lurked in the sludgy pond. Still, they
were quiet nonsters. Cccasionally two or three would bunp together in
their back-and-forth | @driftings and there m ght be an instant's
out burst of thrashing anger, but then everything would cal m down again
but for the rocking of the boat and the thudding hearts of the men in
it. Flint figured the ariptors were prisoners here just as he and
Pel vis were.

The pond | ooked to be sixty-five feet across, fromone side of a
hal f - subnerged, rusty barbed-wire fence to the other

Beyond the alligator corral's heavily bohed gate was a pier where
two cigarette speedboats-both of them painted dark, nonreflective
green-were Wed, along with the | arger workboat Flint had seen
unl oading the reptiles at the Vermlion marina. Eight feet of the pier
was built out over the corral, and at its end stood a bol ted-down
electric winch Flint figured was used to hoist the alligators up onto
t he workboat's deck. During the thirty-mnute journey to this place in
one of the speedboats, Monty had gleefully ripped the jacket and shirt



off Flint's back and taken the derringer's holster. Then, when they'd
reached their destination, Doc and the others had debated for a few
m nutes, what to do with themuntil "he"-whoever "hell waswoke up
Their current situation had been dreanmed up by Doc, who got Mtch to
row themin the alum num skiff through the corral's gate while Mnty
had followed in a second rowboat. There had been much hilarity froma
group of nmen watching on the pier as Mtch had thrown a concrete brick
anchor over the side and then got into the boat with Mnty, |eaving
Flint and Pelvis at the end of their chain.

The party had gone on for a while-"Hey, freak! Wy don't you and
El vis get out of that boat and cool yourselves off?"-but the men had
drifted away as the sun had come up. Flint understood why; the novelty
had faded, and they'd known how hot it was going to get out here.
Every so often Mtch, Mnty, or some other'bastard would stroll out to
t he

pier's end to take a look and throw a remark at themthat included
the words "freak" or "notherfuckers," then they would go away agai n.
Since Pelvis had been snashed in the nouth, he'd not spoken a single
word. Flint realized he must be in shock. Monty had taken Mana with
him and the last tine the bearded sonofabitch had cone out to check on
them the little bulldog wasn't in his arns.

Flint could snell neat cooking.

Bei ng burned was nore like it.

The pier continued on past the boats to a bizarre sight: a large
subur ban ranch house with creamcol ored walls, perched on wooden
pilings over the water. The place |ooked as if it had been lifted up
of f the' mowed green | awn of the perfect American town, helicoptered in,
and set down to be the envy of the neighborhood. There was a circular
swi mming pool with its own redwood deck, one of those "aboveground"
pools sold in kits; here the pool was not above ground, but on a
pl atf orm above swanp. On the pool's deck was a rack of barbells, a
wei ght bench, and a stationary cycle. Next to it was another |arge
deck shaded by a bl ue-and-white-striped canvas awning, and on the far
side of the house the platform supported a television satellite dish.

O her wal kways went off fromthe main platform connecting the
house to three other smaller wooden structures.

Cabl es snaked fromone of themto the house and the satellite
dish, so Flint reasoned it stored the power generator. Though the
alligator corral, the pier, and the sw nm ng pool were out under the
full sun, nmost of the house was shaded by npbss-draped trees. Around
t he house and the corral and everything else the swanp still held green
dom nion. Flint could see a bayou winding into the swanp beyond the
farthernmost of the three outbuildings, and there were red buoys
floating in it to mark deeper passage for the workboat's hull

Hi s survey of the area had al so found a wooden wat cht ower, about
forty feet high, all but hidden amid the trees at the bayou's entrance.

Up top, under a green-painted cupola, a nman sat in a |lawn chair
readi ng a magazine, a rifle propped against the railing beside him
Every few mi nutes he woul d

stand up and scan all directions through a pair of binoculars,
then he would sit down again and return to his readi ng.

"We," Flint said hoarsely, "are in deep shit."

Pelvis didn't speak; he just sat there and kept sweating, hir,
eyes unfocused.

"Ei sley? Snap out of it, hear nme?"

There was no answer; Alittle thread of saliva had spool ed down
over his wounded Iip.



"How about sayin' sonmething' ?" Flint asked.

Pelvis |l owered his head and stared at the boat's bottonl Flint
sniffed the air, catching the snmell of burned neat. it struck himthat
that bastard Monty m ght be hungry again, and he Pelvis was probably
t hi nking the same thing he was: Mama was on the breakfast grill.

"Hey, we're gonna get out of this,"” Flint tried again. He thought
it was the nost idiotic thing he'd ever said in his life. "You can't
go off and | eave me now, hear.7" Pelvis shook his head, and he
swal lowed with a little dry, clicking noise.

Flint watched another alligator gliding past, so close he could
have reached out and poked it in the eye if he cared to | ose a hand
Wll, that'd be an right; held still have two.

Hold on, he told hinself Hold on, now. Control yourself.

It's not over yet, they haven't shoveled the dirt over you.

Hold on. "I1'll bet this is all a big mstake," he said. "Il
bet when that fella wakes up, he'll come see us and we'll tell himthe
story and he'll shoot us on out of here." H s throat clenched up. "I
mean, scoot us out of here." Eisley's silence was scaring the bejesus
out of him naking himstart to lose his own grip. He' d gotten so used
to the man's pro@the silence was driving himcrazy. "Eisley, listen
W're not givin' up. Pelvis? cone on, talk to ne."

No response.

Flint | eaned forward, the sun beginning to scorch his back and sweat
to his eyebrows. "Cecil," he said, |I'mgonna slap the crap out of
you if you don't look nme in the face and say sonethin'." ' But it was
no use. Flint closed his eyes and put his uncuffed hand agai nst his
forehead. At his chest dint's arm
suddenly twitched and the hand fluttered, then it fell notionless
agai n.

"What'd you call nme?"

Flint opened his eyes and | ooked into the other man's face.

"Did you call me Cecil?" Pelvis had Iifted his head. His split
lip had broken open again, a little bloody fluid oozing.

"Yeah, | guess |I did." A rush of relief surged through him

"Well, thank God you're back! Now s not the tine to crack up
lemre tell you! W' ve got to hang tough! Like | said, when that fella
wakes up and we tell himwhat a big mstake all this is-" "Cecil, "

Pel vi s whi spered, and a wan smle played across his crusty nouth. Then
it passed. His eyes were very dark

| think ... they're cookin' Mama," he said.
"No, they're not!" Hold on to him Flint thought in desperation
Don't let himslide away again! "That fella was just pullin' your

chain! Listen now, get your nmind off that.

We' ve got other things to think about."

"Li ke what? Wich one of us they're gonna kill first?" He
squinted up at the sun. "l don't care. W ain't getting' out of
this."

"See? That's why you never woul d've nade a good bounty hunter
Never. Because you're a quitter. By God, I'mnot a quitter!" Flint
felt the bl ood pounding in his face. He had to cal m down before he had
a heatstroke. "I said | was gonna get Lanmbert, and | got him didn't
| ?"

"Yes sir, you did. | don't think neither one of us is gonna be
spendin" nuch of that reward noney, though."

"You just watch," Flint said. "You'll find out." He was aware of
his own wheels starting to slip. Control! he thought.

Control was the nost inmportant thing. He had to settle hinself
down before the pressure of this situation broke him He enfol ded
Adint's clammy hand in his own, and he could feel their conmon pul se.
"Self @cipline is what a bounty hunter needs. |[|'ve always had it.



Ever since | was a little boy. | had to have it to keep Cint from
junpi n"around when | didn't want himto. Junpin' around and nakin'

everybody ook at ne like | was a frea]L Self@line is what You
need, and a whole lot of it."

"M. Mirtaugh?" Pelvis said in a soft and agoni zed voi ce that had
very little of Elvis init ' "W're gonna die today.

Woul d you pl ease shut up? Flint's brain was snmoking. He was burned
up. His pail skin cringed fromthe raw sunlight, and there was water
wat er everywhere, but not enough to cool hinself in. He licked his Iips
and tasted sweat. An alligator nudged al a@side the boat, a |ong,
scrapi ng noi se that made the flesh of Flint's spine ripple. He needed to
get his mind fixed on something el se-anything else. "You' d be worth a
damm," he said, "if you had a manager."

Pelvis stared at him and slowy blinked. "Wat?"

"A manager. Like that fella said. You need a manager.

Sonebody to teach you sel fdiscipline, get you off that damm junk
food. Get you to stop tryin' to play Elvis and be Cecil. | heard what
he said, | was standin' right there.-"Are you ... Sayin' what | think
you're sayin'T, "Maybe | am Maybe I'mnot." Flint reached up, his
fingers trenbling and wi ped the beads of sweat fromhis eyebrows- "I'm
just sayin' you've got a little talent to beat the piano, and a good nanager
could help you. A good busi nessman Sonebody to make sure you got paid
when you were supposed to. You wouldn't have to be a singer, You could
be in sonebody el se's band, or play backup on records or whatever
There's nmoney to be nmade in that line of work, isn't there?"

"Are YQU crazy, M. Mirtaugh?' Pelvis asked. "O aml|?"

"Hell, we both are!"™ Flint had al nost shouted it. Control
he thought- COntrd - @the sun was @fierce. A Pungent, acidic
reek-the snell of swanp nud and Ptor droppings-was up off the water

"When we get out of here-winch we will, after we talk to whoevees in
charge around here-there's gonna be tonorrow to think about- You're not
cut out to be a bounty hunter ... and i,ve been lookin' for a way to
quit i 't for along time. 1'msick of the ugliness of it, and | was
never getting' anywhere. | was

just goin' around and around, like ... like a three-arnmed nonkey
in a cage," he said. "Now, it might not work

Probably won't. But it would be a new start, wouldn't-" "Gettin'

awful hot out here, ain't it?"

The voi ce caused both of themto junp. Mnty was wal ki ng al ong
the pier, splotches of sweat on his shirt He was holding a plate of
food, and he was chewi ng on sone stringy neat attached to a snmall bone.

"Ya'll ain't gone @min'yet?"

Neither Flint nor Pelvis spoke. They watched the big,
br own- bearded man chewi ng on the bone in his greasy fingers.

"Don't feel nuch like talkin', do you?" Monty glanced quickly up
at the sun. Then he threw the bone into the water beside their boat.
The splash drew the attention of the alfiptors, and three or four of
t hem qui ckly converged on the spot like scaly torpedoes. Water
swirled, a tail rose up and smacked the surface, and suddenly an
underwat er di sagreenent boiled up, two reptilian bodies thrashing and
t he rowboat rocking back and forth on the nuddy foam of conbat.

"Them boys are hungry this nmornin'." NMonty started sucking the
nmeat from anot her bone. "They'll eat anydammthi ng, yknow. Got
cast-iron stomachs. Bet they'd like to get their teeth in you, freak
Bet you'd be a real taste sensation.”

The alligators, finding no food on their table, had stopped
squabbling. Still, they crisscrossed the pond on all sides of the



boat. "Don't you nen think this has gone far enough?"

Flint asked. "W ve learned our |esson, we're not comn' back in
here anynore."

Monty chewed and | aughed. "Well, that's right. ' Course, you
ain't leavin', either." He flung the second bone in, and again the
reptiles darted for it. "Hey, Elvis! You want sone breakfast?"

Pelvis didn't answer, and Flint saw his eyes gl azing over . n.

"It"s realllll good. Lotta neat on them bones, | was surprised.

Want to try a bite or two?" He held up a hunk of

white neat, and he grinned through his beard. "Wof! Wof 1"
he sai d.

Pel vis shivered. A pulse had started beating hard at his tenple.

"Hang on." Flint grasped Pelvis's arm "Steady, now. "

"I think he wants the rest of it, M. Freak. Here you go, Elvis!
Arrrruuuuuu!”  And as he howl ed |li ke a dog, Monty tossed the rest of
the plate's neat and bones up into the air over the corral

Before the first piece of meat or bone splashed the surface,
Pel vis went crazy.

He | unged over the rowboat's side. The chain of the handcuffs
connecting their wists jerked tight, and with a shout of terror Flint
was pulled into the water with him

For the last mle and a half Train had cut the Swift's husky
doubl e@sel s to one-fourth speed-about seven knots-to keep the noise
down. Now he switched off the engines and let the Swift coast al ong

t he narrow bayou. "@n' close," he said behind the spoked wheel in the
pi | ot house. Dan stood at his side, and Arden had found a benchseat to
park herself on toward the stern. "She gonna run mnute or two, then

we doin' some wadin'.
Dan nodded. The rifles, Pistol, and the amunition backpack had
been stowed away in a | ocker at the rear of the pilothouse. After
| eaving the cove Train had brought them al ong a whes of channel s at
speeds approachi ng twentyei ght knots, the Swift's upper linit. Before
them birds had flown and alligators had dived for @ Train had told
Dan his real name was Al oin Chappelle, that he'd been born on a train
bet ween Mbile and New Ol eans, but that he was raised in Grand |sle,
where his father had been a charter fisherman. During his tour of duty
in Vietnam his parents had noved to New Ol eans, and his father had
accepted a consultingjob with a conpany that built fishing boats.
Train had the swanp in his blood, he'd said. He had to live there, in
all that beautiful wlderness, or he would perish. Held known that the
Swi ft boats-based on the desip of tough little utility craft used to
ferry supplies out to oil derricks in

the Gulf of Mexico-were built by a contractor in the town of

Berwi ck, which Dan and Arden had put through forty mles north of Houmna.
In 1976 he'd bought the arnorplated bulk of a @us Swift and started

the three-year | abor of restoring it to a worthy condition. Baby could
be sweet as @one day and a raging foul -term@bitch the next, he'd told
Dw but she was fast and mbl e and her shallow draft was ideal for the
bayous. Anyway, he | oved her

"Takin' us in there,” Train said, notioning with a lift of his
chin toward anot her channel that wound off to the left "Gonna get Flint,
so tell the lady if she hear some thunps, we ain't gonna wi nd us up
ass-deep and sinkin'."

Dan went back to relay the nessage. Train steered Baby into the
channel with a steady hand and a sharp eye. Tree branches scraped
al ong the sides and hal f - subnerged M& and swanp @ parted before the
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prow. @ad the ma tiuckend4 cutting the light to a dark green nmuril The
Swi ft was slowing down now to the speed of a man's wal k and Train cane
out of the pilothouse and picked up a rope with one end secured to the
forward deck and at the @i ng, end an iron grappULng-hooL The boat
shuddered, something bunping along the Inmel. Train threw the hook into
t he underbrush, pulled hard on the rope, and it went taut. In another
few seconds Baby eased to a stop.

They got ready. Dan was sweating in the fierce wet heat, but he
wasn't afraid. Mybe just alittle. 1In any case, the job had to be
done.

"L=ve the pistol here," Train said as Dan took it fromthe | ocker
"She might be gonna need it."

"Me?" Arden stood up. "l've never fired a gun in mnmy Iffel™
"Ever'fin got a nunber-one tinme." Train popped a clip into the
automatic. "l'mgonna tell you 'bout this safety

et can hil catch here, so you pay a mind. You g you self a erwe
we gone, only two fellas to save you neck be M Snith and M. Wsson
Ay?"

Arden decided it would be very vnse to pay close attention
"Take tree relm& W need nore'n that, we gonna be

haul m butt," Train told Dan after Arden's quick | esson was done.
Dan took three of the Browning' s box magazi nes fromthe backpack, put
one in each front pocket and the third in a back pocket. Train did the
same with the Ruger's ammo, then he put on a gray-and-green
canouf | age- print cap.

" "3out quarter-mle -fromhere, themfellas be," he said as he
slung the Ruger barrel-down to his right shoul der so water woul dn't
foul the firing mechanism "They got guns enough to bl ow the horns off
Satan: rifle, shotgun, nmachine gun, ever' damm kinda gun. So from here
on we mghty careful or we mighty dead."

VWil e Dan strapped on the Browning rifle, also barreldown, Train
opened a jar of what |ooked like black grease and streaked sone under
his eyes. "Don't want no glare blindin' you when it come tinme to take
a shot. You msspoofl. That's all she wote." He handed the grease
to Dan, who applied it in the same fashion. Then Train got his face
right up in Dan's, his eyes piercing. "W get in a knock-ass
firelight, am| gonna can count on you? You gonna stick it tot em no
second thought? By the time you got second thought, you be tw ce dead.

Ay?"

“I'll do what | have to," Dan said.

"They got a man spyin' for "emin a tower, up where he can see the

@l f and the bayou one turn 'round. They got a big metal pte bl ockin'
t he bayou, and a bob wire fence |I round the whole place." He nodded
toward the forbidding wilderness, thick with spiky pal mettos, hanging
vines, and cypress trees. "W gonna go through there. Ain't got no
serpent-bite kit, so keep both them eyeballs | ookin'."

"I viiii.ll "If we see us two dead bodies layin' out, we conin
strai ght back quiet as sinners, on Sunday. Then | make a radio call to
Gran' Isle. GCkay?"

"yeah
@ eased over the transom and | owered hinmself into the water
The swanp consuned himto the middle of his chest.
"Dan?" Arden said as he started to go over. Again her tangled
enotions got in the way of her voice. "Please be careful," she managed
to say.



"I was wong to let you cone. You should ve stayed at Train's
pl ace."

She shook her head. "lI'mwhere | need to be. You just worry
about getting' in and back" Dan went into the water, his shoes sinking
t hrough three inches of nud.

"Listen up," Train told Arden. "You night gonna hear sone
shootin'. W don't cone back hal f-hour after them shots, we ain't
comn'. Radio's up on a shelf over the wheel

Cot a fresh battery, you'll see the turn-on switch. W don't cone
back, you need to start callin' for he'p on the m ke

Tam t hrough t hem frequenci es and keep cauin'. That don't bring
nobody, you got the water jug, the pistol, and you two |legs. Ay?"
"Just so you know." Train turned away and started
novi ng.

Dan paused, |ooking up at Arden's face. The deep-purple birthmark
was no |longer ugly, he thought. It was @the unique pattern of a
butterfly's wings, or the color and markings of a seashell never to be
exactly duplicated in a thousand years.

“I"1l be back," he @and he followed Train through the norass.

VWen they'd gotten out of Arden's earshot, Train said quietly,
"Them febas kill us, they gonna find her, too, eventual. \What they'l
do | ain't gonna think on."

Dan didn't answer. He'd already thought of that.

"Just so you know," Train said.

They waded on, and in another nmonment the wilderness had cl osed
bet ween t hem and Baby.

Nasty brown water had flooded Flint's eyes and nouth, choking off
his shout of terror. Pelvis was @beside him insanely @to get across
the' ptor corral at the man who'd chewed Mama's flesh. Flint felt
Adint's armthnmsh, his brother's bones squirmng violently inside his
body. The thought of Cint's infant-size lungs in water and

dr owni ng
opened a nightmari sh door on gruesorae possi bil

ties. He started fighting to get his balance as he' d never fought
in hislife. He got his legs under him and his shoes found a bottom
of rmud and nmess that could be described only as gooshy.

He stood up. H's head and shoul ders were out of the water
Still, dint was -trapped below. Pelvis was standing up, too, his
muddy wi g hanging on by its last piece of flesh-colored tape, a
strangl ed, enraged scream shredding his throat. Wth a surge of par
that Flint had never

we dreaned the man possessed, Pelvis starting draggi ng hi mthrough
the water to reach the pier.

Monty was |aughing fit to bust a gut. "It's show time, boys!" he
hol | ered toward the house.

Flint stepped on sonething that exploded to |life under his feet
and scared the pee out of him A scaly form whipped past them its
tail thrashing. The tail of a second alligator slapped Pelvis's
shoul der, and he grunted wi th pain but kept on going. Al around them
the pond was a mmel strom of reptiles fighting for the neat and bones
Monty had just thrown in. Flint saw one of themcomng fromthe left,
its snout plowi ng through the foamand its catslit eyes fixed on him
Even as Pelvis kept hauling him Flint struck out with his unhindered
left armat the thin& which | ooked | arge enough to nake two suitcases
and a handbag. He struck the surface in front of its snout, but the
spl ash was enough to nmake it wheel away, its tail whacking nuddy water



into the air. Then Pelvis was hit at the knees by an underwater beast
and he was knocked off his feet, the alhptor's barklike flesh com ng up
fromthe depths for an instant, which was | ong enough for the crazed
Pelvis to give a bellow and pound at it with his free fist. The
startled reptile skittered away with a snort, pushing a snmall wave
before it. Wth his feet under himagain, Pelvis dragg@ Flint onward.

Two of the beasts were going at it fang to fang over a chunk of
nmeat, their noisy conbat drawing the attention of four or five others.
A battle royal erupted, the nmonsters fighting on all sides of Pelvis
and Flint. But nore alligators were rising up fromthe bottom and
others were speeding in to graze past themas if to test how dangerous
this particul ar
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food m ght be before they committed their jaws to a bite.

Pel vis was single-mndedly pulling Flint toward the pier, while
Flint was doing everything he could to keep the alligators away:
ki cking, slapping the water with the flat of his hand, and shouting
gi bberi sh.

But now the alligators were getting bolder. Flint nanaged to jerk
the shoe fromhis right foot, and he used that to hamrer the surface.
And suddenly a horrible, thick body with gray nollusks clinging to its
hi de erupted fromthe water beside him a pair ofjaws w de open and
hissing. Flint slamred his shoe down across the alligators skW. goi ng
for an eye, and the jaws snapped shut. The head whi pped to one side
and its rough scales flayed the skin off his left armfromwist to
el bow. A nollusk's shell or sone growh with a sharp edge did its work
as well, and suddenly there was blood in the water

"Cet '"emout! Get 'emout, goddamm it!" somebody shouted

They had reached the piers end, which was three feet above the
pond. Pelvis, his wig gone and his contorted face brown with nud, was
trying to grip the tinbers and pW hinself up, but not even his
maddened strength could do it with Flint on the other cuff. Blood
floated on the surface around Flint's arm and he saw at |east four
alligators coming across the corral after them their tails sweeping
back and forth with eager delight.

To the Edge

There was the racket of an electric notor and a chain rattling.
"Grab it! Both of you, grab it!"

The wi nch's hook and chain had been |owered. Pelvis and Flint
clung to its oversize links as a beggar m ght grasp hundred-doll ar
bills. The nmotor growl ed, and the chain began to hoist them up

Hands caught them pulling themonto the pier. Below Flint's
muddy shoe and sock, three alligators slamred their snouts together
they started fighting in the bl ood-pink foam and as their bodies hit
the pilings the entire pier trenbled and groaned.

But now Flint and Pelvis had solid wood under their feet.

Flint could snell his blood; it was com ng froma bl ue-edged gash
across his left forearmand dripping fromhis hand to the planks. He
st aggered, about to pass out, and he found hinself clutching Pelvis for
support. Through a haze he | ooked at the choppy pond and saw two
alligators battling for sonething between their jaws that appeared to
be a nud@l, scruffy bird. It took hima few seconds to realize it was
Pelvis's wig. He watched with a kind of strange fascination as the two
nonsters ripped it apart and then each of them subrmerged with a
souveni er of Menphis.

Hi s chest heaving, Pelvis stared slack-jawed at the faces of Doc,
Monty, Mtch, and two other nmen he didn't recognize.

Doc was wearing his sungl asses agai n.

Q"
"Crazy as hell, man!" Doc was blasting Monty. "I don't want 'em
dead till he sees 'em™
"Well, shit!"™ Mnty fired back. "How was | supposed to know t hey

were fool enough to junp outta the-" Flint had felt Pelvis's body
tense. He thought of a hurricane about to weak death and destruction

Pel vis pulled back his right fist and then drove it forward like a
fleshy piston into Monty's nose. Wth a gunshot pop of breaking bones
t he bl ood spewed from Monty's nostrils all over Doc's Harvard T-shirt.



Monty staggered back, his eyes wide and amazed and the bl ood
running into his beard as if froma faucet. One step

Two st eps.

And into the corral, right on top of the reptiles fighting bel ow
the end of the pier.

"Ch, Jesus!" Doc shouted, blood on the I enses of his sungl asses
and spotting his cheeks.

"Monty!" Mtch hollered, and he ran to operate the hook and
chai n.

But the sense had been knocked out of Mnty, and maybe that was
for the best because he m ght have been unaware exactly of his
position. One of the other men Pelvis hadn't recognized drew a pisto
and started shooting at the alliptors, but they had al ready taken hold
of Monty, one with jaws crunched into his left shoul der and anot her
gripping his right leg. The winch's chain cane down, but Mnty didn't
reach for it. The alligators started shaidng himthe way Pelvis had
seen Mama shake one of her teddy bears. He recalled, in his dimcel
of thinking at the noment, that the stuffing had come out everywhere.

So, too, it was with Monty.

Now M tch had pulled his pistol and was firing, too, but the taste
of blood and living neat had driven the creatures to a frenzy. More of
them were raci ng over for a share.

During the shooting, am d the thrashing bodies and the gory
splashing, at least two bullets went into Monty. Maybe he was dead
before his bones started to rip fromtheir sockets.

Maybe.

Doc didn't want to see any nore. He'd known Monty was
fini shed when he went in there, bleeding like that and with the 'gators
already so riled up. He'd seen themgo after the ranger, so he'd
known. He turned away, renoved his dark gl asses, and slowy and
nmet hodi cal | y began to wi pe the blood off the lenses with a clean part
of his T-shirt. Hs fingers were trenbling. Behind himMtch threw up
into the corral

"Burmmer," Doc said, nostly to hinself.

He took the handcuff key from his pocket. He unlocked the cuffs
and let themfall. Pelvis blinked at him still dazed but his fury
spent. Flint grasped his injured armand then pitched to his knees,
hi s head hangi ng, Doc reached back, drew the .45 from his wai st band,
cocked it, and laid the barrel between Pelvis's eyes. "You're next,"
he said. "Walk to the edge."

Pel vis was al ready brain-bl asted; seeing that man eat Mana for
br eakfast had done himin. He knew what was waiting for him but
wi t hout Mama-wi t hout his adored conpanion-life wasn't worth living. He
wal ked to the edge.

Bel ow hi mwas sonething the alligators were still tearing at. It
was getting smaller and smaller. It had a beard.

Doc stood behind himand put the automatic's barrel against the
back of his naked head.

"Do it!"™ Mtch urged. "Put himdown!"

Flint tried to stand, but he could not. He was near fainting, the
snel |l of blood and mud and 'ptor filth was maki ng hi msick, the harsh
hot sun had drained him He said, "Ei sley?" but that was all he could
say. He hadn't reft dint nove since they'd cone out of the water, but
now the armgave a feeble jerk and Cint's little lungs heaved like a
hi ccup deep in the folcrs and Oassages of Flint's intestines.

Doc put his other hand up to shield his face fromflying bits of
bone and brain matter. M finger tightened on the triggerHe heard a
gurgling noise.

He | ooked around, and saw brown water trickling fromthe nmouth on
the bizarre baby head that grew fromthe freak's side.



Flint heard boots clunping on the pier. There was the sound of
bare feet on the planks as well.

Doc saw who was com ng. He said, "Takin' care of business, Gault.

Shondra don't need to see this."

"What's goin' on?" Flint heard a woman's irritated voice ask. A
young wonan, she sounded to be. "Noise woke us the fuck up. W was
hollerin' so nuch?"

"Shondra, you best stay put. Mnty went in."

The slide of bare feet stopped, but the boots kept wal king.

"Bastard here killed him" Mtch said. "Doc was fixin' to bl ow
his brains out!"

"These are the two fromthe marina." Doc was talking to whoever
wore the boots. "This one got me in the eyes with the spray. One over
there shot Virgil."

The boots approached Flint. They stopped beside him and Flint
lifted his head and saw they were made of bl eached bei ge snakeski n.

"Dig that third arm man. Cot a little baby head growin' out his
ribs, too. Gen-yoo-ne it-eak fromfreak city. | ain't seen nothin'
like himsince | ate a bag of magi c nmushroons in Yuma, spring of
'sixty-eight. Damm, those were the days!"

Shondra gave an ugly snorting sound. "I wasn't even born then."

Doc m ght have | aughed through cl enched teeth.

Wth an effort Flint |ooked up at the nman in the snakeskin boots.

The individual was an exercise junkie. O a steroid freak

O maybe he just loved hinmself a whole |lot. Because the nuscles
of his exposed chest, shoulders, and arns were nassive swollen | unps
that strained against the tanned fl esh, the connecting veins standing
out in bl ood-punped relief, the visible liganents as tight as bundl es
of piano wre.

The man wore blue jeans with ripped-out knees, a piece of rope for
a belt cinching his narrow witist, and he had a red neckerchief tied
| oosely around his throat. H's face was a hard, chiseled slab of brown
rock with a dagger-sharp chin and sunken cheeks, the facial flesh
cracked with a hundred deep lines caused by what must have been years
of serious sun-worship. The pure ebony of his commandi ng eyes, his
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thick black brows, and his curly black hair, the sides swirled
with gray, gave hima distinctive Latin appearance. Flint guessed his
age at late thirties or early forties, but it was difficult to tel
since his body was young but his face was sun-wi nkl ed.

St andi ng several yards behind himwas a blond girl who coul dn't
have been ol der than twenty. She was barefoot, wearing denimcutoffs
and a black bra. She, too, appeared to be a slave to the sun, because
she was burned a darker brown than the man. Her gol den hair cascaded
over her shoul ders and she had icy blue eyes. Flint thought she was
al nost beautiful, as beautiful as any Hol |l ywood starlet, but there was
an ugly, twisted set'to her coll agen-plunped Iips, and those eyes could
burn a hol e through netal

And right now he felt like a little crunpled piece of tin.

The nmuscle man stared down at Flint with just a hint of interest,
as if he mght be viewing a particularly creepy insect, but no nore

than that. Shondra spoke first. "Dam, Gault! Look how white he is!"

Gault notioned at Doc with a twirling forefinger. Doc understood
t he command and | owered the automatic, then said, "Thin around!"™ to
Pel vi s.

Pel vis did, his eyes deep-socketed and his face and bal d head



still painted with ghastly nud.

"This is the fucker thought he was Elvis Presley,"” Doc said.

Gault's face renmai ned i npassive

"You know who they are? Bounty hunters. Can you believe it?
From Shreveport. They had a guy in cuffs back there at St. Nasty.
Said at the marina they were cal hn, the man they work for. Anyway,
they were taidn' their prisoner into get a reward. | set the guy
| oose, figured it was my good deed for the nonth."

Gault's eyes went to Flint and Mced to Pelvis.

"I thought you'd want to see 'em 'specially the freak. Do You
want ne to kill 'emnow, or what?"

Gault's jaws tensed; mnuscles that seened as big as | enons popped
up on his face and then receded again. At UM his mouth opened. His
teeth were unnaturatiy white. ', How

much," he said in a voice that had no di scernible accent but
perfect diction, "were they planning on earning as their reward?"

"Fifteen' thousand. "

Gault's face settled into stone again. Then, very suddenly, he
| aughed without smiling. Wen he did smile, it was a scary thing. He
| aughed a little louder. "Fifteen thousand!"

he said, obviously finding the figure an object of hunor.

"Fifteen thousand dollars, is that all?" He kept |aughing, only
it becane a | ow and dangerous sound, |ike a knife being sharpened. He
| ooked at Shondra and | aughed, and she started | aughing, then he | ooked
at Doc and | aughed and Doc started laughing. Pretty soon it was a rea
[aff riot.

Flint, grasping his wounded forearm and bl ood still o0o0zing through
his fingers, said, "Mnd tellin' us what the hell's so funny?"

Gault laughed on for a noment |onger, then his smle was abruptly
eclipsed. He said, "The pitiful anpunt of cash that a human being w |
throw his life away in pursuit of" He reached into a pocket of his
jeans with his right hand. Flint heard sonething click like a trigger
bei ng cocked, and he steeled hinmself for the worst. Then Gault's hand
energed hol di ng one of those spring-loaded wist exercisers, which he
began to squeeze over and over again. "If a nman should die, he should
die for riches, not petty change. O for forbidden know edge. That
m ght be worth dying for. But fifteen thousand dollars? Ha." The

| augh was very quiet. "I don't think so." dick ... click ... click
went the springs.
"I don't know what's goin' on here. | don't care, " Flint said.

"Nobody woul d've gotten hurt if that goon hadn't tried to drown ne in a
toilet bow ."

Gault nodded thoughtfully. "Tell ne," he said. "You were born
the way you are, yes? You had no control over the way your chronosones
cane together, or how the cells grew

You had no control over your genetics, or what quirk back in your
famly line caused your situation." He paused for enphasis. "No
control ," he repeated, as if seeing to the heart of Flint's pain. "You
nmust know, better than anyone

could, that God set up tides and wi nds, and sonetines they take
you one way and then bl ow you the other, and you have no control. |
think a tide took you to that marina, and a wind bl ew you here. What's
your name agai n?"

"Hi s nane's Murtaugh,"” Doc said. "The other one's Eisley."

"I didn't ask you." Gault stared fixedly at the Harvard man. "I
asked him Didn't |?"



Doc sod nothing, but he | ooked stun& He pushed the .45

back into his waistband with the air of a petulant child. "M
shows are on. You want me, 1'll be watchin' my shows." He trudged
back al ong the pier toward the area that was shaded by the
bl ue- and-white-stri ped awning. As Doc @her, Shondra winkled her nose
as if she snelled sonething bad.

Gault walked to the pier's edge, where Pelvis still stood.

He | ocked down at what the alligators were whittling to the size
of a wallet. H s hand worked: click ... click ... click Sinews were
standing out in the wist. "AIl the ny@s, spilled out," he said. Hs

ot her hand pressed against Pelvis's chest. Pelvis flinched; the man's
fingers seened cold.

"Monty always was a glutton. Now | ook how thin he is. You know,
You could stand to | ose sone wei ght yourself "All right, that's
enough." Flint clenched his teeth and tried to stand up. He couldn't
make it the first time. He saw Gault grinning at him Mtch stepped
forward and ained his pistol at Flint's head, but Gault said, "No, no!
Let him al one!"

Flint stood up. Staggered, alnost fell again. Then he had his
bal ance. It was tinme to face ugly reality. "If you're gonna kil
us-which | guess you are-then how about doin' it hunmanel y?"

The clicking of the springs had ceased. "Are you begging, M.
Mur t augh?"

"No. |I'maskin'." He glanced distastefully at the corral
"A bullet in the head for both O us, how about that?"

YQU nean you're not going to stall for time? Try to hold out
false hope? O tell me if | let you go you'll never, never, never
Speak of this to any soul on earth?"

"It's hot,” Flint said. "lI'mtired, and |I'mabout to fall down.
' mnot gonna play ganes with you."

"Don't care to ganble that | mght be in a |lenient nood today.?"
Gault lifted his eyebrows.

Flint didn't answer. Don't bite! he told hinmself. He wants you
to bite so he can kick you in the teeth.

"Maybe you're a New Ager?" GGault asked. "You believe in
reincarnation, so your death today woul d be just another rung on the
cosm c | adder?"

"l believe in re'carnation,” Shondra said. "Gault and nme were
lovers in ... you know, that old city that got swallowed up in the
sea?"

"Atlantis," Gault supplied. He wi nked quickly at Flint.
g,wWorics every time.vt

Flint licked his parched lips. "How about sone water for us?"

"Ch, I'mforgetting ny manners. | was raised better than that.
Cone on, then. rine for nmy workout anyway.

Shondra, go to the kitchen and get them a pitcher of ice water
Bring nme a protein shake. Chop chop." She hurried off obediently, and
then Gault notioned for themto follow and started wal king toward the
awni ng- shaded area. Flint was weak from his wound and the heat, but he
took hold of Pelvis's elbow. "Hang on, all right?" Pelvis, in a state
of shock, allowed Flint to guide himafter the clunping snakeskin
boots, and the other nen, their pistols drawn, followed behind.

"Non, " Train whispered as he |l owered the Ruger, "can't get no



clean shot off. Wuldn't he'p'emnone if | could. W gonna have to
nove in closer.”

Dan's heart was slamming, but his mnd was calm He and Train
were standing in the chest-deep water seventy yards fromthe fenced-in
alligator corral, at the edge of where the swanp's vegetation had been
hacked away. They had gotten over a barbed-wire fence in the water
thirty yards behind them and their hands were cut up sonme but they
woul d heal. It had been a difficult slog fromthe Swift boat;

Dan felt his strength ebbing fast, but he had to keep pushing
hi nsel f onward. Hs father, the quitter, had not raised a quitter

They' d cone out of the underbrush in tinme to see Flint and Eisley
standing on the pier with men hol ding guns and the rmuscul ar, shirtless
"boss" Train had spotted on his last visit there. Dan had seen that
both the bounty hunters were covered with nud, Eisley had lost his w g,
and an al um num rowboat floated at the center of the 'gator corral. No
telling what they'd been through, but at |east they were alive. How
I ong that would be was uncertain. Flint and Eisley had just foll owed
the nmuscle man toward the house, with the other men-the pistol-bearing
"sol di ers"-behind them

"Fella up in that watchtower, leanin' back in his chair readin' a

ohhhhh, that naughty fella, him" Train had ained the Ruger and

was | ooking through the' scope. "Got a nfle to his side.
Wal k' emtal k"emon the floor. Flair of binocs.” He took his eye away
fromthe lens. "W gonna have to cross the open, get us around that
‘gator pen."

"dRiglit."

"Mght try to circle "round the house. Get up on the platformin
back. You with nme?"

n Ye@ n
"Ckay. W go, slow and quiet."

"Hey, Gault!" Doc called fromhis |lounge chair in front of a
| arge color television set on metal casters. "Look what's on Oprah
today! Talkin' 'bout crack in the grade school s!"

"Chi cago?" Gault didn't look at the screen. He was busy punping
iron: a thirty-pound barbell in each hand, his biceps swelling up
vei ns, noving under the skin. A light sheen of sweat glistened on his
chest and face.

"No, she's in Atlanta this week."

"The Santhuk brothers'|| have that market cornered in three
years." Gault kept lifting the barbells up and down with the precision
of a machine. "If the Jamaicans don't kill themfirst."

Sitting a few feet away at a wought-iron table with a bl ue

gl ass top, a bloody towel pressed to his forearmwound, Flint had
a flash of understanding. "Is that what this is about? Drugs?"

"My business," Gault said. "l supply a denmand. It's no big
t hi ng. "

They wein on the platformunder the striped awnngPel vis was sitting
across the table fromFlint, his hands held to his face. 1In nore
chairs arranged around Flint and Pelvis sat Mtch and the two other nen
with pistols. A waudetal kie and an Ingrain machi ne gun sat on a white
coffee table in front of a sand-m ored sofa, along with copies of House
Beauti Al, Vogue, and Sol dier of Fortune nes. Flint had seen on closer
i nspection Gault's own house was not so beautiful; it was a prefabjob,
and the swanp's hunmidity had warped the walls @danp cardboard. Sone
of the joints were splitting apart and had been reinforced with strips
of duct tape. dick ... click ... click- the sound wasn't comning from
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Gault's squeezevip, but fromthe renote control in Doc's hand. 1In the
five mnutes they'd been sitting here, Flint had watched Doc al npst
i ncessantly goi ng through what rmust be hundreds of channels brought in
by the satellite dish. Doc would pause to watch quick fragments of
things |ike Mexican gane shows, "F Troop," "The Quter Limts,"
prof essional westling, infomercials with a manic little Englishman
runni ng around a studio selling cleaning products, "The Flintstones,"
NM vi deos, ranting, w |deyed preachers, soap operas, and then the
renote control would click rapidly again |like the noise of a feeding
| OCUSL At the nost, Doc had a seven-second attention span

Flint eased the towel away from his wound and wi nced at the sight.
The gash was four inches long, its ragged blue edges in need of fifty
or sixty stitches. An inch and a half lower and an artery woul d have
been ni cked. Thick blood was still oozing, and he pressed the
towel -whi ch Gault had given himfroma hanper beside a rack of free
wei ght shack agai nst the wound.

Doc said, "Hey! It's your man, Flinty! Gault, that's the killer
| let go!"

Flint | ooked at the television set. Doc had paused at CNN

to watch gas bonbs dispelling a prison riot, and on the screen was
either a nmug shot or driver's license photo of Dan Lanbert. "That's
him right?" He turned the volune up with the renote.

bi zarre turn i n the case of Daniel Lewis Lanbert, who is being
sought in the slaying of a Shreveport, Louisiana, bank | oan manager and
had al so been wanted in connection with the death of an Al exandria
not el owner.

Under questioning by Al exandria police last night, the slain man's
wife admitted it was actually she who had beaten her husband to death.”
A mug shot of a sullend4ooking woman with wild red hair cane up on the
screen. "Hannah DeCayne told police-" "Boring!"™ Doc changed the

channel

"Wait!" Flint said. "Turn it back!"

"SLTew you." "Star Trek" was on now, Kirk and Spock speaking in
dubbed Spani sh. "Beam ne up, Sccecottiel"

Doc said excitedly, talking to the tel evision set.

Flint figured the renote control in Doc's head never stopped
clicking. He stared at the blue glass of the tabletop, this news
another little ice pick fromGod in the back of his neck. |f Lanbert
had been telling the truth about the notel owner, then was the nurder
at the bank an accident or an act of self-defense? |If Lanbert was such
a mad-dog killer, why hadn't he picked up the pistol and used it at
Basile Park? 1In spite of the situation, in spite of the fact that he
knew he and Pelvis were going to die in some excruciating way after
Gault finished his workout, Flint had to laugh. He was going to die
because he'd gone south hunting a skin who was basically a decent man.

"Somet hing's funny?" CGault asked, his |abor ceasing for the
monent. . | "Yeah, it is." Flint'laughed again; he reft on the verge
of tears, but he laughed anyway. "I think the joke's on nme, too. @

"Who t hefuck nmessed up the kitchen?" Shondra, |ooking both angry
and nore than a bit queasy, cane through an open sliding glass door
carrying a tray with a plastic pitcher, two paper cups, and frothy
brown liquid in a

m | k- shake glass. She set the tray down between Flint and Pel vis.
"There's all kinda guts and hair in the garbage can, 'bout made ne
puke! Blood snmeared all over the countertop, and somebody |eft the
fryin pan dirty! Wwo the hell did it?"



"Monty," Mtch said. Evidently Shondra's wath was a thing to be
f ear ed.

"Well, what'd he fry? A fuckin' pol ecat?"

"Fellas dog there." Mtch pointed at Pelvis.

"Anot her one?" Shondra made a disgusted face. "What's wong with
that fool, he's gotta be ratin' dogs and 'coons and pol ecat s?"

"Go ask him why don't you?" Doc had torn his eyes away fromthe
television. "I'mtryin" to watch 'Dragnet,' if you'll keep it down!"

"You're not watchin' anything, you're just burnin' out that
clicker! Gault, why don't you get rid of hin? He makes me so nervous,
I"'mlike to junp outta nmy skin every tinme he opens that dunb rmouth!”

"Yeah?" Doc sneered. "Well, | knowthe only thing that has to
get stuck in your dunb nouth to shut you up! | was with Gault |ong
before you cane along, girlie pearlie, and when he throws you out, I'm
gonna kick your little ass back to your white-trash trailer!"

"You ... you ... you old man!" Shondra hol |l ered, and she picked
up the mlk-shake gl ass and reared her arm back, froth flying.

"No," CGault said quietly, punping iron again. "Not that."

She sl anmed the gl ass down on the tray, her face a pure image of
hell, picked up the plastic pitcher, and flung it at Doc, water
spl ashi ng everywhere.

"Look what she did!" Doc squalled. "She's tryin' to blowthe TV
out, Gault!"

"And |I'mnot cleanin' up that damm nmess, neither!" she roared at
all of them "I'mnot cortin' that damm stinkin' garbage out and
getting' that mess on ne!" Tears of rage and frustration burst from her
eyes. "You hear? |'mnot doin' it!" She turned and, sobbing, fled
back into the house.

"Your Acadeny Award's in the mail, baby!"™ Doc shouted after her

Gault stopped lifting the barbells and put themon the floor. He
| ooked at Flint, smled wanly, and said with a shrug of his thick
shoul ders, "Trouble in paradise." Then he drank half of the protein
shake, blotted the sweat fromhis face with the red neckerchief, and
said, "Brian, go take the garbage out and clean the kitchen."

"Why do | have to do it?" Brian had neatly cut |ight brown hair,
wore steel-rimed gl asses, and a chrome-plated revolver sat in a
hol ster at his waist. He |ooked about as old as a coll ege senior
wearing a sun-faded madras shirt and khaki shorts, black N kes on his
feet.

"Because you're the new boy, and because | say so."

"Heh- heh-heh," giggled the Latino nan sitting next to him he wore
a Yosemite Sam T-shirt and dirty jeans, his blue-steel Colt automatic
in a black shoul der hol ster

"You want to | augh, Carlos, you go |laugh while you' re noppin' the
kitchen floor," Gault said. Carlos started to protest, but Gault gave
hima deadly stare. "Mve now. " The two nen went into the house
wi t hout anot her word.

"I wouldn't let that bitch snow ne," Doc said.

"Shut up about her." Gault finished his shake. "I wi sh you two
woul d bury the hatchet."

"Yeah, she'll bury a hatchet in me if | dowt bury one in her
first."”

"Children, children."” Gault shook his head, then he crossed his
swol len arms and stared at the two bounty hunters. "Well," he said, "I
guess we need to take care of business. Wat would you think if I'd
offer to cut your tongues out and chop your hands off.? Wuld you
rat her be dead, or not?" He |looked at dint's arm "In your case, it
woul d be a triple anputation. How does that sound?"



"I think I might faint with excitenent,” Flint said. Pelvis was
mute, his eyes shiny and unfocused.

"It's the best offer I can make. See, | told you |l was in a
| eni ent nobod. Doc's the one who screwed things up.”

“I"lIl be glad to cut his tongue out and chop off his hands," Flint
sai d.

Gault didn't smile. "Forbidden-know edge tinme: we've

been having trouble froma conpetitor. H's name is Victor f
Medi na. We were trucking some merchandise in crates when we first
nmoved our base here. He found out the route and took it away from us
So we had to cone up with alternative packagi ng. The stomachs of |ive
alligators do very well."

"I came up with that idea!" Doc announced.

"When Doc saw you naki ng your phone call," Gault went on
"he-unfortunately-lost his conposure. He thought you m ght've been
wor ki ng with Medina, setting up another hijack. Doc doesn't always
reason things out. He was stupid, he was wong, and | apol ogi ze. But
you put a valuable nman out of action. A knee injury like that
well, there's no health insurance in this business. A doctor would get
very suspicious, and we would have a noney leak. So Virgil, like a
good horse, was laid to rest and you are to blane. Now Monty is gone.
| have to hire new people, run themthrough security, train them...
it's a pain. So." He walked to the coffee table and picked up the
Ingrain machine gun. i will make it quick. Stand up."

"Stand us up yourself,"” Flint told him

"No problem Doc? Mtch?"

"Shit!" Doc whined. "'The Flying Nun's just started!"

But he got out of his chair, pulled his gun, and Mtch |ikew se
stood up with a pistol in his hand. Doc hauled Flint to his feet but
Mtch struggled with Pelvis and Gault had to help him

There was fresh sweat on Gault's face. "End of the pier," he
sai d.

Too Damm Hot
("There, we get up," Train said as he waded chest-deep toward a
wal kway at the rear of the prefabricated ranch house. Dan foll owed,
not mred quite so deeply as Train because of their difference in
hei ghts, but he was giving out and he envied Train's rugged strength.
Train slid his rifle up on the wal kway, then grabbed the tinbers and
heaved hinsel f out of the water. He took Dan's Browning and gave him a
hand up.

"YOQU all right?" Train had seen the dark circles under Dan's
eyes, and he knew it had been a rough trek but the other man was fadi ng
fast.

"1'"1l make it."

"You sick, ain't you." Train wasn't asking a question

"Leukem a," Dan said. "l can't do it like | used to. gh't
"Hell, who can?" They were standing about el t fee fromthe rear

entrance, which was a solid wooden door behind a screen door. The rear
of the house was featurel ess except for a few snmall wi ndow. Back here
the platformwas narrow, but it wi dened as it continued around the
house.

Train | ooked al ong the wal kway they stood on. Behind them was
nore swanp and a large green netal incinerator on a Platformfifty feet
fromthe house. "Ckay," Train said.

"Look like this the way we go-1, He stopped abruptly. They heard



voi ces from beyond the doors, getting closer. Soneone was coming out.
Train

pressed his body against the wall ten feet away on the right of
t he door and Dan stood an equal distance away on the left, their rifles
ready. Dan's heart pounded, all the saliva dried up in his nouth.

The inner door opened. "Yeah, but I'mnot stayin' in the business
that lon&" A young man wearing wire-rimred gl asses, a nadras shirt, and
khaki shorts emerged, both arns around a Rubbermai d garbage can. On
the side of it were streaks of what |ooked |like blood. "I'm gonna make
my cash and get out while I can." He let the outer screen door slam
shut at his back and he started wal king toward the incinerator, a
pistol in a holster at his waist.

Train was thinking whether to rush himand club at himw th the
rifle' s butt or push through the screen door when the young man
suddenl y st opped.

He was | ooki ng down at the wal kway. At the water and nud on the
pl anks where they'd pulled themsel ves up. Then he saw the footprints.
And that, as Dan knew Train woul d've said, was all she wote.

He spun around. Sunlight flared on his glasses for an instant.

H s mouth was opening, and then he was droppi ng the garbage can to go
for his gun. "Carlos!" he yelled.

"There's sonmebody out he- "

Train shot himbefore the pistol could clear |eather. The bullet
hit himin the center of his chest and he jerked |like a nmarionette and
was propelled off the wal kway into the water

A startled Latino face appeared at the screen. The inner door
slammed shut. Then: pop pop pop went a pistol frominside, and three
bul | ets punched hol es through wood and screen. Train started shooting
t hrough the door, burning off four nore shells. As Train wenched the
magazi ne out and pushed another one in, Dan ftred twi ce nore through
t he punctured doors, and then Train rushed in and with a kick knocked
them bot h of f their hinges.

"Gault! Gault!" the man naned Carl os shouted. He had overthrown
a kitchen table and was crouched behind it, his pistol ainmed at the
intruders. Train saw the table, and then a bullet knocked
wood fromthe door janb beside his head and he twi sted his body and threw
hi nsel f agai nst the outside wall again. A second shot cracked, the
bull et tearing through the air where Train had stood an instant before.

" @lt! " @s wal s screaming it now "They're breakin' in!"

At the sound of the first shot Gault stopped in his snakeskin
boot s.

He knew what it had been. No doubt.

"Rifle!" Doc said. They were all standi ng about m dway between
t he awni ng- shaded area and the alligator corral

Pop pop pop went a pistol

"It's Medina!™ Mtch shouted. "The bastard's found us! "Shut
up!™ Gault heard nore rifle shots. Carlos was shouting his name from
the house. His face like a dark and winkled skull, Gault turned around
and put the Inp= gun's barrel to Flint's throat.

"Gault!" Carlos cried. "They're breakin' in!"

Two seconds passed. Gault blinked, and Flint saw himdeciding to
save his ammo for the big boys. "Mtch, stay here with them Doc,
let's go!" They turned and ran along the pier for the house. Mtch
| eveled his pistol at Flint's chest, just above dint's arm

Anot her pistol bullet thunked into the doorjanb.

had sweat on his face. Dan shoved his rifle in and fired w t hout



aimng, the slug smashing glass. Carlos got Of two

nore npid-fire shots and then his nerve broke. He ftWup and,
howling in fear, left the relative sat@of his makeshift shield to run
for the kitchen door. He was al nost there when he slipped on a snear
of dog's blood on the linoleumtiles and at the sane tine Train shot at
him The bullet snaked into the waff as Carlos fell. Carlos tw sted
around, his gun conming up. Dan Pulled the Browning's trigger, blood
burst from Carl os's side, and he doubled up and withed on the floor
As Train ran into the kitchen and kicked Carlos's Pistol away, Dan
pul l ed the enpty nmagazine fromhis rifle and popped i n another one.

The next roomheld a dining table and chairs, a jaguar's skin up
as a wall decoration, and a small chandelier hanging fromthe ceiling
over the table's center. A hallway went off to the left, and another
roomw th a pool table and three pinball machi nes was on the right.
Train and Dan started across the dining room and suddenly Dan caught a
noverrent and a dark-tanned blond girl wearing cutoffs and a black bra
energed fromthe hallway. Her icy blue eyes were puffy and furious.
She lifted her right hand, and in it was gripped an automatic pistol
She let go an unintelligible, hair-raising screech and Train was
swinging his rifle at her when the automatic fired tw ce, boon ng
bet ween the walls.

The first bullet shattered glass in one of the pinball machines,
but the second brought a cry from Train.

Train's rifle went off, the bullet breaking a w ndow besi de the
blond girl. Dan had his finger on the trigger and the gun |evel ed at
her, but the idea of killing a worman crippled himfor the fastest of
seconds. Then the girl scurried back into the hallway again, her hair
st ream ng behi nd her.

Everything was nmoving in a blur, time jerking and stretching, the
snel |l of burnt rounds and fear like bitter alnonds in the snoky air.
Train's cap had fallen off, and he staggered against the wall with his
left hand clutched to his right side and bl ood between his fingers.
There was a shout: "Jesus, it's that damm guy!"

Dan saw that two nmen had cone into the game roomthrough another
doorway. One he recognized as the |onghaired man naned Doc, the other
was a tanned bodybuil der who had a wal ki e-tal kie in one hand and an
I ngrain machine gun in the other. Before the nuscle man could ai mand
fire, Dan sent two bullets at them but Doc had already flung hinself
flat to the floor and at the sight of the rifle the @d man-the "boss,"
Dan renmenbered Train sayi nghurtl ed behind the pool table.

It was getting too damm hot.

"Go back!" Dan shouted to Train, but Train had seen the Ingrain
gun and he was already retreating. They both scranbl ed through the
kitchen's entryway two heartbeats

before the Ingrain gun chattered and the woodwork around the door
expl oded into flying shards and splinters.

Mtch junped when he heard the distinctive noise of Gault's gun
He had noved Flint and Pelvis so they were between himand the house,
his back to the swanp and the bounty hunters facing him Flint had
seen @lt snatch the wal kie-talkie off the coffee table and yel
something into it, and then the man in the watchtower-the sane one,
Flint realized, who'd half strangled himat St. Nasty and had taken
t he derringer away-had strapped his rifle around his shoul der and
started descending a |l adder. Now the man was just reaching the wal kway
bet ween the tower and the house.



Mtch was scared to death. Beads of sweat trickled down his face,
his hand with the revolver in it shaking. He kept glancing back and
forth fromthe bounty hunters to the house, wi ncing at the sounds of
shot s.

Pel vis suddenly psped harshly and put a hand to his chest.

Mtch's pistol trained on him

Oh ny God! Flint thought. He's havin' another attack

But Pel vis was | ooking at sonething past Mtch's shoul der, his
eyes widening. He let out a bawing holler "Don't shoot us!"

Even as Flint realized that was the oldest trick in the book and
it could never work in a mllion years, the terrified Mtch swung
around and fired a shot at brown water and noss-covered trees.

Pelvis slamred his fist into the side of Mtch's head and was
suddenly all over the man |ike black on tar. Stunned, Flint just stood
there, watching Pelvis beat on himwith one @ing fist while the ottrer
hand trapped Mtch's gun. Then the revolver went off again, its barre
ai red downward, and Flint got his legs noving and his fists, too. He
attacked Mtch with grimfury. Mtch went down on his knees, his
facial features somewhat rearranged. Pelvis kept hamrering at the man
i ke someone chopping firewood. Mtch's fingers opened, and Flint took
t he pistol.

Foot steps on the planks. Someone running toward them

Flint | ooked, his pulse racing, and there was the man fromthe
wat chtower unslinging his rifle. The man, a wiry little bastard in
overalls, stopped thirty feet away and @his rifle fromthe hip. Flint
heard the sound of an angry hornet zip past him Then it was Flint's
turn.

The first bullet missed. The second struck the man in the l|eft
shoul der, and the third got hima few inches bel ow the heart. The
man's rifle had gotten crooked in his arnms, and now his finger spasned
on the trigger and a slug smashed the w ndshield of one of the
cigarette speedboats. Then the man went down on his back on the plnf
his legs still nmoving as if trying to outdistance d@ Flint didn't fire
the last bullet in the gun. 1In his nouth was the sharp, acidic taste
of corruption; he'd never killed a man before, and it was an awf ul
t hi ng.

Now, however, was not the tinme to fall on his knees and beg
forgiveness. He saw that Pelvis's fists had nmade raw hanmburger out of
Mtch's nouth, and Flint seized his armand said, "That's enough!"

Pel vis | ooked at himw th a sneer curling his upper lip, but he
st epped back from Mtch and the hal f-dead man fell forward to the pier

They had to get out, and fast. But going through the swanp neant
that dint would surely drown. Flint wanted the derringer back. He
ran to the dead man's side, knelt down, and started going through his
pockets. Hs fingers found the derringer, and something el se.

A small ring with two keys on it.

Keys? Flint thought. To what?

Flint renmenbered this man had been driving the cigarette boat that
had brought them here. Wich of the two boats had it been? The one on
the right, not the one with the broken windshield. He didn't know a
damm t hing about driving a boat, but he was going to have to learn in a
hurry.

He pushed the derringer into his pocket and stood up

"Cecil!" he yelled. "Cone on!"

* %

in the kitchen, the doorway splintered to pieces and bl ood
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staining the side of Train's shirt, Dan knew what had to be done

"Go!" he said. "I'lIl hold "emoff."
"The hell with that! Runnin', | aint!"
"You're dead if you don't. |I'mdead anyway. GCet out before they

cone around back."

An automatic fired, the bullet chewi ng away nore of the door
frame. The girl was at work again.

"Don't let themget to Arden," Dan said

Train | ooked down at his bleeding side. R b was busted, but he
t hought his guts were holding tight. It could ve been a whol e | ot
Wor se.

The Ingrain gun chattered once nore, slugs perforating the walls,
forcing Dan and Train to crouch down. Dan |eaned out, burned the other
two shots in that magazi ne, and then popped his last four bullets into
t he Browni ng.

"Ckay," Train said. He put his bloody hand on Dan's shoul der and
squeezed. "Us two dinosaur, we fight the good fight, ay?"

"Yeah. Now get out."

"I"'mgetting'. Bonne chance!"™ Train ran for the back door, and
Dan heard him splash into the swanp.

He was in it for the |long haul now. \Wen the automatic fired
again, the bullet shattered di shes stacked in a cul)board. Dan heard
shots fromout front, but surely Train hadn't had tine yet to get
around the house. Were the hell were Mirtaugh and Ei sl ey?

"Cone outta there, man!" Doc shouted. "W'IlIl tear down the wall
to get you!"

Dan figured his voice was neant to hide the noise of sonmeone-the
muscl e man, probably-either rel oading or crawing across the floor.
Dan gave Train six or seven more seconds, then he fired a wild shot
t hrough the doorway and took off for the rear. He junped fromthe
platforminto water already chopped up by Train's departure. They'd
hear the splash and be after himwith a vengeance. He headed directly
back into the swanp, through a tangle of vines and fl oating garbage
spilled fromthe can the young nan had
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dropped. Three steps, and on the fourth his shoe came down on the
edge of a root or stunmp and his ankle twi sted, pain knifing up his
cal f.

Gault had heard the second splash and had gotten up fromthe fl oor
besi de the pool table, ready to stormthe kitchen, when there cane
anot her noise fromout front. The flurry of gunshots had been enough
to worry about, but now he heard the runbling bass notes of one of the
cigarette boat's engines trying to fire up. "Get back there after
them "

he yelled to Doc. "Try to take one alive!" Then he sprinted for
the Iiving roomand the sliding glass door that opened onto the
pl atform

"Can't you get it goin'?" Pelvis was sitting in the white vinyl
seat beside Flint, who felt he could have used two nore arnms to operate
the conplicated instrument panel.

"Just hang on and be quiet!" The key was turned in the ignition
switch, red lights were blinking on sonme of the gauges, and the engine
growmed as if it were about to catch, but then it would rattle and die.

They had untied the boat's lines, and were drifting fromthe pier



Pelvis held the revolver they'd taken fromMtch. He'd seen one
bullet remaining in the cylinder. His knuckles were scraped and
bl eedi ng; he'd been comi ng out of his stupor for several mnutes before
he'd attacked Mtch, the imredi acy of their situation having cleared
his head of despair for Mama, at least for right now As Flint
struggl ed to deci pher the correct sequence of switches and throttles,
Pel vis | ooked back over his shoul der and his stomach lurched with
terror.

Gault was rom ng.

The nuscl e man had just energed fromthe house. He stopped, sone
of the tan draining fromhis face at the sight of his tw downed
associ ates and the bounty hunters trying to escape in a speedboat.
"The Flying Nun" was still playing on the television screen. Gault
staggered, as if he were beginning to realize his swanp enpire was
crunmbling; then he came running along the pier, a rictus of rage
distorting his face and his finger on the Ingrain's trigger

"Trouble!" Pelvis shouted, and he fired the revolver's | ast

bullet, but it was a wild shot and Gault didn't slow down.

Then Gault squeezed off a short burst as he ran, the slugs
mar chi ng across the pier and chewi ng hol es across the speedboat’'s stem

"Down!" Flint yelled, frantically trying to start the engine. "CGCet
down! "

Crack, crack-1 another weapon spoke, and suddenly Gault was
gripping his right leg and he stunbled and fell to the pl anks.

A man neither Flint nor Pelvis had ever seen before had cone out
fromunder the pier at the speedboat's bow, and he was standing in the
chest-deep water, holding a rifle with a telescopic sight. He fired a
third time, but Gault had already craw ed over to the far side of the
pi er and the bullet penetrated wood but not flesh. Then the nman
shouted to Flint, "I'mdrivin'!" and he threwthe rifle in and pulled
hi nsel f over the boat's side, his eyes squeezed shut with pain and
effort.

Flint didn't know who the hell he was, but if he could operate
this damm boat, he was wel cone. He scranbled into the back and picked
up the rifle as the man got behind the wheel. "Cover us, you better!"
the man yelled; he pulled a chrome lever, hit a toggle switch, and
twi sted the key. The boat barked oily blue snmoke fromits exhausts,
its engi ne danaged by the Ingrain's bullets. Flint saw Gault getting up
on one knee, lifting his weapon to shoot. There was no tine to aim
t hrough the scope; he started firing and kept firing, and Gault
flattened hinsel f again.

The engi ne booned, making the boat shake. The rifle in Flint's
hands was enpty. Gault raised his head. The man behi nd the whee
grabbed a throttle and wenched it upward, and suddenly the boat's
engi ne how ed and the craft |eapt forward with such power Flint was
throvm across the stem and al nost out ottlie boat before he could grab
hold of a seat back. The man twi sted the wheel, a mare's tail of foany
brown water kicking up in their wake. A burst of Ingrain bullets pocked
t he churning surface behind them

The boat tore away toward the bayou, passing the vacant
wat cht ower, as both Flint and Pelvis held on for dear life.

Around a bend ahead, bl ocking the channel, stood a puuy

submerged pair of gates made of nmetal guardrails and topped with
vicious coils of concertina wire.
Train chopped the throttle back. "Somebody get on the

bow "



Pel vis went, stepping over the wi ndshield as the boat sl owed.
"You see a way to get that gate open?" Train asked.

"Bolt on this side, oughta be!"

"I see it!"™ The boat's engine was muttering and coughing as Train
worked the throttle and gear lever, cutting and giving power until the
bow bunmped the gate. The bolt, protected by a coating of black grease,
was al nbst down at the waterline. Pelvis lay at the prow and | eaned
way over; he had to struggle with the bolt for a nonent, but then it
slid

fromits |atch.

Train gave the engi ne power, and as Pelvis crawl ed back over the
wi ndshi el d, the bow shoved the gates apart through bottomnud. He
snel | ed | eaki ng gasoline. The oil gauges showed critical overheating,
red caution lights flashing on the instrument panel. "Hang you on!"
Train shouted, and he kicked the throttle up to its limt.

Dan heard a pistol shot. Water splashed three feet fromhis right
shoul der.

"Put the rifle down! Drop it or you get dropped!"

Dan hesitated. The next shot al nost kissed his ear

He let the rifle fall into the water.

"Hands up and behind your head! Do it! Turn around!"

Dan obeyed. Standing on the wal kway that | ed between the house's
rear entrance and the incinerator were Doc and the girl, both of them
aimng their guns at him

"I saw you on television!" Doc said. Hi s face glistened with
sweat, his hair danmp with it. H's sunglasses had a cracked | ens.

"Man, how cone you want to fuck us up like this? Huh? After | turned
you | oose?" He was whining. "lIs that how you reward a fuckin' good
deed?"

"CGet up herel™ the girl snapped, notioning with her automatic.
"Come on, you sonofabitch!"

Dan eased back through the vines, the pain of his injured
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ankl e making himinch. Fromthe other side of the house there
were nore shots and the grow of a speedboat's engine.

"Where're Murtaugh and Ei sl ey?"

"Cet your ass up here, | said!"™ The girl glanced at Doc.

"You turned himl oose?"

"Those two bounty hunters had himin handcuffs, back at St

Nasty. Takin' himto Shreveport. | let himgo."

"You mean ... it's 'Cause of you all this happened?"

"Hey, don't gime ne any shit now, you hear? Come on, Lanbert!
dinm up!"

Dan tried. He was exhausted, and he couldn't nake it.

"I"'mnot gonna tell you again," the girl warned. "You get up here
or you're dead neat."

"“I'mdead neat anyway," Dan answered.

"This is true," Doc said, "but you can sure lose a | ot of body
Parts before you pass on fromthis vale of tears. [|'d try to nake it
easy on nyself if | were you."

Playing for time, Dan grasped the planks and tried once nore. Wth

an effort of will over nuscle, he got his upper body out of the water
and | ay there, gasping, on the wal kway.
"Shiti" the girl said angrily. "You're the damedest fool in this

worl d!' How come you didn't kill himand forget about it? Your mnds



getting' senile, ain't it?'$ "You' d better shut your nouth." Doc's
voi ce was very quiet.

"Wait till this sinks in on Gault. You wait till he figures Qut
it's your fault all this happened. Then we'll see whose ass gets
ki cked. "

Doc sighed and | ooked up through the trees at the sun. '41

knew this mnute would come," he said. "Ever since you honed in,
| did. Kindailad it's here, really.” He turned his pistol toward
Shondral s head and with a twitch of his trigger finger put a bullet
t hrough the side of her skull. She gave a soft gasp, her golden hair
streaked with red, and as her knees buckled she fell off the wal kway
into the swanp.

"I just took out the garbage," he told Dan. "Stand up."

Dan got his knees under him Then he was able to stand,
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pai n.

"Move," Doc said, notioning with the gun toward the house.
"Gault!" he hollered. "I got one of'emalive!"

They went through the destroyed kitchen, the shot-up dining room
and the bullet-pocked game room Dan |inped at gunpoint through a
hal | way and then entered a living roomwhere there were a few pi eces of
wi cker furniture, a zebra skin on the floor, and a ceiling fan turning.
A sliding glass door opened onto the awni ng-covered platform where the
screen of a large tel evision on wheels was showi ng a Pizza Hut
commerci al .

"Ch, Lord!" Doc said

Gault was on the platform He was |ying propped up by an el bow on
his side, a trail ofblood between him and the place on the pier from
where he'd crawled. The right leg of his jeans was soaked with gore,
his hand pressed to a wound just above the knee. Next to himlay his
Ingrain gun. Sweat had pool ed on the planks around his body, his face
strained, his ebony eyes sunken with pain and shock

"Don't touch nme," he said when Doc started to reach down for him
"Where's Shondra?"

"He had a pistol hidl Pulled it out and shot her clean through

the head! | knew you wanted himalive, that's why | didn't kill him
Gault, lemme help you up!"

"Stay away fromnme!" Gault shouted. "I don't need you or
anybody!"

"Ckay," Doc said. "Okay, that's all right. [I'mhere.™

Gault gritted his teeth and pulled hinself closer to Dan

The snakeskin boot on his right foot was sneared with crinmson.
"Yes," he said, his eyes ainmed up at Dan with scorching hatred.
"You're the man."

"How was | supposed t ' o know he was gonna come here?"

Doc squawked. "He's supposed to be a killer, killed two fuckin'
men! | thought he'd be grateful!”™ He ran a trenbling hand across his
nouth. "W can start over, Gauh. You know we can. |It'll be like the
ol d days, just us two against the world. W can build it all again.
You know we can."

Gault was silent, staring at Dan.

Dan had seen the bodies |ying on the pier. The one farther

away was still tw tching, the nearer one | ooked to be stone-cold.
He saw that one of the speedboats was gone.

"What happened to Murtaugh and Ei sl ey?"

"You cane here"-Gault was speaking slowy, as iftrying to
under st and sonet hing that was beyond his conprehension-"to get two nen
who were. taking you to prison?"

"He nust be crazy!" Doc said. "They nust've been takin, himto a
| oony prison!"

"You destroyed ... no, no." Gault stopped. His tongue flicked
out and wet his lips. "You damaged ny business for that reason, and

t hat reason al one?"
"l guess that's it," Dan said.

"Chhhhh, are you going to suffer. Gault grinned, his eyes dead.
"Chhhhh, there will be trials and tribulations for you

Who brought you here?"

Dan sai d not hi ng.

"Doc," Gault said, and Doc doubled his fist and hit Dan in the



stomach, knocking himto his kneer,

Dan gasped and coughed, his consciousness fading in and out. The
next thing he knew, a bl oody hand had gripped his jaw and he was
f@o-face with Gault. "Who brought you herer' Dan said not hing.

"Doc," Gault said, and Doc slanmmed his booted foot down across
Dan's back. "I want you to hold himdown,-Gault ordered. Doc sat on
Dan's shoul ders, pinning him

Gault pressed his thunbs into Dan's eye sockets, the nuscles of

his forearns bunching and twi sting under the flesh. "I will ask you
once more. Then I'Il tear your eyes fromyour head, and |'H nmake you
swal  ow them Who brought you here?" . |, Dan was too exhausted and

in too nmuch pain to even manufacture a lie. naybe it was Train who'd
gotten away in the speedboat, he hoped. Maybe Train had had tinme by
now to Put the fire to the Swift's furnace and get Arden far

fromthis hell. He said nothing. away

"You poor, blind fool," Gault said alnost gently. And then his
t hunbs began to push brutally into Dan's eye

sockets, and Dan screaned and thrashed as Doc hel d hi m down.

Suddenly the pressure relaxed. Dan still had his eyes.

"Listen!"™ CGault said. "What's that?"

There cane the sound of rolling thunder

Dan got his eyes open, tears running fromthem and tried to blink
away sone of the haze. Doc stood up. The noise was getting steadily

| ouder. "Engine," Doc said, his pistol at his side. "Comin' up the
bayou, fast!"
I "Get me another clip!" There was desperation in Gault's voi ce.

"Doc, help me stand up!"

But Doc was backing away toward the television set, his face
bl anched as he watched the bayou's entrance. Behind him the Flying
Nun was airborne.

Gauh struggled to stand, but his wounded | eg-the thighbone
br oken-woul d not allowit.

Wth a full-throated snarl, all pistons punping, Train's
arnor - pl at ed Baby cane tearing past the watchtower, veered, and headed
directly at the platform

Doc starting firing. Gault nmade a angling, cursing noise. Dan
grinned, and heaved hinself up to his kneees.

The Swi ft boat did not slow a single knot, even as bullets pinged
off the bows arnmor. It hurtled toward the platform a nuddy wake
shooting up behind its stem

Dan saw what was goi ng to happen, and he flung hinmself as hard and
far as he could to one side, out of the Swift's path.

In the next instant Baby ranmmed the platformand the piling cracked
with the noise of a hundred pistols going off.

The pilings trenbl ed and broke | oose, the entire house shuddering
fromthe blow But Train kept his fist to the throttle and Baby kept
surging forward, ripping through the platform shattering that sliding
gl ass doors, through the living room through the prefab walls of
Gault's dream house, and bursting out through the other side. Train
jamred the engine into reverse and backed the Swift out between the two
hal ves of the house, and as he cleared the broken walls the insides
began to fall out: ahenorrhage of aninmal-skin-covered furniture, brass
| anps, faux marble

t abl es, pinball machines, exercise equipnment, chairs, and even the
ki t chen si nk.



Dan clung to one half of the platformas it groaned and shivered,
the walls of the house starting to collapse into the water. On the
other half Doc saw the television set ro@away fromWJits plug stil
connected and. the =mm so showi ng the images to whi ch he was addi ct ed.

He dropped his Pistol, his s@es gone and his face stricken with
crazed terror. He flung both arms around the television in a desperate
enbrace, but then the pl @beneath his feet slanted as the foundation
pilings gave way. The set rolled DOC right into the water, and there was
a qui ck snap, crackle and pop and his body stiffened, snoke tinging his
head |ike a dark hal o before he went under

"Dan! Dan! Grab ny hand!"

It was Arden's voice. She was @ing at the bows railing, reaching
for himas the boat began to back away fromthe splintered weckage.
Dan cl enched his @ drawing up his Imreserves of strength. He junped
off the Platform missing Arden's hand but grabbing hold of the
railing, his legs dangling in the water.

"Pull himupt Purl himup!" Train shouted behind the pil othouse's
bul I et- gl ass.

Sone@ sei zed Dan's | egs and wenched at him

The fingers of one hand were puned fromthe @He was hangi ng on
with five digits, his shoul der about to come out of its socket. He
| ooked back, and there was CGault beneath him Patches of the man's skin
and face scorched in a gray, scaly pattern by the electrical shock
frozen nerves drawing his iPs into a @s-head rictus, one eye rolled
back and show ng chal ky yel | ow.

Gault made a hissing, noise, the nmuscles twitching in his arnmns.

Anot her arm slid down past Dan's face.

In its hand was a derringer

The little gun went off A hole opened in Gault's throat. Bright
red bl ood fountaned up froma severed artery.

O her arms caught Dan and held him Gault's head rose,

his mouth open. Hi s hands | oosened and slid down Dan's |legs. The
muddy, churning water flooded into his mouth and filled up his eyes,
then his head di sappeared beneath its weight.

Dan was pulled up over the railing. He saw the faces of Mirtaugh
and Eisley, and then Arden was beside himand there were tears in her
beautiful eyes, her birthmark the color of sumrer twilight. Her arns
went around him and he could feel her heartbeat poundi ng agai nst his
chest.

He put his arns around her, too, and hung on

Then the darkness swelled up around him He felt hinself falling,
but it was all right because he knew sonmeone was there to catch him

A@@s |sl and

Dan opened his eyes. He was |lying on the deck in the shadow of
the pil ot house, the engine vibrating snoothly and powerfully beneath
him the blue sky above, the sound of the hull pushing deep water
asi de.

A wet rag was pressed to his forehead. Arden | ooked down at him

"Where are we?" he whispered, hearing his own voice as if froma
great distance.

"Train says we're in Tinbalier Bay. W're gain'to a place called
Avrietta's Island. Here." She'd poured sone of the filtered water
into the cup of her hand, and she supported his head while he drank

Soneone el se-a man without a shirt-knelt beside him

Hey, al' dinosaur you. How you doin'?"

"All right. You?"

Train's face had pal ed, purplish hollows under his eye& "Been



better. Hurtin' alittle bit. See, | knew being' ugly as ten miles of
bad road's gonna pay off for ne someday. That al' bullet, he say I
getting' in afnd out mghty quick, this fella so ugly. "You need to

get to a hospital ."

"That's where we bound.” Train leaned a little closer to him
"Li sten, you gonna have to start associatin' with some nore regul ar
fellas, you know what | be sayin'? | take one look at that little bitty

hand and arm novin' 'round on that

fellas chest, ny nouth did the open wide. Then | | ook at that
little bitty head hangin' down, and | like to bust ny teeth when | step
on ny jaw. And that other fella-the quiet one-he ook in the face like
somebody | seen, but no way can | figure where."

“I't"ll probably cone to you," Dan said. He felt his
consci ousness-a fragile thing-fading away agai n.

"How d you get 'emout? The speedboat?"

"Qui. Skedaddled outta there, fired up Baby and huuuuuwheeee!
she done some | owlevel flyin ."

"You didn't have to conme back."

"For sure | did. You rest now, we gonna get where we goin' in
twenty, thirty mnute.” He patted Dan's shoul der and then went away.
Arden stayed beside Dan and took one of his hands in hers. His eyes
cl osed again, his senses lulled by the throbbing of the engine, the
| angai d heat, the aronm ana caress of the saltwater breeze sweeping
across the deck.

They passed t hrough clouds of glistening mst. Sea guns wheel ed
| azily above the boat and then flew onward.

"There she is!" Train called, and Arden | ooked along the |ine of
t he bow.
They had gone by several other small islands, sandy and flat and

stubbled with prickly brush. This one was different.

It was green and rolling, shaded by tall stands of water oaks.

There were structures of sone kind on it.

As the boat got nearer, Flint stood at the starboard siderai
wat ching the island grow. He was wearing Train's T-shirt because he
felt nore confortable with Cint undercover and because the sun had
blistered his back and shoulders. Train had come up with a first-aid
kit froma storage conpartnent and Flint's armwound was bound up with
gauze bandages. He had taken off his remaining shoe and his nuddi ed
socks and tossed those itens overboard like a sacrifice to the swanp.
Next to himstood Pelvis, his bald pate and face pink with sunburn.
Pel vis hadn't spoken nmore than a few words since they' d gotten aboard;
it was clear to Flint that there was a whole lotta thinkin' gain on in
Pel vi s' s head.

Tiuin turned the wheel and gwded them around to the
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island's eastern side. They passed spaci ous green neadows.

A herd of goats was running free, doing duty as living | awn
nowers. There was an orchard with fruit trees, and a few snall
whi t ewashed cl apboard buil dings that |ooked like utility sheds. And
then they came around into a natural harbor with a pier, and there it
was.

Flint heard hinself gasp

It stood on the green and rolling lawn, there on a rise that nust
have been the island's commanding point. It was a large, clean white
mansion with nultiple chimeys, a fieldstone path neandering between
wat er oaks, and weeping willow trees fromthe harbor to the house.
Flint's heart was racing. He gripped the rail, and tears burned his



eyes.

It was. It was. Ch Cod, oh Jesus it was ..

not .

He realized it in another nmonment, as they approached the pier
There was no stained-glass windowin front. The house of his birth had
four chimeys; this one had only three. And it wasn't nade of white
stone, either. It was clapboard, and the paint was peeling. It was an
ol d antebel |l um mansi on, a huge two-storied thing with col unmms and w de
porches. The rolling emeral d-green |l awn was the sane as in his dreans,

yes. A few goats were munchi ng the bl ades down. But the house ... no.
He still had a star to follow
"M. Mirtaugh?" Pelvis said in a voice that was nore Cecil's
than Elvis's. "How come you're cryin' ?"
"I"'mnot cryin'. M eyes are sunburned, that's all. Aren't
your s?"
"No. "
"Well," Flint said, and he rubbed the tears away. "Mne are$

| Train had cut their speed back. The engine was runbling quietly as
they drew closer. So far they'd seen no one. Arden had left Dan to
stand at the bow, the breeze bl owi ng through her hair, her eyes ashine
with hope. In her right hand was gripped the pink drawstring bag with
her little plastic horses init.
"I been wonderin'," Pelvis said. "'Bout what you offered.”

"And what was that? Flint knew, but he'd been shrinking fromthe
nenory.

"You know. 'Bout you being' ny manager and all. | sure could use
sonmebody to help ne. | mean, | don't know how successful | could be,
but-1, "Chopin you're not," Flint said.

"He's dead, ain't he? Both himand Elvis. Dead as doornails."
He sighed heavily. "And Mana's dead, too. It's gonna take nme awhile

to get over that one. Maybe | never will, but ... | figure nmaybe it's
time for Pelvis to be put to rest, too."
Flint | ooked into the other man's face. It was amazi ng how nmuch

nmore intelligent he | ooked wi thout that ridiculous wig. Dress himup
inanice suit, teach himhow to talk without mangling English, teach
hi m some refinenments and anners, and naybe a human being of worth woul d
cone out of there. But then, it would be an al nost inpossible task

and he already had a job as a bounty hunter. "I don't know, Cecil"
Flint said. "I really don't."

"Well, | was just askin'." Cecil watched the pier approach

"You gonna take Lanbert back to Shreveport?"

"He's still a killer. Still worth fifteen thousand dollars."

"Yes sir, that m ght be true. 'Course, if you decided here pretty
soon you wanted to like ... give it a try at being" ny manager, helpin’

me get on a diet and get sonme work and such, then you wouldn't be a
bounty hunter anynore, would you?"

"No," Flint said softly. "I guess | wouldn't." A thought cane to
him sonmething the man at the cafe in St. Nasty had said, speaking
about Cecil: Hell, 1'Il be his manager, then

Get out of this damm swanmp and get rich, | won't never | ook back

Maybe he coul d wal k away, he thought. Just wal k away.

From Smoates, fromthe ugliness, fromthe degradation. He stil
had his ganbling debts and his taste for ganbling that had gotten him
so deep in trouble over the years. He couldn't exactly wal k away from
t hose things-those faults

Avrletta's island



th -but if he had a purpose and a plan, he could work em out
eventual ly, couldn't he?

Maybe. It would be the biggest ganble of his life.

He found hinmself stroking his brother's armthrough the T-shirt.
dint was as fami shed as he was. As tired, too. He was going to sleep
for a week.

Get out of this damm swanmp andget rich, | won't never | ook back.

He had never been able to get out before, he realized, because
he'd never had anything to go to. what if ... ? he wondered

What if.7

Maybe those two words were the first steps out of any swanp.

"Comin' close!" Train called. "Junp over and tie us up, fellas!"

As Flint and Cecil secured the lines to cleats, Train stepped onto
the pier and wal ked to an old bronze bell supported on a post ten feet
high. He grasped the bell's rope and began to ring it, the notes
rolling up over the green | awn and through the trees toward the white
house on the hill.

In just a few seconds three figures cane out of the house and
began to hurry down the path.

They were nuns, wearing white habits.

"Sister Caroline, | sure'null got sone hurt people herel™

Train said to the one in the lead as they reached the pier

"Cot a fella with a hurt leg, one with an arm needs | ookin' at
And | do nean lookin' at. Believe |l could use a Band-Aid or two
nysel f, ay?"

"Ch, Train!"™ She was a sturdy worman with |ight brown eyes.
"What's happened to you?"

"CGonna tell you all 'bout it later. Can you put us upo"W al ways
have room gaster Brenda, will you help Train to the house?"

"No, no, ny legs ain't broke!"™ Train said. "Tend to that man
lyin' there!"

Two of the nuns hel ped Arden get Dan up on his feet.

Sister Caroline rang the bell a few nore tinmes, and two nore nuns
energed to answer the call.

"What is this place?" Arden asked Sister Caroline as Dan was
taken off the boat.

The ot her woman paused, staring at the birthmark. Arden noved so
their eyes net. "This island is the convent of the Order of the
Shining Light," Sister Caroline answered.

"And that"-and she nodded at the white mansion-"is the Avrietta
Col bert Hospital. My | ask your nane?"

"I't's Arden Halliday."

" Fron®?"

"Fort Worth, Texas." Arden turned to Train. "I thought you told
me the Bright Grl lived here!"

"The Bright ... oh, |I see." Sister Caroline nodded, glancing from
Arden to Train and back again. "Well, | prefer to think we are al
bright ... uh ... wonen." She gave Train a hard stare. "Does she
know?"

" Non.

"Know what ?" Arden asked. "What's goin' on?"

"W shall see
direct the others.

Dan was being wal ked up the path supported between two nuns, one a
young girl maybe twenty-three, the other a woman in her fifties. The
shadows of the oak and willow trees were deliciously cool, and a
gquartet of goats stood watching the group of pilgrins pass.

"Just a minute," sonmeone said, beside Dan

The nuns stopped. Dan turned his head and found hinsel f

Sister Caroline said flatly, and she turned away to



face-to-face with Flint Mirtaugh

Flint cleared his throat. He had his arnms crossed over his
chest, in case dint made a spectacle of hinself. These fine |adies
woul d get a shock soon enough. "I want to thank you," Flint said.
"You saved our lives."

"You did the sane for ne.

"I did what | had to."

"So did I," Dan said.

They stared at each other, and Flint narrowed his eyes and | ooked
away, then returned his cool blue gaze to Dan

"You know what | ought to do."

"Yeah." Dan nodded. Everything was still blurry around

t he
edges; all of this-the norning's events, Gault's strong
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hol d, the gun battle, the Swift severing of the house in two, this
green and beautiful island-seemed |ike bits and pieces of a strange
dream "Tell me what you're gonna do."

"I think-" Flint paused. He had careful considerations to make.

He held a man's future in the balance: his own. '41
think ... 1'mgonna get out of this damm swam " he saicl p "Pardon
me, Sisters." He |ooked up the path at the man wal ki ng al one. "Cecil

can | talk to you, please?" He left Dan's side, and Dan saw Muirtaugh
put his hand on Eisley's shoul der as they began to wal k together.

The cl oser they got to the house, the nore in need of repair Dan
saw it was. He counted a hal f-dozen pl aces where rainwater nust be
| eaki ng t hrough | oose boards. A section of porch railing on the first
floor was rotten and saggi ng, and several of the colums were cracked.
The pl ace needed repainting, too, otherwi se the salt breeze and the
danp heat would conbine to break down the wood in a very short tine.
He bet the old house had termtes, too, chewi ng at the foundation

They needed a carpenter around here, is what they needed.

Dan tried to put weight on his injured ankle, but the pain nade
himsick to his stomach. He was getting dizzy again, and his head was
poundi ng. The blurred edges of tuw got still more blurry. He was
about to give out, and though he fought it, he knew the sickness
eventual ly had to win.

"Sisters?" he said. "I'msorry ... but I'mreal near passin'
out."

"Train!" the ol der one shouted. "Help us!"

As Dan's knees buckl ed and the darkness rushed up at himonce
nore, he heard Train say, "Got him ladies." Dan felt hinself being
lifted over Train's shoulder in a fireman's carry before he passe@ @ut
conpletely, and Trai n-weak hinself but unwilling to let Dan hit the
ground-took himthe last thirty yards to the house.

Late afternoon had cone.
Arden was freshly showered and had slept for five solid hours in a
four-poster bed in the room Sister Caroline had

brought her to, on the antebell um mansion's first floor

Bef ore her shower another nun about Arden's age had brought her a
l unch of celery soup, a ham sal ad sandwi ch, and iced tea. Wen Arden
had asked the young woman if the Bright Grl |ived here, the nun had
given her a tentative smle and left w thout a word.

On the way to this roomthey' d passed through a | ong ward of beds.

Most of the beds were in use. Under ceiling fans and crisp white

sheets lay sonme of the patients of the Avrietta Col bert Hospital: a
m xture of men, wonen, and children, white, black, and Latino. Arden



had heard the rattling coughs of tuberculosis, the gasping of cancerous
| ungs, the slow, |abored breathing of people who were dying.

The nuns noved around, giving what confort they coul d.

Sone patients were getting better, sitting up and tal king-, for
ot hers, though, it seemed the days were nunbered. Arden heard a few
Caj un accents, though certainly not all the patients were of that
lineage. She was left with the inpression that this mght be a charity
hospital for the poor, probably fromthe Gulf Delta area, and that the
patients were there because no mainl and hospital woul d accept them
or-in the case of the elderly ones who | ay dying-waste tinme on them

The sane young nun brought Arden a change of clothes: a green
hospital gown and cotton slippers. Not long after she'd awakened
there'd been a knock at the door, and when she'd opened it there stood
atall, slimmn who was maybe in his mid-sixties, wearing a pair of
seersucker trousers, a runpled white short-sleeve shirt, and a dark
blue tie. He'd introduced hinself in a gentle Cajun accent as Dr.
Felicien, and he'd sat down in an arncthair and asked her how she was
feeling, was she confortable, did she have any aches or pains, things
like that. Arden had said she was still tired but otherw se fine;
she'd said she had cone here to find the Bright Grl, and did he know
who she neant ?

"I most think | do," Dr. Felicien had said. "But | gonna have to
beg off and leave that for later. You try to get yourself sone nore
sl eep now, heah?" He'd gone w thout answering any ftu-ther questions.

Avrietta's island

A fan turned above her bed. Her w ndow | ooked out toward the Culf,
and she coul d see waves rolling in.

Shadows | aY across the lawn. She had figured this room bel onged
to a doctor or sonmeone else on the staff. When she went in the snmall
but spotless bathroomto draw water fromthe faucet into a D xie cup
she | ooked at her face in the mrror, studying her birthmark as she had
a thousand times before.

She was very, very d.

VWhat if it had been a lie? Al along, a lie? Maybe Jupiter
hadn't been lying, but he'd just been plain wong. Maybe he'd seen a
young and pretty blond woman in Lapierre when he was a little boy, and
maybe | ater on he'd heard the myths about a Bright Grl-a faith healer
who could cheat tinme itself-and he'd m xed up one with the other? But
if there was a Bright GrL then who was she, really? Wy had Train
brought her here, and what was goi ng on?

She lifted her hand and ran her fingers along the edges of her
birthmarl What woul d she do, she asked herself, if this nuk-this
bad-luck stain that had ruined her life-had to remain on her face for
the rest of her days? Wsat if there was no nmagi c healing touch? No
agel ess Bright Grl who carried a lanp from God inside her?

Cl osing her eyes, Arden | eaned her face against the mrror. She'd
reft she was so close. So very close. It was a cruel trick, this was.

Not hi ng but a cruel, cruel trick

Soneone knocked at the door. Arden vmmt to open it, thinking that
it was probably Dr. Felicien with nore questions or the young nun

She opened the door and the face that | ooked at her both startled
and horrified her.

It belonged to a man.. He, had neatly conmbed sandy-brown hair on
the right side of his head, but on the left side there were just tufts
of it. Aterrible burn and the subsequent healing Process had drawn the
skin up into shiny parchnment on that left side, his nouth tw sted, the
left eye sunken in folds of scar tissue. The left ear was a nelted nub
and the man's throat was nmottled with burn scar. H s nose, though



scarred, had escaped the worst of the damage, and the right

side of his face was al nbst untouched. Arden stepped back, her
own face mrroring the shock she felt, but at once that feeling changed

to shane. |f anybody understood what it neant to | ook at soneone
shrink away fromyou in a display of ill manners and idiocy, it was
she.

But if the man was bothered by her reaction, he didn't showit.
He smiled. He was wearing dark blue pants, a blue-striped shirt, and a
bow tie. "M ss Halliday?"

Arden renmenbered she'd told Dr. Felicien she was unmarri ed

"She wants to see you," the burn-scarred man said.

"She? \Who?"

"Ch, I'msorry. | forget that everybody 'round here doesn't know
her name. Mz Kathleen McKay. | believe she's who you' ve cone to
find. "

"She's-" Arden's heart slanmed. "She's the Bright Grl?"

"Some would call her that, Imagine. |If you'd like to come with
ne?"

"Yes! | would! Just a minute!" She crossed the roomand got the

little pink bag fromatop a dresser

On the way out they went through another ward toward the rear of
the hospital, and in passing the nman spoke to the patients, calling
t heir names, giving sone encouragencul, throwing a joking remark here
and there. Arden couldn't help but see how the patients-even the very,
very sick ones-perked up at this man's presence. She saw their faces,
and she saw that not one of themflinched or showed any degree of

di staste. It dawned on her that they didn't see his scars.
Arden foll owed himaway fromthe house and al ong anot her
fieldstone path that led toward a grove of pecan trees. "l hear you

had a tine findin' us," the man said as they wal ked.
"Yes, | did." She figured Dr. Felicien or sonmebody had gotten
the whole story fromeither Dan or Train.
"That's a good sign, | think."
"It is?"
"Surely,’

he said, and he smiled again. "It's not far, right
Avrletta's Island

through here.”" He |led her under a canopy of interlocking tree
branches, and just on the other side was a small but inmracul ately kept
white cl apboard house with a screenedin front porch. Of to one side
was a flower garden, and a Plot OF vegetables as well. Arden felt
faint as the man wal ked up the front steps and opened the door to the
screened porch.

He must have noticed her condition, because he said, "Are you al
ri ght?"

"I'mfine. Just alittle |light-headed."

"Breathe deep a few tinmes, that oughta help."

She did, standing at the threshold. And suddenly she realized who
this fire-scarred man nust be. "Wat's ..

what's your nane?" she asked

"Pearly Reese."

She had known it, but still it alnbst knocked her knees out from
under her. She renenbered the prostitute at the cafe in St. Nasty
saying that the Bright Grl was an old wovnan who cane to Port Fourchon
to see my mama's cousin. H's name was Pearly, he was seven years old
when he got burned up in afire. Near thirty years ago, she'd said.
The Bright Grl took himw th her in a boat.

"Do you know meT' Pearly asked.



"Yes | do," she said. "Your second cousin hel ped ne get here.

"Ch." He nodded, even if he didn't quite understand. [|-1 @that
must be a good sign, too. You ready to neet her.?"

"I am" Arden said.

He took her inside.

The Bfl!ght Grl

(:)nce inside the door, Pearly called, "Mz MKay7 | brought her!"

"Come on back, then! | know | |look a fright, but come on back
anyway! "

It had been the raspy voice of an old woman, yes. Dan had been
right, Arden realized as the first hard punch of reality hit her
There was no such thing as a woman who coul d stay young forever. But
even if Jupiter had been m staken about that part of it, the Bright
Grl could still have the healing touch in her hands. She was
terrified as she followed Pearly through a sitting room a short
hal | way, and then into a bedroom

And there was the Bright Grl, propped up on peachcol ored pillows
in bed. Sunlight spined through | acecurtai ned wi ndows across the
gol den pi ne-pl ank fl oor, anct above the bed a ceiling fan politely
nmur mur ed.

"Ch, " Arden whispered, and as tears cane to her eyes her hand
flew up to cover her nouth so she wouldn't say sonething stupid.

The Bright Grl was, indeed, an elderly woman. Maybe she was
ei ghty-five, possibly older. |If her hair had ever been blond, it was
all snow now. Her face was heavily lined and age-spotted, but even so,
Arden could tell that in her |long-ago youth this woman had been | ovely.

She was wearing a white gown, and now she reached to a bedside

tale for a pair of wire-ri med eyegl asses. The novenent was
slow, and her nouth tightened with pain. The fingers of her hand were
all twisted and mal formed, and she had difficulty picking the gl asses
up. At once Pearly was at her side, but he didn't put the glasses on
her face for her. He steadied her hand so her gnarled fingers could do
t he worKk.

Then she got the gl asses on, and Arden saw that behind the | enses
there was still fire in the Bright Grl's pal e anber eyes.

Li ke | anps, Arden thought. Like shining |anps.

"Sit." The Bright Grl lifted her other hand, the fingers just as
twi sted, and notioned toward a flower-print arnchair that had been
turned to face the bed. The elderly woman's voice trenbled; either from
pal sy or being nervous, Arden didn't know Arden sat down, her hands
clutching the pink bag in her |ap, her heart gall oping.

"l znmonade, " the Bright Grl said. Her breathing, too, |ooked
pai nful .  "Want a gl ass?"

"I ... think I would."

"I can put a shot of vodka in it for you." The Bright Grl,
surprisingly, had a m dwestern accent.

"Uh ... no. Just |enonade."

"Pearly, would you? And | will take a shot of vodka in nine."

The two women were silent. The Bright Grl stared at Arden, but
Arden wasn't sure where to park her eyes. She was so glad to have
found this person, so glad to finally be there, but she was feeling a
crush of disappointnment, too.

The Bright Grl wasn't who Jupiter had said she was. The as ai
Bright Grl could not cheat tine, and she wasn't a f th healer. |If she
had a healing touch, then why hadn't she been able to snmooth the scars
on Pearly's face? Tears burned Arden's eyes again; they weir the bitter



tears of knowi ng she had been w ong.
The Bright Grl-at least the tine-cheating, never-aging, faith-healing
part of her-was a nyth. The truth was that the Bright Grl was a

rather small, frail, white-haired eighty-five-year-old woman who had
gnarl ed fingers and | abored breat hing.



"Don't cry," the Bright Grl said.
“I"'mall right. Really." Arden w ped her eyes with the back of

her hand. "I'm" She stopped. The floodgates were about to burst. It
had all been wong. It had been a cruel, cruel trick

"Go ahead if you want to cry. | cried ny eyes out, too, that
first day."

The tears had begun trickling down Arden's cheeks. She sniffled.
"What do you nean ... you cried, too?"

"When | cane here and found out." She paused, her breathing
stntined. "Found out the Bright Grl couldn't just put her hands on ne
and take it all away."

Arden shook, her head. "I'mmnot ... | don't understand.

Take what away?"
The old woman sniled slightly. "The pain. The Bright Grl
couldn't heal nme of the pain. That | had to do for nyself."

"But ... you're the Bright Grl, aren't you?"

"I"'ma Bright Grl."

"Are you ... are you a nun?"

"Me, a nun? Unh-unh! | raised too nuch hell when | was a young
girl to be a nun noww The thing is, | enjoyed raising hell. Seeing ny

father"-again, she had to pause to regul ate her breathing-"squirm when
t he police brought me hone.

We didn't get along so very well."

Pearly came in, bringing a plain plastic tray with two jelly-jar
gl asses of | emonade. "Take this one," he said, giving Arden a gl ass,
"unl ess you want your head | nocked off. Mz MKay @ the occasiona
i bation."

“I wish you would quit that! Over thirty dam years," she said,
speaking to Arden, "and he still calls ne Mz MKay!
= idmm.

Like I"'msone weak little old flower that j m

the"-a breath, a breath-"slunps in the noonday sun! My nane is
Kat hl een! "

"You know | was raised to respect ny elders. Don't drink that
down too fast, now "

"Il gulpit in a second if | want to!" she snapped, but she
didn't. "Let us be alone now, Pearly. W have to talk."

"Yes ma'am "

| . There he goes with that southern-fried crap again! Go out and
pee on the flowers or somnething!"

Pearly left the room The Bright Grl gripped her glass with both
hands, drew it to her winkled nmouth, and sipped.

"Ahhhh," she said. "That's better." She glanced up at the
ceiling fan that turned above them "I never could get used to this
heat down here. For a time | thought | couldn't stand it, that | was
going to have to get back"-a breath, then another-"to Indiana. That's
where I'mfrom Evansville, Indiana. You said you' re from Fort
Vort h?"

"Yes.
"Well, that's good, then. Hot in Texas, too." She sipped her
vodka- | aced | enbnade again. "That's sonme birthmark you've got there."

Arden nodded, not knowi ng how to respond.



"You cane here to be healed, didn't you?"
"Yes."

"And now you're sitting there thinking you re the biggest.

Bi ggest fool who ever put on panties. You cane down here to be
heal ed by a young, pretty girl who never ages. W people say lives
forever. You didn't come here to"breathing again, her lungs making a
soft hitching noise"listen to an old woman spit and snort, did you?"

"No," Arden had to admit. "I didn't."

"I came to be healed, too. M ‘'condition,' as ny father put
it"-she nodded toward a wal ker by the bed-"used to be able to get
around on a cane, but ... | can hardly stand up on the wal ker now
I've had severe arthritis since | was a young girl. About your age,
maybe younger. M father was fromold nmoney. The famly's in banking.

Very soci al dogs, they are. So when the |ovely daughter can't dance
on her crippled'-a pause-"crippled legs at the social events, and when
the white gloves won't slip over her twi sted fingers, then. Then the
specialists are called. But when the specialists can't do very much,
then | ovely daughter becones a pariah. Lovely daughter spends nore
and nore time alone, growing bitter. Drinking. Screw ng any boy who.

Boy who'll have her. Lovely daughter has several ugly public
scenes. Then one day |ovely daughter is told she will have a



conpani on, to watch her and keep her out of trouble. Being
enl i ght ened bastards, we have hired a sturdy, nonthreateni ng wonan of
col or who doesn't. Doesn't know what she ought to be being paid."
Kat hl een McKay drank fromthe gl ass once nore, her gnarled fingers
| ocked together. "That woman of color ... was born in Thi bodoux.
That's about fifty mles up H ghway One from Gand Isle. W used to
share a bottle of Canadian C ub, and she told nme wonderful stories."

Arden said, "I still don't under-" "Ch, yes, you do!" Kathleen
interrupted. "You understand it all! You just don't want to let. Let
go of the Hiusion.

|'"ve been sitting right where you are, talking to an old, used-up

and dying wonan. In this very bed. Her nanme was Juliet Garrick, and
she was from Mobil e, Al abama. She had one |leg three inches shorter than
the other. The one before her ... well, | don't remenber. Some w cked
deformty or another, |I'msure. Are you positive you don't want a shot
of vodka?"

"I"'msure," Arden said. Her heart had stopped poundi ng, but her
nerves were still raw. "How many ... how many Bright Grls have there
been?”

"Cenmetery's not far. You can go count for yourself. But | think
the first two were buried at sea.”

Arden still felt @crying. She felt like having a cry that would
break the heart of the world. Maybe she would, |ater
But not right now "Who was the first one?"

"The woman who founded the hospital. Avrietta Col bert.

Her journals and bel ongings and things are in a nuseum between the
chapel and where the sisters live. Interesting, gutsy |ady.
Strong-willed. Before the Cvil War she was on a ship with her
husband, sailing from South Anerica to New Ol eans. He was a rancher
Weal t hy people. Anyway, not far fromhere a stormblew up and smashed
their ship. Snmashed their ship in these barrier islands. She washed
up here. The | egend goes that she vowed to God she would build a
church and hospital for the poor on the first island that woul d have
her. This one did, and she did. There's a photograph of her

over there. She was a beautiful young bl ond woman. But her eyes
you can tell she had fire in her."
Arden sighed. She | owered her head and put a hand to her face.
"The sisters cane here sometime in the forties," Kathleen went on
"They manage the place, pay the staff, nmake sure all that work's
done." She finished her | enonade and very carefully put the glass down
on the bedside table. "All of us-the Bright Grls, | mean-cane from
different places, for different reasons. But we all have shared one
very, very inportant thing."
Arden lifted her head, her eyes puffy and reddened.
"What' s that?"

"W believed," Kathleen said. "In mracles."

"But it was a lie. It was always a lie."

"No." Kathleen shook her white-crowned head. "It was an
illusion, and there's a difference. What the Bright Grl could do-what
she was-becane what people wanted to believe. |If there is no hope,
what reason is there to live? A world without mracles ... well, that

would be a world I wouldn't care to live in."
"What miracles?" Arden asked, a little anger creeping in.
"I don't see any miracles around herel™
Kat hl een | eaned forward, wincing with the effort. Her cheeks and



forehead had becone blushed with anger, too; she was a scrapper. She
said three short, clipped words: "Open. Your. Eyes."
Arden blinked, surprised by the strength in the old wonman's voice.
"No, you can't get your birthmark heal ed here! Just like
couldn't get my arthritis healed, or Juliet Garrick couldn't get her
short leg |l engthened! that's junk! But what's not junk"-a breath, a
breath, a breath-"not junk is the fact that | can wal k through those
wards. Through those wards, hobbling on ny wal ker. | can wal k through
t hem and people who are dying sit up they sit up in their beds and they
smle to see me and for"-a gasp-"for a few m nutes they have an escape.
They smile and laugh as if they've touched the

sun. For a few precious, precious mnutes. And children with
cancer, and tubercul osis, and AIDS, they come out of their darkness to
reach for ny hand, and they hold on to ne.

Onto nme like | am sonebody, and they don't mind ny ugly fingers.
They don't see that Kathleen McKay of Evansville, Indiana, is old and

crippled!'” Her eyes were fierce behind the glasses. "No, they hold on
to the Bright Grl."

She paused, getting her breath again. "I don't lie to them" she
said after a noment or two. "I don't tell themthey can beat their

sicknesses, if Dr. Felicien or Dr. Wilcott don't say so first. But
have tried-1 have tried-to make them understand the mracle the way |

and Sister Caroline see it. That flesh is going to die, yes. |It's
going to leave this world, and that's the way life is. But | believe
inthe mracle that though flesh dies, the spirit does not. It goes

on, just like the Bright Grl goes on. Though the wonen who wear that
title wither and pass away, the Bright Grl does not. She lives on and
on, tending to her patients and her hospital. Walking the wards.
Hol di ng the hands. She lives on. So don't you dare sit there with
your eyes closed and not | ook at what God is offering to you!"

Arden's nmouth slowly opened. "To . . . ne?"

"Yes, you! The hospital would survive without a Bright Grl -
guess it would, | don't knowbut it would be. Be terribly changed.
Al the Bright Grls over the many years have held this place together

And it's not been easy, I'Il tell you! Storms have torn the hospital
hal f to pieces, there've been noney probl ems, equi pnent problens,
troubl es keeping the. The old buildings fromfalling apart. It's far
fromperfect. |If there wasn't a Bright Grl to solicit contributions,
or fight the oil conpanies who want to start drilling. Drilling right

of fshore here and ruin our island. Keep our patients awake all night
| ong, where would we be?"

She cl osed her eyes and | eaned her head back agai nst the pillow.
"I don't know. | do know ... | don't want to be the [ast one. No. |
won't be the one who breaks the chain." She sighed, and was sil ent
wi th her thoughts. Wen she spoke again, her voice was | ow and quiet.
"The Bright Grl can't be any damm pushover. She's got to be a
fighter, and she's got to

do the hard work as best she can. Most of all"-Kathleen' s eyes
opened-"she can't be afraid to take responsibility."

Arden sat very still, her hands gripping the drawstring bag.

"Maybe you're not the one. | don't know Damm, |I'mtired. Those
sisters over there, praying and praying at the chapel. 1 told them
said if she's coming, she'll be here. But maybe you're not the one."

Arden didn't know what to say. She stood up from her chair, but
she didn't know where to go, either

"I'f you stayed," Kathleen said, "if you did what had to be done.

| could prom se you no one here would even see that birthmark. It



woul d be gone. They'd see only the face behind it."

Arden stood in a spill of light, caught between what was and what
coul d be.

"Go on, then." Kathleen's voice was weary. "There's a radio at
the hospital. The ferry can get here from Gand Isle in half an hour
| know the nman who owns the marina. He can find a ride out for you,
take you up Hi ghway One to Col den Meadow. Catch the bus fromthere.
Do you have nobney?"

"No. "

"Pearly!" Kathleen called. "Pearly!"™ There was no response.
"If he's not outside, he's probably wal ked al ong the path to the barn
Go over there and tell himl said to give you fifty dollars and cal
the marina for you."

"The barn?" Arden's heart was poundi ng again. "Wat's

"in the barn?"

"Horses, of course! Those things have al ways scared the skin off
me, but Pearly loves them | told him when one of them kicks himin
t he head one day, he won't spend so nuch time over there."

"Horses," Arden whispered, and at |ast she sml ed.

"Yes, horses. Avrietta Col bert's husband was a rancher

They were bringi ng horses back from South America on their ship.
Sone of the horses swam here, those started the herd. W raise and
sell them to nake noney for the hospital." Kathleen frovmed. "What's
wr ong?"

Arden's eyes had filled with tears. She couldn't speak, her
throat had clutched up. Then she got it out: "Nothing's wong. |
think ... | think everything' s right."

She was crying now, and she was half blind. But she realized at
that nmoment that never before had she seen so nmuch, or so clearly.

He was sitting in a chair on the upper porch, the blue shadows of
twilight gathering on the emerald lawn. A crutch | eaned agai nst the
railing beside him He was watching the sun slide toward the @ulf, and
he was thi nki ng about what had happened an hour ago.

The ferryboat had cone from G and Isle. He' d been sitting right
there, watching. Two nen and Sister Caroline had left the hospital
wal ki ng down the path to the pier. One of the men was bald and fat,
but he wal ked with his shoul ders back as if he'd found something to be
proud of about hinself The other man, tall and slimand wearing a dark
suit and a new pair of black w ngtips sonmeone on the staff had brought
hi m yesterday fromthe mainland, had stopped short of getting aboard
the ferry and had | ooked back

Dan had stared at Flint Mirtaugh, across the distance.

Not hi ng had remained to be said. They'd still been cautious
around each other during the last three days, both of them know ng how
much he was worth as a wanted fugitive. Dan figured the idea of al
that nmoney still chewed at Murtaugh, but the fact that Dan had gone
after them when he could have cut and run was worth nuch, mnuch nore.

Then Murtaugh had turned away and stepped onto the ferryboat.
Sister Caroline had waved to themas the boat's lines were cast off.
Dan had watched the boat get smaller and snmaller as it carried Eisley
and Murtaugh onward to the rest of their lives. He wi shed themwell.

"Hey, al'dinosaur, you. Mnd if | plop?"

"Co ahead."

Train had wal ked out onto the porch. He drew a w cker



chair up beside Dan and eased hinself into it. He was stil
wearing a green hospital gown, rmuch to his displeasure. His bullet
wound-a grazed gash and a broken rib-was healing, but Dr. Walcott had
insisted he stay for a while. It had been two days since Dan had seen
Arden, whom he'd caught a glinpse of fromthe w ndow beside his bed,
wal ki ng around the grounds with Sister Caroline. Arden hadn't been at
lunch in the hospital's small cafeteria, either. So something was
definitely going on, and he didn't know if she'd found her Bright Grl
or not. One thing was for sure: she still wore her birthmark.

"How the leg feel ?"

"It's getting' along. Dr. Felicien says | al nost snapped ny
ankl e. "

"Hell, you coul da done worse, ay?"

"That's right." Dan had to |augh, though he would see Gault's
nmottled face in his nightmares for a long time to cone.

"Yeah. You done good, |eatherneck. | won't never say no nore bad
tings 'bout marines."

"I didn't know you ever said anything bad about marines."

"Well," Train said, "I was getting' to it."

Dan fol ded his hands across his chest and watched the waves
rolling in and out. Wen the breeze bl ew past, he saw some paint flake
of f the sun-warped railing. This was a peaceful place, and its quiet
soothed his soul. There were no televisions, but there was a snall
library down on the first floor. He felt rested and renewed, though he
couldn't help but notice there was a ot of carpentry work needed on

t he aging structure. "How |oug have you known about this place?"
"Years and years. | bring '"emcat and turtle. Wo you tink
carted the goats here from Goat |sland?"
"Did you tell 'em about nme?" he had to ask
"Sure | did!" Train said. "I told '"emyou was a fine al' fella."

Dan turned his head and | ooked into Train's face.

"Ain't it true?" Train asked.
"I"'mstill a wanted killer. They're still |ookin' for ne.
"I know two nen who ain't. They just got on the boat and gone.

Dan | eaned forward and rested his chin on his hands. "I don't
know what to do, Train. | don't know where to go."

"I could put you up for a while."

"I'n that houseboat? You need space just like | do. That wouldn't
wor k. "

"Maybe no." Both of themwatched a freighter in the shimrering

di stance. It was heading south. Train said, "The steaners and

wor kboats, they conme in, unload, and | oad again at Port Sul phur. Ain't
too very far ways fromhere. Some of them boats |ookin'" for crew. You
up to workin'?"

"I think I could handle sone jobs, if they weren't too tough."

"I tink you could, too. Maybe you take sone tine, decide for
y'self Couple a' day, |I'mgoin' back home. Maybe you stick 'round here
week, two week, we gonna go do us sone fishin', little
di nosaur-tal kin', ay?"

"Yeah," Dan said, and he sniled again. "That'd be great."

"I take you to a |ake, fulla cat-huuuuwheeee!-big |ike you never
did saw "

.' ban?"

They | ooked to their left, toward the voice. Arden had conme out
on the porch. Her wavy blond hair shone in the |late sunlight, and she
was wearing a clean pair of khakis and a green-striped bl ouse. "Can
talk to you for a few m nutes?



Al one?"

"Ch, well, | gotta shake a tail feather anyhow. " Train stood up
"I"ll talk at you later, bon am. " "See you, Train," Dan said, and
t he Caj un wal ked back through a slatted door into the hospital. Arden

took his chair. "Wat've you been up to?" Dan asked her. He saw she
no |l onger carried her pink drawstring bag. "I haven't seen you for a
while."

"I've been busy," she said. "Are you okay?"

"l believe | am"

She nodded. "Il's a beautiful place, don't you think? A
beautiful island. O course ... that's not sayin' it doesn't need
work." She reached out to the railing and picked off sonme of the
cracking paint. "Look there. The wood underneath that doesn't | ook
too good either, does it?"

"No. That whole railin' oughta be replaced. 1| don't know who's

in chargd of the maintenance around here, but they're slippin'.
Vel | "-he shrugged-"they're all old buildin's, | guess they're doin' the
best they can."

"They could do better," Arden said, looking into his eyes.

He had to bring this up. Mybe he'd regret it, but he had to.
"Tell me," he said, "did you ever find out who the Bright Grl is?"

"Yes," she answered, "I sure did."

Arden began to tell himthe whole story. Dan |listened, and as he
listened he could not help but think back to his meeting with the
Reverend Gni nn, and the man giving himthe gift of time and sayi ng God
can take a man al ong many roads and through many mansions. |It's not
where you are that's inportant, it's where you' re goin' that counts
Hear what |'m sayin?

Dan thought he did. At lut, he thought he did.

It occurred to him as Arden told himher intention to stay on the
i sl and, that Jupiter had been right. He had a lot to think about in
the tine ahead, but it seened that he had i ndeed been the nman God had
sent to take Arden to the Bright Grl. Maybe this whole thing had been
about her and this hospital fromthe begi nning, and he and Bl anchard,

Ei sl ey and Murtaugh, Train and the drug runners, and all the rest of it
had been cogs in a machi ne designed to draw Arden to this island for
the work that had to be done.

Maybe. He coul d never know for sure. But she had found her
Bright Grl and her purpose, and it seenmed al so that he had found his
own refuge if he wanted it.

He coul d never go back. He didn't want to. There was not hing
behi nd hi mnow. There was only tonmorrow and the

day after that, and he would deal with them when they cane.

Dan reached out and took Arden's hand.

Qut in the distance, on the shining blue @ulf, there was a
sai |l boat noving toward the f@ horizon. |Its white sails filled with
the winds of freedom and it ventured off for a port unknown.
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