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This is for Wayne, who was there when it all happened.
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ONE

OLD CENTRAL ScHooL still stood upright, holding its secrets and silences
firmly within. Eighty-four years of chalkdust floated in the rare shafts of
sunlight inside while the memories of more than eight decades of
varnishings rose from the dark stairs and floors to tinge the trapped air with
the mahogany scent of coffins. The walls of Old Central were so thick that
they seeded to absorb sounds while the tall windows, their glass warped and
distorted by age and gravity, tinted the air with a sepia tiredness.

Time moved more slowly in Old Central, if at all. Footsteps echoed
along corridors and up stairwells, but the sound seemed muted and out of
synch with any motion amidst the shadows.

The cornerstone of Old Central had been laid in 1876, the year that
General Custer and his men had been slaughtered near the Little Bighorn
River far to the west, the year that the first telephone had been exhibited at
the nation’s Centennial in Philadelphia far to the east. Old Central School
was erected in Illinois, midway between the two events but far from any
flow of history.

By the spring of 1960, Old Central School had come to resemble some
of the ancient teachers who had taught in her: too old to continue but too
proud to retire, held stiffly upright by habit and a simple refusal to bend.
Barren herself, a fierce old spinster, Old Central borrowed other people’s
children over the decades.

Girls played with dolls in the shadows of her classrooms and corridors
and later died in childbirth. Boys ran shouting through her hallways, sat in
punishment through the growing darkness of winter afternoons in her silent



rooms, and were buried in places never mentioned in their geography
lessons: San Juan Hill, Belleau Wood, Okinawa, Omaha Beach, Pork Chop
Hill, and Inchon.

Originally Old Central had been surrounded by pleasant young saplings,
the closer elms throwing shade on the lower classrooms in the warm days of
May and September. But over the years the closer trees died and the
perimeter of giant elms which lined Old Central’s city block like silent
sentinels grew calcified and skeletal with age and disease. A few were cut
down and carted away but the majority remained, the shadows of their bare
branches reaching across the playgrounds and playing fields like gnarled
hands groping for Old Central herself.

Visitors to the small town of Elm Haven who left the Hard Road and
wandered the two blocks necessary to see Old Central frequently mistook
the building for an oversized courthouse or some misplaced county building
bloated by hubris to absurd dimensions. After all, what function in this
decaying town of eighteen hundred people could demand this huge three-
story building sitting in a block all its own? Then the travelers would see
the playground equipment and realize that they were looking at a school. A
bizarre school: its ornate bronze and copper belfry gone green with
verdigris atop its black, steep-pitched roof more than fifty feet above the
ground; its Richardsonian Romanesque stone arches curling like serpents
above twelve-foot-tall windows; its scattering of other round and oval
stained-glass windows suggesting some absurd hybrid between cathedral
and school; its Chateauesque, gabled roof dormers peering out above third-
story eaves; its odd volutes looking like scrollworks turned to stone above
recessed doors and blind-looking windows; and, striking the viewer most
disturbingly, its massive, misplaced, and somehow ominous size. Old
Central, with its three rows of windows rising four stories, its overhanging
eaves and gabled dormers, its hipped roof and scabrous belfry, seemed
much too large a school for such a modest town.

If the traveler had any knowledge of architecture at all, he or she would
stop on the quiet asphalt street, step out of the car, gape, and take a picture.

But even as the picture was being snapped, an observant viewer would
notice that the tall windows were great, black holes—as if they were
designed to absorb light rather than admit or reflect it—and that the
Richardsonian Romanesque, Second Empire, or Italianate touches were



grafted onto a brutal and common style of architecture which might be
described as Midwestern School Gothic, and that the final sense was not of
a striking building, or even of a true architectural curiosity, but only of an
oversized and schizophrenic mass of brick and stone capped with a belfry
obviously designed by a madman.

A few visitors, ignoring or defying a growing feeling of unease, might
make local inquiries or even go so far as drive to Oak Hill, the county seat,
to look up records on Old Central. There they would find that the school
had been part of a master plan eighty-some years earlier to build five great
schools in the county—Northeast, Northwest, Central, Southeast, and
Southwest. Of these, Old Central had been the first and only school
constructed.

Elm Haven in the 1870s had been larger than it was now in 1960, thanks
largely to the railroad (now in disuse) and a major influx of immigrant
settlers brought south from Chicago by ambitious city planners. From a
county population of 28,000 in 1875, the area had dwindled to fewer than
12,000 in the 1960 census, most of them fanners. ElIm Haven had boasted
4,300 people in 1875 and Judge Ashley, the millionaire behind the
settlement plans and the building of Old Central, had predicted that the
town would soon pass Peoria in population and someday rival Chicago.

The architect Judge Ashley had brought in from somewhere back east—
one Solon Spencer Alden—had been a student of both Henry Hobson
Richardson and R. M. Hunt and his resultant architectural nightmare
reflected the darker elements of the coming Romanesque Revival without
the sense of grandeur or public purpose those Romanesque buildings might
offer.

Judge Ashley had insisted—and Elm Haven had agreed—that the
school would be built to accommodate the later, larger generations of
schoolchildren which would be drawn to Creve Coeur County. Thus the
building had housed not only K-6 classrooms but the high-school
classrooms on the third floor—used only until the Great War—and sections
which were meant to be used as the city library and even serve as space for
a college when the need arrived.

No college ever came to Creve Coeur County or EIm Haven. Judge
Ashley’s great home at the end of Broad Avenue burned to the ground after
his son went bankrupt in the Recession of 1919. Old Central remained an



elementary school through the years, serving fewer and fewer children as
people left the area and consolidated schools were built in other sections of
the county.

The high-school level on the third floor became redundant when the real
high school opened in Oak Hill in 1920. Its furnished rooms were closed off
to cobwebs and darkness. The city library was moved out of the arched
Elementary section in 1939, and the upper mezzanine of shelves stood
largely empty, staring down at the few remaining students who moved
through the darkened halls and too-broad stairways and basement
catacombs like refugees in some long-abandoned city from an
incomprehensible past.

Finally, in the fall of 1959, the new city council and the Creve Coeur
County School District decided that Old Central had outlived its usefulness,
that the architectural monstrosity—even in its eviscerated state—was too
difficult to heat and maintain, and that the final 134 Elm Haven students in
grades K-6 would be moved to the new consolidated school near Oak Hill
in the fall of 1960.

But in the spring of 1960, on the last day of school, only hours before
she would be forced into final retirement, Old Central School still stood
upright, holding its secrets and silences firmly within.



TWO

DALE STEWART sat in his sixth-grade classroom in Old Central and was
quietly certain that the last day of school was the worst punishment grown-
ups had ever devised for kids.

Time had slowed worse than when he was in a dentist’s office waiting,
worse than when he was in trouble with his mom and had to wait for his
dad to come home before punishment could be meted out, worse than...

It was bad.

The clock on the wall above Old Double-Butt’s blue-dyed head said that
it was 2:43 pMm. The calendar on the wall informed him that it was
Wednesday, June 1, 1960, the last day of school, the last day that Dale and
the others would ever have to suffer the boredom of being locked in the
belly of Old Central, but to all intents and purposes time seemed to have
stopped so completely that Dale felt that he was an insect stuck in amber,
like the spider in the yellowish rock Father Cavanaugh had loaned Mike.

There was nothing to do. Not even schoolwork. The sixth graders had
turned in their rented textbooks by one-thirty that afternoon, Mrs. Doubbet
checking off their books and meticulously inspecting each for any
damage...although Dale failed to see how she could tell this year’s damage
from the years of outrage already suffered by the moldy text from previous
renters...and when that was finished, the classroom bizarrely empty even
down to the bare bulletin boards and well-scrubbed wooden desks, Old
Double-Butt had lethargically suggested that they read, even though school
library books had been due the previous Friday at peril of not receiving the
final report card.



Dale would have brought one of his books from home to read—perhaps
the Tarzan book he had left open on the kitchen table at noon when he went
home for lunch, or perhaps one of the ACE double-novel science fiction
books he was reading—but though Dale read several books a week, he
never thought of school as a place to read. School was a place to do
worksheets, to listen to the teacher, and to give answers so simple that a
chimp could have gleaned them from the textbooks.

So Dale and the other twenty-six sixth graders sat in the summer heat
and high humidity as a storm darkened the skies outside and the already
dim air in Old Central grew darker and summer itself seemed to recede as
the clock froze its hands and the musty thickness of Old Central’s interior
lay on them like a blanket.

Dale sat in the fourth desk in the second row from the right. From where
he sat he could see out past the cloakroom entrance into the dark hallway
and just catch a glimpse of the door to the fifth-grade class where his best
friend, Mike O’Rourke, also waited for the end of the school year. Mike
was the same age as Dale...was a month older actually...but had been
forced to repeat fourth grade so that for the past two years the friends had
been separated by the abyss of an entire grade. But Mike had taken his
failure to pass fourth grade with the same aplomb he showed toward most
situations—he joked about it, continued to be a leader on the playground
and among Dale’s band of friends, and showed no malice toward Mrs.
Grossaint, the old crone of a teacher who had failed him... Dale was sure...
out of sheer malice.

Inside the classroom were some of Dale’s other close friends: Jim
Harlen on the front desk of the first row where Mrs. Doubbet could keep an
eye on him. Now Harlen lounged with his head on his hands, eyes flicking
about the room in the dance of hyperactivity Dale also felt but tried not to
show. Harlen saw Dale watching and made a face, his mouth as elastic as
Silly Putty.

Old Double-Butt cleared her throat and Harlen slumped back into
submission.

In the row closest to the windows were Chuck Sperling and Digger
Taylor—buddies, leaders, class politicians. Jerks. Dale didn’t see Chuck
and Digger much outside of school, except during the Little League games
and practices. Behind Digger sat Gerry Day singer in a torn and gray t-shirt.



Everyone wore t-shirts and jeans outside of school, but only the poorest
kids like Gerry and Cordie Cooke’s brothers wore them to school.

Behind Gerry sat Cordie Cooke, moonfaced and placid with an
expression somehow beyond stupidity. Her fat, flat face was turned toward
the windows, but her colorless eyes seemed to see nothing. She was
chewing gun—she was always chewing gum—but for some reason Mrs.
Doubbet never seemed to notice or reprimand the girl for it. If Harlen or
one of the other class cutups had chewed gum with such regularity, Mrs. D.
probably would have suspended them for it...but with Cordie Cooke it
seemed a natural state. Dale did not know the word bovine, but an image of
a cow chewing its cud often came to mind with Cordie.

Behind Cordie, in the last occupied desk of the window row, in almost
shocking contrast, sat Michelle Staffney. Michelle was immaculate in a soft
green shirt and pressed tan skirt. Her red hair caught the light and even from
across the room Dale could see the freckles standing out against her pale,
almost translucent skin.”

Michelle looked up from her book as Dale stared and although she did
not smile, the faintest hint of recognition was enough to get the eleven-year-
old boy’s heart pounding.

Not all of Dale’s friends were in this room. Kevin Grumbacher was in
fifth grade—Ilegitimately, since he was nine months younger than Dale.
Dale’s brother, Lawrence, was in Mrs. Howe’s third-grade class on the first
floor.

Dale’s friend Duane McBride was here. Duane—twice as heavy as the
next-chubbiest kid in the class—filled his seat in the third desk in the center
row. He was busy, as always, writing something in the worn spiral notebook
he dragged around with him. Duane’s unruly brown hair stuck up in tufts
and he adjusted his glasses with an unconscious movement as he frowned at
whatever he was writing and went back to work. Despite the temperature in
the high eighties, Duane wore the same heavy flannel shirt and baggy
corduroy trousers he had worn all winter. Dale could never remember
having seen Duane in jeans or a t-shirt, despite the fact that the heavier boy
was a farm kid... Dale and Mike and Kevin and Jim and most of the others
were city kids...and Duane had to do chores.

Dale fidgeted. It was 2:49 pm. The school day ended, for some abstruse
reason involving bus schedules, at 3:15.



Dale stared at the portrait of George Washington on the front wall and
wondered for the ten thousandth time that year why the school authorities
would put up a print of an unfinished painting. He stared at the ceiling,
fourteen feet above the floor, and at the ten-foot-high windows along the far
wall. He looked at the boxes of books on the empty shelves and wondered
what would happen to the texts. Would they be shipped to the consolidated
school? Burned? Probably the latter since Dale couldn’t imagine such
ancient, moldy books in the brand-new school his parents had driven him
by.

Two-fifty pM. Twenty-five minutes before summer really began, before
freedom reigned.

Dale stared at Old Double-Butt. The name did not come to mind with
any malice or derision; she had always been Old Double-Butt. For thirty-
eight years Mrs. Doubbet and Mrs. Duggan had shared the teaching of sixth
grade—originally in adjoining classrooms and then, when the population of
students had declined about the time Dale was born, sharing the same class
—Mrs. Doubbet teaching reading and composition and social studies in the
morning, Mrs. Duggan teaching math and science and spelling and
penmanship in the afternoon.

The pair had been the Mutt and Jeff, the humorless Abbott and Costello
of Old Central—Mrs. Duggan thin and tall and twitchy, Mrs. Doubbet short
and fat and slow, their voices almost opposite in timbre and tone, their lives
intertwined—Iliving in adjacent old Victorian homes on Broad Avenue,
attending the same church, taking courses in Peoria together, taking
vacations in Florida together, two incomplete persons somehow joining
their skills and deficiencies to create one well-rounded individual.

Then, in this final year of Old Central’s domination, Mrs. Duggan had
taken ill just before Thanksgiving. Cancer, Mrs. O’Rourke had told Dale’s
mother in a soft voice she thought the boys would not overhear. Mrs.
Duggan had not returned to class after Christmas vacation but rather than
have some interloper fill the afternoon hours, confirming the seriousness of
Mrs. Duggan’s illness, Mrs. Doubbet had taught the courses she despised,
“just until Cora returns,” while nursing her friend—first in the tall pink
house along Broad, then in the hospital—until one morning even Old
Double-Butt had not appeared, there was a sixth-grade substitute teacher for
the first time in four decades, and word was whispered around the



playground that Mrs. Duggan had died. It was the day before Valentine’s
Day.

The funeral was in Davenport and none of the students attended it. None
would have attended if it had been held right here in EIm Haven. Mrs.
Doubbet returned two days later.

Dale looked at the old lady and felt a stirring of something like pity.
Mrs. Doubbet was still fat, but the weight hung on her now like an
oversized coat. When she moved, the undersides of her fat arms wiggled
and shook like crepe paper hanging from bone. Her eyes had darkened and
sunk in their sockets until they looked bruised. Now the teacher sat staring
at the window, her expression as hopeless and empty as Cordie Cooke’s.
Her blue hair looked tousled and yellowed at the roots, and her dress hung
oddly as if she had misbuttoned something somewhere. There was a bad
smell around her which reminded Dale of the smell around Mrs. Duggan
right before Christmas.

Dale sighed and shifted in his seat. 2:52 p.m.

There was the slightest movement in the dark hall, a furtive shifting and
pale glow there, and Dale recognized Tubby Cooke, Cordie’s fat and idiot
brother, moving across the landing. Tubby was staring in, trying to catch his
sister’s attention without being noticed by Old Double-Butt. It was no use.
Cordie was hypnotized by the sky outside the window and wouldn’t have
noticed her brother if he had thrown a brick at her.

Dale nodded slightly at Tubby. The big fourth grader in bib overalls
flipped him the bird, held up something that might have been a bathroom
pass, and disappeared in the shadows.

Dale shifted. Tubby occasionally played with him and his friends
despite the fact that the Cookes lived in one of the tarpaper shacks up on
cinderblocks out along the railroad tracks near the grain elevator. Tubby
was fat and ugly and stupid and dirty and used more profanity than any
fourth grader Dale had ever known, but that didn’t necessarily disqualify
him from being part of the group of city kids who called themselves the
Bike Patrol. But usually Tubby didn’t want any part of Dale or his friends.

Dale wondered fleetingly what the dope was up to and then looked back
at the clock. It was still 2:52.

Bugs in amber.



Tubby Cooke gave up trying to wave at his sister and headed for the
stairway before Old Double-Butt or one of the other teachers noticed him
out on the landing. Tubby had a bathroom pass from Mrs. Grossaint, but
that didn’t mean that one of the old bags wouldn’t order him back to his
classroom if they caught him loitering in the halls.

Tubby shuffled down the wide stairs, noticing where the wood was
actually worn into ruts where generations of kids’ feet had passed, and
hurried down to the landing beneath the circular window. The light coming
through was red and sickly from the storm building up outside. Tubby
moved under rows of empty shelves where the city library used to be on the
landing and the narrow mezzanine surrounding this in-between floor, but he
did not really see them. The shelves had been empty for as long as Tubby
had gone to school there.

He was in a hurry. There was less than a half hour of school remaining
and he wanted to get downstairs to the boys’ bathroom before the day ended
and they shut up this damn old place forever.

There was more light on the first floor and the hum of activity from the
primary grades, one through three, made the space here seem more human,
even with the dark stairwell opening overhead into the darkness of the
upper floors. Tubby hurried across the center of the open space before a
teacher saw him, passed through a door, and hurried down the stairs into the
basement.

It was weird that the stupid school had no restrooms on the first or
second floor. Only the basement had johns and there were too many down
there...the primary and intermediate restrooms, the locked john off the
hole-in-the-wall room labeled TEACHERS’ LOUNGE, the little toilet off the
boiler room where Van Syke took a leak when he had to, even rooms that
may have been other bathrooms down the unused corridors that led away
into darkness.

Tubby knew what other kids knew—that there were steps leading down
from the basement—but, like the other kids, Tubby had never gone down
there and had no plans to. There weren’t even lights, for Godssake! No one
but Van Syke and maybe Principal Roon knew what was down there.

Probably more bathrooms, thought Tubby.

He went to the intermediate boys’ restroom, the one marked Boy’s. That
sign had been like that for as long as anyone could remember—Tubby’s old



man told him it was that way when he went to school in Old Central—and
the only reason either Tubby or his old man knew that the whatchamacallit,
the apostrophe, was in the wrong place was that Old Lady Duggan in sixth
grade bitched and moaned about the stupidity of it. She’d whined about it
when Tubby’s Old Man was a kid. Well, Old Lady Duggan was dead now—
dead and rotting in the Calvary Cemetery out past the Black Tree Tavern
where Tubby’s Old Man hung out most days—and Tubby wondered why
the old lady hadn’t changed the goddamn word if it bugged her so much.
She’d had about a hundred years to go down and repaint the sign. Tubby
guessed that she liked bitching and moaning about it...that it made her feel
smart and made other people, like Tubby and his old man, feel stupid.

Tubby hurried down the dark and winding hallway to the restroom
marked BoY’s. The brick walls had been painted green and brown here
decades ago, the low ceiling was festooned with pipes and sprinklers and
cobwebs, and the feeling was like you were wandering through this long,
narrow tunnel in some tomb or something. Sort of like the mummy movie
Tubby’d seen when his older sister’s boyfriend had sneaked him and Cordie
into the Peoria drive-in last summer by hiding them in the trunk. It’d been a
good movie, but Tubby would’ve liked it more if he hadn’t had to listen to
all the slurping, sucking, gasping sounds from the back seat as his older
sister Maureen made out with that pimply guy named Berk. Maureen was
pregnant now, and living with Berk out beyond the dump near where Tubby
lived, but he didn’t think she and the Berk dope were married.

Cordie had stayed turned around in the front seat all through the double
feature, watching horny Maureen and Berk rather than the neat movies.

Tubby paused now at the entrance to the Boy’s restroom, listening to
see if he could hear anyone else down here. Sometimes Old Van Syke sort
of sneaked up on kids down here, and if they were messing around like
Tubby planned to do...or sometimes doing nothing at all... Van Syke would
give them a slap on the side of the head or a mean pinch on the arm. He
wouldn’t hurt just any kids...not some rich snot like Dr. Staffney’s
daughter, whatshername, Michelle...just the kids like Tubby or Gerry
Daysinger or somebody. Kids of parents who didn’t give a shit or who were
afraid of Van Syke.

Lots of kids were afraid of Van Syke. Tubby wondered if lots of the
kids’ parents were afraid of him too. Tubby listened, heard nothing, and



almost tiptoed into the restroom.

The room was long, low-ceilinged, and dim. There were no windows
and only one light bulb worked. The urinals were ancient and looked like
they were made out of some smooth stone or something. Water trickled in
them all the time. The seven toilet stalls were battered and heavily carved
upon... Tubby’s name could be found cut into two of them and his Old
Man'’s initials were in the end one...and all but one had lost their doors. But
it was beyond the sinks and urinals, beyond the stalls, in the darkest area
near the rear, stone wall, where Tubby had business.

The outside wall was stone. The opposite wall, the one which held the
urinals, was scabby brick. But the inside wall...the one beyond the stalls...
this wall was some sort of plaster, and here Tubby paused and grinned.

There was a hole in this wall, a hole starting six or eight inches above
the stone cold floor (how could there be another basement below a stone
floor?) and rising almost three feet. Tubby could see fresh plaster dust on
the floor and rotten lathing sticking out like exposed ribs.

Other kids had been working on this since Tubby had been down that
morning. That was OK. They could do some of the work as long as Tubby
got to kick the final shit out of the thing.

Tubby crouched and peered into the hole. It was wide enough to stick
his arm in now and he did, feeling a wall of brick or stone a couple of feet
deeper in. There was space to his left and right and Tubby felt around,
wondering why somebody’d put up this new wall when the old wall was
still back there.

Tubby shrugged and started kicking. The noise was loud, plaster
cracking, lathing tearing, bits of wall and clouds of dust flying every which
way, but Tubby felt fairly certain that nobody would hear him. The stupid
school had walls thicker than a fort’s.

Van Syke haunted these basement rooms like he lived here...maybe he
does live here, thought Tubby, nobody’s ever seen him live anywhere else...
but the weird custodian with his dirty hands and yellow teeth had not been
seen by the kids for days, and it was obvious that he didn’t give a shit if
some of the boys (Boy’s, thought Tubby) kicked in a wall in the
intermediate john. Why would Van Syke care? In a day or two, they’d be
boarding up this big old shithouse of a school. Then they’d be tearing it
down. Why would Van Syke care?



Tubby kicked away with a fury he seldom showed, putting all the
frustration of five years of suffering, even in kindergarten, and being called
a “slow student” in this rotten heap of a school. Five years as a “behavior
problem” having to sit there, tucked up close to old bags like Mrs. Grossaint
and Mrs. Howe and Mrs. Farris, his desk rammed up right next to theirs so
they could “keep an eye on him” so that he had to smell their old-lady stink
and listen to their old-lady voices and put up with their old-lady rules...

Tubby kicked at the wall, feeling it give quickly now as the hole
enlarged, until suddenly plaster tumbled across his sneakers, a two-by-four
collapsed, and he was staring into a real hole. A big hole. A fucking cave!

Tubby was fat for a fourth grader, but this hole was so big that he could
almost fit in there. He could fit! A whole section of wall had come down so
the hole was like a hatch in a submarine or something. Tubby turned
sideways, forced his left arm and shoulder into the opening, his head still
out of the hole, a big grin beginning to form on his face. He moved his left
leg into the gap between the fake wall and the old one behind. It was a
goddamn secret passage in here!

Tubby crouched and stepped into the hole, pulling his right leg in until
only his head and part of his shoulders protruded. He crouched lower,
grunting a bit as he settled back into the cool darkness.

Wouldn'’t Cordie or my old man shit if they came in and saw me now! Of
course, Cordie wouldn’t be coming into the BOoy’s restroom. Or would she?
Tubby knew that his older sister was pretty weird. A couple of years earlier,
when she was in fourth grade herself, Cordie’d followed Chuck Sperling,
the hotshot Little League baseball player, track star, and all-around-asshole,
out to Spoon River when he was fishing alone, tracked him for half a
morning, and then jumped him, knocked him down, sat on his stomach, and
threatened to pound his head in with a rock if he didn’t show her his dick.

According to Cordie, he’d pulled it out, crying and spitting blood, and
showed her. Tubby was pretty sure that she hadn’t told anybody else, and it
was damn sure that Sperling wasn’t going to tell anybody.

Tubby leaned back in his little cave, feeling the plaster dust in his crew
cut, and grinned at the dimly lit restroom. He’d jump out and scare the shit
out of the next kid who came in to take a leak.

Tubby waited a full two or three minutes but no one came. Once there
was a scuffle or rattle way down the main basement corridor, but the sound



of approaching sneakers didn’t come and nobody showed. The only other
noise was the constant trickle of water in the urinals and a soft gurgling in
the overhead pipes, like the damned school was talking to itself.

It’s like a secret passage in here, Tubby thought again, turning his head
to the left to look down the narrow passageway between the two walls. It
was dark and smelled like the ground under the front porch of his house
where he’d hid from his ma and his Old Man and played when he was
smaller. The same musty, rich, rotten smell.

Then, just as he was feeling a bit cramped and weird in the little space,
Tubby saw a light at the far end of the passage. It was about where the end
of the restroom and the outer wall might be...maybe a little farther. It
wasn’t really a light, he realized, but a kind of glow. Sort of like the soft,
green light Tubby’d seen coming off some fungus stuff and rotting
mushrooms in the woods at night when he and his Old Man went out coon
hunting.

Tubby felt his neck grow cold. He started to step out of the hole, but
then he realized what the light must be and he grinned. The GIRLS’ (the sign
painter had got that right) rest-room next door must have an opening in it.
Tubby imagined peeking out of whatever hole or crack in the laths was
letting that light out of the girls’ bathroom.

With a little luck he’d see some girl taking a leak. Maybe even Michelle
Staffney or Darlene Hansen or one of those stuck-up sixth-grade bitches
with their underpants down around their ankles and their secret parts
showing.

Tubby felt his heart pounding, felt the blood stirring elsewhere in his
body, and began shuffling sideways, away from the hole, deeper into the
passage. It was a close fit.

Panting, blinking cobwebs and dust out of his eyes, smelling the under-
the-porch richness of earth all around him, Tubby shuffled toward the glow
and away from the light.

Dale and the others were lined up in the room, ready to receive their report
cards and be dismissed, when the screaming started. At first it was so loud
that Dale thought it was some strange, high-pitched thunder from the storm
that was still darkening the sky beyond the windows. But it was too high,



too shrill, and lasted too long to be part of the storm, even though it
sounded like nothing human.

At first the noise seemed to come from above...from up the stairwell on
the darkened high-school level...but then it seemed to echo from the walls,
from downstairs, even from the pipes and metal radiator. It went on and on.
Dale and his brother, Lawrence, had been out at their Uncle Henry’s and
Aunt Lena’s farm the previous autumn when a pig had been prepared for
butchering, its throat cut as it hung upside down from the barn rafter above
a tin basin set to catch the blood. This noise was a little like that: the same
falsetto squeal and screech, like fingernails being dragged along a
blackboard, followed by a deeper, fuller scream, ending in a gurgling noise.
But then it began again. And again.

Mrs. Doubbet froze in the act of handing a report card to the first
student in line—Joe Allen—and she turned toward the doorway and stared
at it for a full moment after the terrible noise stopped, as if expecting the
source of the scream to appear there. Dale thought that the old lady’s
expression combined terror with something else...anticipation?

A dark shape appeared in the gloom of the doorway and the class, still
lined up alphabetically to receive their cards, took a collective breath.

It was Dr. Roon, the principal, his dark, pinstriped suit and slicked-back
hair blending with the darkness on the landing behind him so that his thin
face seemed to float there, disembodied and disapproving. Dale looked at
the man’s pink skin and thought, not for the first time: Like the skin of a
newborn rat.

Dr. Roon cleared his throat and nodded toward Old Double-Butt, who
stood precisely where she had been, report card still half-extended toward
Joe Allen, her eyes wide, her skin so pale that the rouge and other makeup
on her cheeks looked like colored chalkdust on white parchment.

Dr. Roon glanced at the clock. “It is...ah...three-fifteen. The class is
ready for dismissal?”

Mrs. Doubbet managed a nod. Her right hand was clenched so tightly
on Joe’s card that Dale half-expected to hear a crack as her finger bones
snapped.

“Ah...yes,” said Dr. Roon and his eyes flicked over the twenty-seven
students as if they were trespassers in his building. “Well, boys and girls, I



thought T would just explain that the...ah...odd noise you just heard was,
Mr. Van Syke informs me, merely the boiler being tested.”

Jim Harlen turned around and for a second Dale was sure that he was
going to make a funny face—a sure disaster for Dale, who was so tense that
he was bound to break up in laughter. Dale desperately did not want to be
kept after school. Harlen widened his eyes in an expression more skeptical
than funny and turned back to face Dr. Roon.

“...at any rate, I wanted to take this opportunity to wish you all a
pleasant summer vacation,” Roon was saying, “and to urge you all to
remember the privilege you have had in receiving at least part of your
education in Old Central School. While it is too early to tell what the final
disposition of this fine old building will be, we can only hope that the
school district, in its wisdom, will see fit to preserve it for future
generations of scholars such as yourself.”

Dale could see Cordie Cooke far up the line, still staring over her left
shoulder at the windows and nonchalantly picking her nose.

Dr. Roon did not seem to notice. He cleared his throat as if preparing to
give another speech, glanced again at the clock, and said only, “Very well.
Mrs. Doubbet, if you would be so good as to distribute the children’s
fourth-quarter reports.” The little man nodded, turned his back, and faded
into the shadows.

Old Double-Butt blinked once, seemed to remember where she was, and
handed Joe Allen his card. Joe didn’t pause to look at it, but hurried to line
up at the doorway. Other classes were already descending the stairs in lines;
Dale always noticed that on the TV shows and movies about school, kids
ran like crazy when they were dismissed or when a bell rang ending a
period, but his experience in Old Central was that everyone traveled
everywhere in lines, and these last seconds of the last minute of the last day
in school was no exception.

The line was shuffling past Mrs. Doubbet, and Dale accepted his report
card in its brown envelope, smelling a sour sweat-and-talcum smell around
his teacher as he stepped past her to get in the other line. Then Pauline
Zauer had her card, the lines at the door were formed—they didn’t line up
alphabetically for dismissal, but boys and girls, bus students in the front of
each line, city kids behind—and Mrs. Doubbet stepped out in front of them,
folded her arms as if to give one last comment or admonition, paused, and



then silently gestured for them to follow Mrs. Shrives’ fifth grade just
disappearing down the stairway.

Joe Allen led the charge.

Outside, Dale breathed in the humid air, almost dancing in the light and
sudden freedom. The school loomed behind him like a giant wall, but on the
graveled drive and grassy playing fields, kids milled in excitement,
gathered bikes from the bikestands, ran for the school buses where drivers
shouted to hurry, and generally celebrated with noise and motion. Dale
waved good-bye to Duane McBride, who was being shooed aboard a bus,
and then caught sight of a cluster of third graders still gathered like quail
near the bike stand. Dale’s brother, Lawrence, galloped up the walk,
showing his over-bite grin below thick glasses and hanging on to his empty
canvas bookbag as he left his third-grade buddies and ran up to join Dale.

“Free!” cried Dale and swung Lawrence around in the air.

Mike O’Rourke and Kevin Grumbacher and Jim Harlen made their way
over. “Jeez,” said Kevin, “did you hear that sound just as Mrs. Shrives was
lining us up?”

“What do you think it was?” asked Lawrence as the group started out
across the grassy baseball field.

Mike grinned. “I think it was Old Central getting some third grader.” He
rubbed his knuckles across Lawrence’s crew cut.

Lawrence laughed and twisted away. “Naw, really?”

Jim Harlen bent over, offering his backside to the old school. “I think it
was Old Double-Butt ripping a fart,” he said and provided the sound effects.

“Hey,” cried Dale, taking a kick at Jim Harlen’s backside and nodding
toward his little brother. “Watch it, Harlen.”

Lawrence was already laughing and rolling on the grass.

The school buses roared away, heading down different streets. The
schoolyard was emptying quickly, kids hurrying off under the tall elms as if
in a rush to beat the storm.

Dale paused at the edge of the baseball field, just across the street from
his house, and looked back at the black clouds piled up behind Old Central.
It was humid and the air felt still and quiet the way it did before tornado
warnings, but he could tell by looking that the storm front was almost past.
A band of blue sky was visible above the trees to the south. As the group
watched a breeze came up, the leaves stirred on the trees ringing the block,



and the summer scent of new-mown grass and blossoms and foliage filled
the air.

“Look,” said Dale.

“Isn’t that Cordie Cooke?” asked Mike.

“Yeah.” The short figure stood alone outside the north entrance to the
school, her arms folded, foot tapping. She looked dumpier and sillier than
ever in the oversized house-dress that almost dragged the gravel. Two of the
smallest Cooke boys, the twins, who were in first grade, stood behind her,
their bib overalls sagging. The Cookes lived far enough out of town to have
the school bus take them home, but no bus went out toward the grain
elevator and dump, so she and her three brothers walked out the railroad
tracks. Now she was screaming something at the building.

Dr. Roon appeared at the door and shooed her away with a flick of his
pink hand. White blurs in the tall windows above may have been the faces
of teachers looking out. Mr. Van Syke’s face floated behind the principal’s
in the dark doorway.

Roon called something else, turned his back, and closed the tall door.
Cordie Cooke bent down, grabbed a rock from the gravel drive, and heaved
it at the school. The rock bounced off the window of the main door.

“Jeez,” breathed Kevin.

The door slammed open and Van Syke emerged just as Cordie grabbed
her two little brothers by the hand and took off down the drive and then
down Depot Street toward the train tracks. She moved very fast for a fat
girl. One of her kid brothers tripped as they crossed Third Avenue but
Cordie just dragged him through the air until his feet found pavement again.
Van Syke ran to the edge of the schoolground and stopped, his long fingers
groping at air.

“Jeez,” Kevin said again.

“Come on,” said Dale. “Let’s get out of here. My mom said she’d have
lemonade for all of us after school.”

With a whoop and a holler the band of boys left the school-grounds,
loped under the elms, bounded across the crowned asphalt of Depot Street,
and ran toward freedom and summer.



THREE

FEW EVENTS in a human being’s life—at least a male human being’s life—
are as free, as exuberant, as infinitely expansive and filled with potential as
the first day of summer when one is an eleven-year-old boy. The summer
lies ahead like a great banquet and the days are filled with rich, slow time in
which to enjoy each course.

Awakening on that first delicious morning of summer, Dale Stewart had
lain for a moment in that brief twilight of consciousness, already savoring
the difference even before realizing what it was: no alarm clock or mother’s
shout to rouse him and his brother, Lawrence, no gray, cold fog pressing at
the windows and no grayer, colder school awaiting them at eight-thirty, no
loud chorus of adult voices telling them what to do, what workbook pages
to turn to, what thoughts to think. No, this morning there were the sound of
birds, the rich, warm air of summer coming through screens, the sound of a
lawnmower down the street as some early-rising retired person began the
daily yard chores, and—already visible through the curtains—the rich,
warm benediction of sunlight falling across Dale’s and Lawrence’s beds as
if the barrier of the gray school year had been raised and color had been
allowed to return to the world.

Dale had rolled to one side and seen his brother’s eyes open and staring
above the glass-black eyes of his teddy bear. Then Lawrence had grinned
that overbite-joyous grin of his, and the two boys were up, throwing their
pajamas off in a rush, tugging on jeans and t-shirts waiting on nearby
chairs, pulling on clean white socks and less-than-clean sneakers, and then
were out, clattering down the stairs for a perfunctory breakfast, laughing



with their mom over silly things, and then out again...onto their bikes,
down the street, away, off into summer.

Three hours later the brothers were in Mike O’Rourke’s chickenhouse,
sprawled with their friends on the legless, sprung couch, torn chairs, and
littered floor of their unofficial clubhouse. The others were there—Mike,
Kevin, Jim Harlen, even Duane McBride in from his farm while his dad
shopped at the co-op store—and all seemed stunned into incapacity by the
bewildering array of choices facing them.

“We could ride out to Stone Creek or Hartley’s Pond,” said Kevin. “Go
swimming.”

“Uh-uh,” said Mike. He was lying on the sofa with his legs over the
back, his back in the sprung cushions, and his head on a catcher’s mitt lying
on the floor. He was shooting at a daddy longlegs on the ceiling with a
rubber band that he would retrieve after each ricochet. So far he had been
careful not to hit the insect, but it was shuttling back and forth in some
agitation. Each time it got close to a concealing crack or two-by-four rafter,
Mike would fire the rubber band and send it scuttling in the opposite
direction. “I don’t want to go swimming,” said Mike. “Water moccasins
will be all worked up because of the storm last night.”

Dale and Lawrence exchanged glances. Mike was afraid of snakes; it
was the only fear they knew their friend had.

“Play ball,” said Kevin.

“Nah,” said Harlen from where he lay on a sprung armchair reading a
Superman comic. “I didn’t bring my glove and I’d have to ride all the way
home to get it.” While the rest of the boys—with the exception of Duane—
lived within a short block of each other, Jim Harlen lived on the far end of
Depot Street, near the tracks that led out to the dump and the squalid shacks
where Cordie Cooke lived. Harlen’s house was all right, an old, white
farmhouse which had been swallowed up by the town decades before, but a
lot of his neighbors were weird. J.P. Congden, the crazy justice of the peace,
lived only two houses away from Harlen, and J.P.’s son, C.J., was the
meanest bully in town. The boys didn’t like playing at Harlen’s house, or
even going up that way if they could help it, and they understood Jim
Harlen’s reluctance to go back that way to get his stuff.



“Head out to the woods,” suggested Dale. “Maybe check out Gypsy
Lane.”

The other boys stirred restlessly. There was no obvious reason to veto
the suggestion but lethargy had them firmly in its grip. Mike fired the
rubber band and the daddy longlegs scurried away from the impact site.

“That’d take too long,” said Kevin. “I’ve got to be home for dinner.”

The other boys smiled but said nothing. They were all familiar with the
voice of Kevin’s mother when she opened the door and shouted “Ke-
VIIIN!” in a rising falsetto. And they were familiar with the alacrity with
which Kevin dropped whatever he was doing and ran for the white ranch
house on the low hill next to Dale and Lawrence’s older home.

“What do you want to do, Duane?” asked Mike. O’Rourke was the born
leader, always polling everyone before deciding.

The big farm boy with his goofy haircut, baggy corduroy pants, and
placid gaze was chewing on something—not gum—and his expression was
almost retarded. Dale knew how misleading that dumb hick appearance was
—all the boys sensed it—because Duane McBride was so smart that the
others could only guess at his thought patterns. He was so smart that he
didn’t even have to show how smart he was in school, preferring to let the
teachers writhe in frustration at the oversized boy’s perfectly correct but
terse answers, or scratch their heads at verbal responses tinged with an
irony which bordered on impertinence. Duane didn’t care about school. He
cared about things the other boys didn’t understand.

Duane stopped chewing and nodded toward the old RCA Victor floor-
model radio that was in the corner. “I think I’d like to listen to the radio.”
He took three thumping steps toward the thing, squatted gracelessly in front
of it, and began twiddling the dial.

Dale stared. The cabinet was huge, almost four feet tall, and impressive
with its different dial bands—the top one saying NATIONAL and listing
Mexico City at 49 Megahertz, Hong Kong, L.ondon, Madrid, Rio, and a list
of others at 40 Mh, the sinister cities of Berlin, Tokyo, and Pittsburgh at 31
Mh, and Paris alone and mysterious far down the dial at 19 Mh—but the
cabinet was empty. There were no works left at all.

Duane squatted and twiddled the dials carefully, head cocked, alert for
the slightest sound.



Jim Harlen caught on first. He scooted behind the cabinet, pulling it
back in the corner so no part of him showed.

Duane said, “I’ll try the domestic band.” He twiddled the middle dial
between INTERNATIONAL and SPECIAL SERVICE. “This is labeled Chicago
down here,” he muttered to himself.

From inside the cabinet came a hum, as if of tubes warming up, then a
rasp of static as Duane moved the dial. Short bursts of baritone were
silenced as announcers were cut off in midsentence, snatches of rock and
roll music exploded and were silenced, static, rasp, a ballgame—the
Chicago White Sox!

“He’s going back! Back! Back against the right field wall of Comiskey
Park! He’s jumping for it! He’s going up on the wall! He’s...”

“Aw, nothin’ here,” muttered Duane. “I’ll try the International Band.
Dum-da-dee...here we are... Berlin.”

“Ach du lieber der fershtugginer ball ist op und outta hier!” came
Harlen’s voice, changed instantly from the excited Chicago Dizzy-Deanish
drawl to a throaty, Teutonic lashing of syllables. “Der Furher ist nicht
gehappy. Nein! Nein! Er ist gerflugt und vertunken und der veilige
pisstoffen!”

“Nothin’ here,” muttered Duane. “I’ll try Paris.”

But the falsetto and phony French from behind the cabinet was lost in
the giggles and laughter in the chickenhouse. Mike O’Rourke’s last shot
with the rubber band went wild and the daddy longlegs escaped into a crack
in the roof. Dale crawled toward the radio, ready to try some stations, while
Lawrence rolled on the floor. Kevin crossed his arms and pursed his lips
while Mike prodded him in the ribs with his sneaker.

The spell was broken. The boys could do anything they wanted to.

Hours later, after dinner, in the long, painfully sweet twilight of a summer’s
evening, Dale, Lawrence, Kevin, and Harlen slid their bikes to a stop at the
corner near Mike’s house. “Ee-aw-kee!” shouted Lawrence.

“Kee-aw-ee!” came the shouted response from the shadows under the
elms and Mike rode out to meet them, sliding his rear tire in the loose
gravel, spinning to face the same direction the others were facing.

This was the Bike Patrol, formed two years earlier by these five boys
when the oldest were in fourth grade and the youngest still believed in



Santa Claus. They didn’t call it the Bike Patrol now because they were self-
conscious about the name, too grown up to pretend they patrolled Elm
Haven in order to help people in distress and to protect the innocent from
evildoers, but they still believed in the Bike Patrol. Believed with the simple
acquiescence to the reality of now which once left them lying awake on
Christmas Eve with pulses racing and mouths dry.

They paused there a moment on the quiet street. First Avenue continued
past Mike’s house out into countryside, north to the water tower a quarter of
a mile, and then turning east until it disappeared in the evening haze above
the fields near the horizon where the woods and Gypsy Lane and the Black
Tree Tavern waited out of sight.

The sky was a softly burnished shield of gray, fading now in the hour
between sunset and dark, and the corn in the fields was low, not yet up to an
eleven-year-old’s knees. Dale looked out over the fields that stretched east
past distance-softened horizons of trees and imagined Peoria there—thirty-
eight miles away beyond the hills and valleys and stretches of timber, lying
in its own river valley and glowing with a thousand lights—but there was
no glow there, only a quickly darkening horizon, and he could not really
imagine the city. Instead he heard the soft rustle and whisper of the corn.
There was no breeze. Perhaps it was the sound of the corn growing,
thrusting its way up to become the wall that would soon surround Elm
Haven and seal it off from the world.

“Come on,” Mike said softly and stood on the pedals, leaning far
forward over his handlebars and taking off in a shower of gravel.

Dale and Lawrence and Kevin and Harlen followed.

They rode south down First Avenue in the soft gray light, moving under
elm shadow and emerging quickly into open twilight. The low fields lay
open to their left, the dark houses to their right. Past School Street and the
hint of Donna Lou Perry’s house glowing a block to the west. Past Church
Street and its long corridor of elms and oaks. And then they were at the
Hard Road, Highway 151 A, and slowing out of habit before swinging right
onto the empty but still-warm pavement of the two-lane main street.

They pedaled furiously, swinging up onto the sidewalk after the first
block to let an old Buick roar past. They were riding west now, toward the
glow in the sky, and the building fronts on the two blocks of Main Street
gleamed in the fading light. A pickup truck pulled out of the diagonal



parking in front of Carl’s Tavern on the south side of the street and weaved
toward them down the Hard Road. Dale recognized the driver of the old
GM truck as Duane McBride’s dad. The driver was drunk.

“Lights!” shouted all five boys as they pedaled past. The pickup
continued on without headlights or taillights, making a wide turn up First
Avenue behind them.

They jumped from the raised sidewalk to the empty Hard Road and
continued west past Second Avenue and Third, past the bank and the A&P
on their right, past the Parkside Cafe and Bandstand Park all dark and quiet
under the elms to their left. It felt like Saturday night but it was only
Thursday. No Free Show illuminated the night with its light and noise in the
park. Not yet. But soon enough.

Mike hollered and swung left down Broad Avenue along the north end
of the small park, past the tractor dealership and the small houses clustered
there. It was getting dark in earnest now. Behind them, the tall streetlight
flicked on along Main Street, illuminating the two blocks of downtown.
Broad Avenue was a quickly darkening tunnel under the elms at their backs,
an even darker tunnel in front of them.

“Touch the stairway!” shouted Mike.

“No!” yelled Kevin.

Mike always proposed it; Kevin always opposed it. They always did it.

Another block south, in a part of town the boys visited only during these
twilight patrols. Past the long, dead-end street of new houses where Digger
Taylor and Chuck Sperling lived. Past the official end of Broad Avenue. Up
the private lane to the Ashley Mansion.

Weeds choked the rutted drive. Untended limbs hung low and thrust
from the thickets on either side to slash at the unwary biker. It was full dark
in this tunnel of a driveway.

As always, Dale put his head down and pedaled furiously to stay close
to Mike. Lawrence was gasping to keep pace on his smaller bike but he kept
up...just as he always did. Harlen and Kevin were nothing but the sound of
wheels on gravel behind them.

They emerged into the open area near the ruins of the old house. A
pillar caught gray light above the brambles and thickets. The stones of the
charred foundation were black. Mike wheeled around the circular drive,
swung right as if he were going to climb the weed-littered stone stairs to



leap into the collapsed foundation, and then slapped the flat slab of porch
stone as he continued on.

Dale did likewise. Lawrence swung and missed but did not go back.
Kevin and Harlen pedaled past in a flurry of gravel.

Around the wide circle of overgrown drive, wheels crunching and
slipping on ruts and gravel. Dale noticed how much darker it was with the
summer growth shutting out the light. Behind him the Ashley Mansion
became a dark jumble, a secret place of burned timbers and collapsed
floors. He liked it best that way—mysterious and slightly ominous as it was
now rather than merely sad and abandoned as it was in the light of day.

They emerged from the night-black lane, formed up five abreast on
Broad Street, and coasted downhill past the new section and Bandstand
Park. They caught their breath and pedaled quickly to cross the Hard Road
between a semi headed west and a semi headed east. The westbound truck’s
headlights caught Harlen and Kevin in their glare and Dale looked back in
time to see Jim give the trucker the finger.

An airhorn blasted behind them as they pedaled up Broad Avenue, bikes
almost silent on the asphalt under the overarching elms, breathing in the
scent of new-mown grass on the broad lawns which swept back away from
the street to the big house. Gliding north past the post office and the small
white library and the larger white building which was the Presbyterian
Church where Dale and Lawrence went, farther north, another long block
past tall houses where leaf shadow moved above and below streetlamps and
where Mrs. Doubbet’s old house showed a single light on the second floor
and Mrs. Duggan’s house showed no light at all.

They reached Depot Street and slid to a stop in the gravelly intersection,
breathing softly. It was full night now. Bats darted above their heads. The
sky cut pale patterns from the dark foliage above them. Dale squinted and
saw the first star to the east.

“See you guys tomorrow,” said Harlen and swung his bike west up
Depot Street.

The others waited and watched until he was out of sight under the lower
oaks and cottonwoods which darkened the street, until the sound of his
pedaling was gone.

“Let’s go,” whispered Kevin. “My mom’s going to be furious.”



Mike grinned at Dale in the dim light and Dale could feel a lightness
and energy in his arms and legs, an almost electrical charge of potential in
his body. Summer. Dale punched his brother affectionately on the shoulder.

“Cut it out,” said Lawrence.

Mike stood and pedaled east down Depot. There were no lights on this
street and the last of the glow in the sky painted pale shapes on the road
surface-shapes which were quickly erased by moving leaf shadows.

They rushed past Old Central without speaking, but each of them
glanced to his right to look at it, the view somewhat obstructed by the dying
elms, the mass of the old building blocking out the sky.

Kevin peeled off first, swinging left and crunching up his driveway. His
mother was not in sight but the inner door was open—a sure sign that she
had been calling him.

Mike slid to a stop at the intersection of Depot and Second Avenue, the
schoolyard an entire block of darkness behind them.

“Tomorrow?” he said.

“Yeah,” said Dale.

“Yeah,” said Lawrence.

Mike nodded and was gone.

Dale and Lawrence put their bikes around back on the small open porch.
They could see their mother moving around in the lighted kitchen. She was
baking something and her face was flushed.

“Listen,” said Lawrence, grabbing his older brother’s hand.

Across the street, in the darkness around Old Central, there was a
sibilant rush as of voices speaking hurriedly in an adjoining room.

“It’s just a TV somewhere...” began Dale, but then he heard the sound
of breaking glass, a shout quickly stifled.

They stood there another minute but a wind had come up and the leaves
rustling in the broad oak over the drive drowned any further sound.

“Come on,” said Dale, still holding his brother’s hand.

They went into the light.



FOUR

DUANE MCBRIDE WAITED in Bandstand Park until the Old Man got drunk
enough to be thrown out of Carl’s Tavern. It was past eight-thirty when the
Old Man came staggering out, stood weaving on the curb, shook his fist and
shouted curses at Dom Steagle, the owner of Carl’s (there had been no Carl
since 1943), and then tumbled into the pickup, cursing as he dropped his
keys on the floor, cursing again as he found them, ground the starter, and
flooded the engine. Duane hurried. He knew that the Old Man was drunk
enough to forget that Duane had ridden with him when they had come into
town almost t