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When Johnny Comes Marching Home is a novel that focuses

upon the severe emotional trauma of a young boy coping

with his father's death. For Johnny Freeman, the seemingly

innocent setting of a typical American elementary school

becomes a dangerous psychological battlefield, his most

threatening "enemy" being his teacher, Miss Holloway, a

first-year instructor beginning her career with only

textbook knowledge and stubborn determination. Johnny

Freeman and Miss Holloway clash the first day of school

and set into motion a war of minds, wills, and emotions.

Neither will relent; each is driven for various complex

reasons to dominate the other. Their personalities demand

that only one of them will emerge as the winner in this

struggle, creating a psychological fight for survival with

terrifying and deadly consequences for the loser.
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"Young man . . . young man! Yes, that's right--you!"

Miss Holloway's accusing finger was unmistakably drawing

aim on the boy. She began to fire sternly, repeatedly,

staccato fashion: "Would you please sit down! I have

told you three times before to take your seat, and I don't

intend to tell you again."

The boy tilted his head slightly and looked at Miss

Holloway without altering his posture of leaning on the

pretty blond girl's desk.

The teacher's finger-pistol began to shake damnably

at him, her face etched into a scowl. The boy could see

her jaw muscles taut beneath her skin; her neck flushed

crimson with the anger that boiled within her.

"Now, for the last time--take your seat!" she commanded

between clenched teeth.

The boy straightened up slowly in wide-eyed

astonishment and looked around the hushed classroom, finally

fixing his gaze upon Miss Holloway. His face was a mask

of unassuming innocence as he shrugged his shoulders in

a wordless expression of "Now, what the hell did I do?"

Slowly he began to tread his way along the aisle from the

back of the room toward his seat in the middle of the third

row. After successfully navigating the maze of books,
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bookcovers, paste and glue bottles, scissors, lunchboxes

and sly grins, he was abruptly halted halfway in his attempt

to sit down by Miss Holloway's unavoidable summons:

"Come up here to my desk, please."

He froze in his posture without looking up--he knew

whom she wanted to see at her desk. Amidst a smattering

of snickers and giggles from his peers, he commenced from

his half-seated position to lumber heavily toward his

teacher. His shoulders sagged miserably as he did so,

and he put both hands into the front pockets of his jeans

up to the knuckles, exposing only his thumbs.

Miss Holloway sat behind her desk while he approached.

She shifted sideways in her chair, flicked with chalky

fingers a thin strand of straw-colored hair from her

forehead, and bit her lower lip. It was her very first

year in the teaching profession--indeed, her very first

day in the teaching profession--and everyone from her mother

to the academic advisors at the university had told her

that she really didn't want to teach. All of her

protestations that it was a rewarding job, that it would

be an enriching experience, that she might learn something

about life, had ultimately ended with her proclaiming:

"Well, someone's got to do it." She had not actually

convinced anyone of that, let alone herself. Perhaps her

uncle, a junior-high school principal of many years, had

put it best: "If someone's got to do it, then let somebody
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else do it. Teaching sucks."

Well, she thought, maybe so. But this job is in

reality no different from any other--it's all a matter

of attitude. And in no way is this young troublemaker

going to ruin it. No, sir. It will take a room full of

kids like him to get m goat. They'll see. . . .

She motioned the boy to come around behind her desk.

The class giggled again; some laughed aloud. Miss Holloway

silenced them all with a quick turn of her head and fire

in her eyes. "I'm sure all of you have plenty to do.

Now I want each and every one of you to get busy and get

those books covered--and I mean get them covered properly.

Does everyone understand?"

She darted her eyes about the room. The children

resumed their work, but the ensuing silence coupled with

the students' apparent diligence to their labors strongly

suggested that their ears were primed to catch every word

of her remonstrance to their fellow student.

The boy stood behind her desk with bowed head, casting

a furtive glance out of the corner of his eye over the .

room. He knew everyone was watching, even if no one looked

his way. Miss Holloway should know it too, he thought,

if she has even half a brain in her head.

The teacher stared the class down and returned her

attention to the boy when thoroughly satisfied that all

was quiet on her flank. She reached out and placed both
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hands on his upper arms, gripped firmly, and slightly shook

him. "Look at me, young man."

He did so, chewing the inside of his right cheek.

"What seems to be your problem today? Is this the

way you want to start off the year--by being a troublemaker?

Are you doing this on purpose?" She gripped him tighter,

shaking him with each question.

OK, the boy thought to himself, you asked for it

He frowned. "Which one do you want me to answer

first?"

Miss Holloway narrowed her eyes and gritted her teeth.

She didn't grip him any harder, but her attitude stiffened,

and he felt it immediately.

"Don't you get smart with me, young man. What's your

name?"

"Jonathan Knowlton Freeman," he replied nonchalantly.

"Well, what is it going to take to get you to behave,

Jonathan Knowlton Freeman?"

"This is your first year to teach, isn't it?" he asked

politely, half-smiling.

"Yes, it is--but if you don't mind, I'll ask the

questions and you supply the answers."

"Well, it seems to me, since this is my second time

in the fourth grade, that I know more about it than you

do."
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At this her talonlike fingers nearly cut of f the

circulation in his arms. Her knuckles were white with

the strain; her face tinged with red under her makeup.

"So you think you're smart enough to teach this class,"

she criticized, her voice rising. The students giggled

and laughed under their breaths, exchanging looks with

one another, enjoying the show. Miss Holloway whipped

her head toward the class, instantly suppressing their

mirth and restoring order. "All of you get busy, now!"

she admonished, glaring at them until each complied with

her command, her pale-green eyes challenging anyone to

contest her authority.

Returning to Jonathan, she lessened her hold somewhat.

"Now, young man, you were saying?"

"Well, it's like this: The first time you told me

to sit down, you changed your mind and sent me next door

to borrow a seating chart from Mrs. Sanders. The second

time you told me to sit down, you changed your mind and

sent me to the office to get some attendance records.

The third time you yelled at me for being out of my seat,

you said, 'Never mind--as long as you're up, take the

trashcans to the dumpster and empty them out.' And this

time when you tell me to sit, before I can do it, you tell

me to come up here and then holler at me before I ever

even get a chance to sit." His voice was pleading in his

self-defense; not whining, but with an appeal for sympathy
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mixed with a slight touch of irritation.

Sympathy, however, was not one of Miss Holloway's

priorities on her first day on the job at Griffin

Elementary. "So what are you trying to tell me, Jonathan--"

"Call me Johnny," he interjected quickly, hoping to

soften the angry assault by giving her the right to use

the name that all his friends used.

"So what are you trying to tell me, Johnny?" she asked,

pronouncing his name heavily without a trace of warmth

or friendship. "That it's my fault you're misbehaving?"

"No, ma'am. All I'm saying is, Miss Holloway, is

that if you're going to scream at me for being out of my

seat all the time, then at least give me a chance to put

my ass in the chair before you do!"

Their voices had risen steadily as they talked back

and forth. Every word had reached every eager ear in the

room. The gasps of the students spoke for Miss Holloway's

wide-eyed disbelief as Johnny's words finally registered

on her brain.

She bolted out of her chair, whirling Johnny around

as she did so, and ushered him unceremoniously toward the

door. She paused in the doorway for a tense moment to

issue a stern warning to the class not to act up while

she was gone, adding that she would be right back. In

the hall, she pushed Johnny's back to the wall with a

wait-right-here-and-don't-you-dare-move look in her fiery
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green eyes and then marched to the veteran Mrs. Sanders'

classroom next door and motioned her to come out into the

hall.

Johnny cocked his head knowingly at the noisy approach

of the echoing click-clickity-click of their high heels.

He knew the plot: ol' Mrs. Sanders would watch Miss

Holloway's class while she escorted him to the principal's

office.

As Mrs. Sanders stepped into the doorway with her

arms folded parentally at her chest, hoping to catch someone

red-handed in the act of misbehaving, Miss Holloway once

again grabbed Johnny by the arm and briskly led him away.

In the long trek to Mr. Ward's office, Johnny was

alternately pushed, dragged, jerked, and carried along

by his guardian. So angry was she in her righteous

indignation that by the time they were halfway to the

office, Johnny's feet were barely touching the tiled floor.

Indeed, the swift flight of her fury was such that Johnny

didn't even have time to wave at his friends in the

classrooms as he was whisked by them.

The heavy oak door of Mr. Ward's office loomed suddenly

before them, and Miss Holloway steeled herself for the

upcoming confrontation.
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With her right hand turning the ancient doorknob and

her left hand clutched in a deathgrip under Johnny's arm,

Miss Holloway pushed open the solid wooden door leading

into Mr. Ward's office. She shot a glance down at Johnny

and then back again to the sign on the door. In raised

gold letters against a black background it read:

PRINCIPAL'S OFFICE

She had known that sooner or later she would have

to drag a little troublemaker down to the office. It was

inevitable; it had to happen. But being forced to turn

a student over to the principal was, in her mind at least,

admitting that she had failed. It indicated that she didn't

maintain the proper discipline, that she wasn't relating

to her students, that she had lost the essential respect

needed for successful teacher-student relationships. To

her way of thinking, the problem presented a myriad of

reasons that all pointed toward her inadequacy. But what

irked her the most--the underlying cause of all her

apprehensions (whether she wanted to admit it or not, which

she would never do under any circumstance)--was that it

meant she couldn't contend with a given situation and that
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it needed a man to step in to set things right and to

restore order.

Miss Holloway glowered at Johnny. Recalling her

college studies, she knew that there wasn't any such thing

as a "bad kid." Johnny was, she had to admit, a good-

looking youngster. Appearances could be deceiving, true

enough, but he seemed intelligent, as far as she could

tell. What irritated her, though, was his self-assurance,

his confidence in himself, his OK-if-you-say-so-but-I-know-

better attitude. It would lead to trouble--only trouble.

The child obviously had no respect for her--he probably

venerated no one, should his true character be revealed--and

she would not be treated like a mere baby sitter. She

would have respect.

"Do you realize that you are the first student I've

ever had in the principal's office?"

"I'm honored to be the first you've ever had," he

replied, wincing at the pincers that suddenly clenched

the tender flesh of his inner arm.

"Let's go!" she hissed, her voice snaking through

the thin slit of her lips. She yanked him through the

doorway, giving his arm a tighter squeeze for good measure.

Whatever it was that Miss Holloway expected to see

in the principal's office, it wasn't what she saw as she

entered. She had taken it for granted that the office

would be as it was when she had interviewed for the job.
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She remembered the pale-green outer office in need of a

fresh coat of paint, but otherwise neat and tidy, thanks

to the efforts of the secretary, Mrs. Appleby. She recalled

also Mr. Ward's inner office needing new paint and sadly

lacking a window to brighten up the place, his oversized

desk (she had wondered at the time how they ever got it

through the door) littered with papers, and proudly mounted

on the wall behind the desk a magnificent seven-and-a-half

pound Big Mouth Bass that dominated everything in the room.

Mr. Ward, too, was vividly etched into her memory.

He was short and stocky, powerfully built: a fireplug

with big, round arms covered with coarse, thick black hair.

He had an athlete's body that had seen better days. He

possessed the middle-class, middle-aged paunch that comes

from too much gusto, too much armchair football, and too

much elbow-bending at suppertime. His head, in marked

contrast to his arms, was sparsely covered. Miss Holloway

had noticed at the time that he was combing his hair so

as to hide a prominent bald spot. His coal--black,

expressionless eyes were overshadowed by heavy, thick

eyebrows. His nose was full and broad, and immediately

beneath it, recalled Miss Holloway, was the big, wide,

cavernous grin that threatened to devour his whole face.

Miss Holloway's first impression of Mr. Ward had instantly

suggested to her a man who was strong and overbearing,

a man who perfectly fulfilled the traditional, time-honored
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requirements of a school principal.

Miss Holloway's recollections of Mr. Ward, Mrs.

Appleby, and the office were more or less what she expected

to see on her first day at Griffin Elementary. She had

no reason whatsoever to anticipate otherwise.

But what she received was an entirely different matter.

Mr. Ward was there, and Mrs. Appleby, too--but not as Miss

Holloway had ever seen them before. The teacher's mouth

gaped open in astonishment, and her eyes rivaled the hole

in her face, as if to see which could open the widest.

Mr. Ward had both hands on the wrist of a pretty little

blond girl, locked in a desperate tug-of-war. The girl's

teeth were clenched; her slender torso heaved with her

labored breathing as she attempted to pry Mr. Ward's fingers

apart and break his grip with her free hand. While pulling,

tugging, and jerking to be free, she alternately glanced

from the vicelike grip of Mr. Ward to a spot about three

feet behind her.

"Let me go! Let me go! Let--me--go!" she snarled

through clamped teeth, darting her eyes all the while over

her shoulder.

And at that position behind the blond girl knelt Mrs.

Appleby. She was down on both knees, her arms wrapped

around the waist of a cute brunette in a frantic struggle

to secure the girl in one place. The brown-haired girl

twisted her shoulders from left to right, banging her elbows
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one after the other onto either side of Mrs. Appleby's

head. The secretary's wire-rimmed glasses tilted

precariously on her nose, one lens up around her right

eyebrow, the other lens down on her left cheek. The

location of the glasses didn't really matter, though,

because Mrs. Appleby had both eyes shut.

Amidst all the turmoil, Miss Holloway stood in the

center of the doorway. In her bewilderment she released

her hold on Johnny and dropped both hands to her sides.

Her confusion was apparent on her face: what to do? She

had no more idea of how to help than if she had been asked

to separate two Doberman Pinschers that were trying to

kill each other.

Mr. Ward breathed hard through his nostrils. His

beerbelly, hanging ponderously over his belt, contracted

and expanded, bellowslike. At last he turned his

bullet-of-a-head toward Miss Holloway, riveting his eyes

on her, seeing her as if for the first time.

"Miss . . . uh . . . uh . . ." His perplexity

registered for a brief moment in his eyes as he glanced

back to the blond, who had redoubled her efforts in the

reckless attempt to break free.

The brunette, in the meantime, continued to pummel

Mrs. Appleby's head. The enraged little girl began a shrill

chorus of "I'll get you! I'll get you! I'll get you!"

over and over in a high-pitched, nerve-tearing screech.
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Mr. Ward looked up quickly again at Miss Holloway.

"For Christ's sake, young lady! Don't just stand there!"

When Miss Holloway showed no signs of apparent activity,

he jolted her into action with a cannonlike command: "Shut

the damn door!" he thundered, pointing with his right hand

to the wide-open door behind her.

Mr. Ward's distraction was just what the infuriated

blond needed. With one frantic yank of her hands, she

succeeded in releasing herself from bondage. She whirled

around and streaked across the three or four feet that

separated her from her adversary, drawing back her right

fist as she closed in on the girl. The brunette, absorbed

in yelling, stamping her feet, and twisting from side to

side, never saw her coming. The blond's right fist shot

outward in a wide arc, and the haymaker landed squarely

with a loud whack! on her opponent's mouth.

"Bam!" yelled Johnny, swinging his right arm in mimicry

of the blow. "Hit 'er again, Marilyn! Knock 'er socks

off!" He was caught up in the excitement and could not

restrain his enthusiasm.

The full force of Marilyn's blow staggered her enemy.

The brunette's vision faded away in a haze; her eyes,

misting instantly after the impact, glazed over and became

useless. Blood gushed thickly from her mouth. Dazed,

she collapsed to the floor with Marilyn on top of her,

the blond pounding at the brown-haired girl's face.
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Through it all, the forlorn Mrs. Appleby had somehow

managed to hang on. However, as the girls tumbled to the

floor, she landed flat on her back at the bottom of the

pile. The air in her lungs was expelled in a whooshing

hiss, and she immediately released her despairing grip

on the little girl who had just been punched.

Miss Holloway, having finally closed the door, returned

to stand by Johnny's side. Johnny was bent over at the

waist with his hands on his knees, craning his neck this

way and that, trying to get the best view of the pile-up

on the floor and to make some sense out of the chaos of

thrashing bodies. Miss Holloway pushed him toward a seat

next to the wall in the waiting area and instructed him

to sit down and to stay there.

Johnny took his chair just as Mr. Ward snatched Marilyn

from behind, lifting her bodily from the floor, her arms

and legs flailing furiously in the air. The principal

retreated quickly with his squirming package a yard or

so from the scene of the fight and deposited Marilyn roughly

on her feet. He did not, however, relinquish his hold

on the girl, but kept her firmly in his grasp. He was

breathing heavily now from his exertions, and his face

was red and puffy. The principal adjusted his grip more

securely on Marilyn and mentally exhaled a sigh of relief

as he turned to survey the damage at the sight of the fracas

behind him, relieved that the worst was over.
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Mrs. Appleby was sprawled on the floor, propped up

on one elbow, attempting to get back her breath. Her

forty-nine-year-old face was frozen in a grimace of pain,

and her carefully styled, immaculate hair was now a

veritable rat's nest. She had broken two perfectly

manicured nails almost in half. Sweat marred her makeup,

and her new, expensive red blouse had an ugly, jagged rip

at the collar.

The brunette struggled drunkenly to her hands and

knees and shook her head, trying to clear her battered

skull. Blood dripped in tear-shaped drops from her lips.

Miss Holloway moved to the girl and squatted next

to her. The teacher gently placed one hand on the girl's

shoulder and asked, "Does it hurt?" It was all she could

think of to say.

Miss Holloway's inquiry served to unmuddle the

brunette's mind. For the first time the girl realized

that she was injured. Faintly she saw the blood on the

floor and felt the warm, moist liquid trickling down her

chin. Her eyes widened in amazement and terror as she

coughed and sputtered, trying to unclog her throat. She

gagged several times, turned her head toward Miss Holloway,

and explosively vomited all over the teacher's brand-new

shoes.

Miss Holloway, released from concern about the injured

girl, stood up and rapidly backpedalled away, looking in



16

disgust at her soiled shoes. How awful! she thought.

How dreadfully awful!

The brunette's foggy vision spun down to the crimson

puddle on the floor. Rage set in as her sight sharpened.

Yes! there it was, sure enough! Right in the middle of

the blood and the spit was a bright, shiny white tooth.

She ran her tongue to the roof of her mouth, confirming

the worst: she had lost one of her permanent front teeth.

"You bitch!" she screamed, regaining her footing and

lunging forward like a sprinter coming out of the blocks.

"Hey!" Mr. Ward yelled to Miss Holloway. He still

couldn't recall her name. "Grab her!" he bellowed.

Miss Holloway, still staring in dismay at her shoes,

bolted with a start back into reality. She was too late,

though, to prevent the brunette's headlong plunge toward

Marilyn.

Mr. Ward released his hold on Marilyn and sprang in

front of the dark-haired girl's assault. In his attempt

to thwart further violence, he spread both hands out in

front of him to catch the girl in midflight. He succeeded

in grabbing her at the shoulders, only to receive a swift

kick in the shin for his efforts. His face contorted in

a grotesque mask, and with one hand on the brunette and

the other on his shin, he sought to steer the two girls

safely away from each other to avoid any more destruction.

The new attack came dangerously near Johnny's chair.
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He jumped up as the three approached, preparing to rush

to the other side of the room behind Miss Holloway. Johnny

wasn't afraid of getting involved in the ruckus with the

two girls, but he definitely didn't want the overweight

Mr. Ward to step on his feet.

Johnny hesitated for a second, waiting for an

opportunity to make good his exit. The brunette had already

once brushed against Johnny in her fight to get around

Mr. Ward; she was bobbing and weaving frantically, pushing

and pulling on the principal's arm, trying to get at her

prey just beyond her reach. Johnny sucked in his breath

and shuffled sideways along the edge of the chairs, trying

to make himself as thin as possible so as to squeeze by

the combatants unscathed.

The brunette suddenly faked to her right and then

skirted to her left, dropping her shoulders low to get

under and around Mr. Ward's grasp. In doing so, she again

nudged against Johnny, this time entirely halting his

progress away from the fight. As she glanced off him and

plummetted on in her flight, Johnny twisted sharply on

his heels in an apparent effort to avoid any further contact

and deftly shot out his foot six inches to a point between

the girl's feet.

She fell headlong to the tiled surface, crashing

unchecked upon both knees and one elbow. Her chin slammed

onto the floor and skidded and inch or two, tearing the
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skin in a narrow, ragged gash.

Johnny half-staggered, half-fell away from the girl

in the opposite direction, wildly waving his arms. He

stumbled awkwardly toward his teacher standing a few feet

away, and finally regained his balance. And it worked!

To all observers it seemed as if the girl had tripped him

in her mad rush at Marilyn, and it was all he could do

to keep from smiling in his triumph.

His task accomplished, Johnny assumed a position behind

Miss Holloway, who was carefully staying just outside the

perimeter of the melee, avoiding confrontation. Mrs.

Appleby had wobbled to her feet and retired to her desk.

Out of the corner of his eye Johnny could see her seated

in her chair, bent over at the waist with her chest hugging

her thighs, vomiting into her trashcan. She still hadn't

gotten back her wind. Johnny smiled. He knew from

experience that it would be a long time in coming.

With only one hand on the brunette, Mr. Ward was unable

to prevent her from falling to the floor. He winced as

if feeling the impact when her chin took the vicious jolt

in her headfirst drop, shooting new waves of pain into

her already bloody mouth. Scarcely hesitating long enough

to absorb the shock, the girl scampered to her feet,

enraged, and shot forward just under Mr. Ward's outstretched

hands.

"Don't!" he shouted . . . but too late. She and
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Marilyn clashed furiously, fists flying in a barrage of

punches. The girls tumbled to the floor, the brunette

on top of Marilyn, with the blond trapped in a headlock.

"I'll teach you to steal my shit!" screeched the

dark-haired girl. She held on to Marilyn's neck with her

left arm and began beating the blond on top of the head

with her right fist, using hard, heavy punches.

Marilyn, in a final effort to break free of the

strangle-hold, was able to do so when the other girl

released her left hand from the headlock and started hitting

her with both hands. Marilyn's ears were ringing from

the blows and her temples throbbed from the pressure of

the hold. She stood up dizzily. Both girls were now

crying.

"I didn't steal your goddamn perfume!" Marilyn sobbed

between broken breaths. "I swear I didn't take it!"

"All right, now, that's enough!" commanded Mr. Ward.

He stepped over to the brunette and grabbed her by the

arm. She made a motion to resist, but she was physically

and emotionally spent.

Miss Holloway walked toward Marilyn, positioning

herself between the two combatants, and folded her arms

authoritatively. She glanced from one girl to another

without moving her head, preparing herself mentally for

a new outbreak of violence.

"She did too steal my perfume!" the brown-haired girl
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cried, spraying a thin mist of blood into the air.

"Did not, you bitch!"

Mr. Ward snapped his fingers and pointed at Marilyn.

"That's enough, young lady! No more!" He turned his wrath

next upon the brunette. "And that goes for you, too!"

Miss Holloway noticed Johnny standing off to one side,

his hands on his hips. She pointed toward the chairs,

indicating that he should resume sitting as previously

instructed.

He obeyed, but reluctantly. He wanted to say something

in Marilyn's behalf, but he didn't dare. They wouldn't

listen anyway, and it probably would just make things worse.

They would tell him to stay out of it and to keep his mouth

shut concerning things he knew nothing about. Besides

that, a character reference for Marilyn coming from him

didn't carry any weight at all, and he knew it. No, not

with his reputation. He sat down, extending both legs

out in front of him, and crossed one ankle over the other.

He folded his arms across his chest and sighed. He knew

very well that it would be a long wait.

"Go over there and sit down," Mr. Ward said to Marilyn.

Her eyes were bloodshot from crying, and she had a dark

discoloration beginning to develop on her left cheekbone.

It promised to be a classic black eye that would last a

long, long time. She took a seat next to Johnny and

continued to sob silently to herself.
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Mr. Ward escorted the brunette into his office, seated

her in the chair before his desk, and shut the door behind

him on his return into the reception area. He walked

stiffly over to Mrs. Appleby's desk to see if she were

all right. The secretary had already surveyed her broken

nails and torn blouse and had dismissed them both as

casualties. She was in the process of reassembling her

coiffure when Mr. Ward stopped beside her desk.

"You going to live?" he asked, concerned.

She looked up at him for a split second. "I think

so," she replied, still a bit shaken.

He motioned toward the trashcan. "Why don't you go

to the ladies' room and empty that out and get yourself

put back together. You can go ahead and go to lunch if

you want to. I can handle it from here."

Mrs. Appleby dropped her compact into her purse, picked

up the trashcan and exited from the office. She held the

can away from her at arm's length, tilting her head to

one side and scrunching up her nose at the stench. It

had begun to stink up the entire room, and Johnny was glad

to see it taken away.

Mr. Ward approached Miss Holloway. She had been

standing politely, wishing in some way to help, but at

the same time feeling unsure as to what to say or do.

Nothing within her knowledge or experience suggested an

appropriate response.
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He stopped within a foot or so of Miss Holloway and

looked at her judgmentally. "Yes, Miss--?" he began.

"Holloway," she said to be helpful, but also feeling

disappointed.

"Holloway," he replied thoughtfully. "Well, Miss

Holloway, what did he do this time?" he sighed, motioning

toward Johnny with a jerk of his thumb.

She hesitated.

"Well?" he pressed, becoming impatient.

"Abusive language, sir."

"Abusive language. What exactly did he say?"

She hesitated again.

"Well, come on--let's have it."

"He said 'ass,' sir."

"'Ass'?"

"Yes, sir--'ass.'"

"Did he call you an ass?"

"Uh . . . no, sir . . ."

"He just said 'ass.' Is that right?"

"Yes, sir."

Mr. Ward looked down at the tiled floor, rubbed his

eyes, and sighed. "Miss Holloway, in lieu of what you've

just seen and heard in here, does saying 'ass' seem to

you like that big of a crime?"

"Well . . . no, sir," she said, the color fading from

her cheeks. She felt cold all over. "But under the
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circumstances--"

"Miss Holloway, you're going to have to learn to deal

with minor problems like that yourself. I can't be

concerned with every little word these kids say at school.

Some of the things that come out of their mouths may not

be pleasant, but they hear them a hundred times a day at

home and on TV, and they're going to repeat what they hear.

The only time I get involved is when the language is way

out of line or abusive. The rest you can handle, either

with detention halls or extra homework."

"Yes, sir," she assured, trying to appear eager to

learn as she had done while in college. She turned to

leave.

"One more thing, Miss Holloway," the principal began.

He spread his feet firmly and pointed at her, preparing

to begin his lecture. "Whenever you see two or more

students engaged in fighting, you are to use whatever means

necessary to ensure the safety of the students and see

to it that they don't hurt each other. Our own personal

safety is secondary. Don't do anything risky, but the

students come first. So next time, please don't wait to

be told what to do--just jump right in and take command

of the situation."

"Yes, sir," she nodded.

"You can go now. Leave the boy here. I'll talk to

him. He and I saw a lot of each other last year."
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Miss Holloway turned to depart. She didn't look at

Johnny for more than a fraction of a second, but she saw

him snicker--and what was worse, she felt it, too. As

she opened the office door she paused, unable to resist

an afterthought that seemed appropriate.

"I'll see you in the classroom when Mr. Ward finishes

talking to you. And," she added sternly, "you come right

back to the room when he's finished. Understand?"

"Yes, ma'am," Johnny said, still smirking.
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The smothering silence of the office was sporadically

broken by hollow, faraway sounds. Everything that filtered

through the heavy atmosphere came to Johnny like the sounds

of a distant television that no one was watching. Every

other minute or so his spirits would sink blissfully into

a pool of nothingness--just a vast, empty absence. However,

something would stir him back to his surroundings, beginning

somewhere remotely in another dimension and working its

way sluggishly through barriers of time and space, arriving

finally to rudely awaken him by tapping on his inner ear.

He would then shift uncomfortably in his hard wooden chair

and retake stock of his environment. It was during these

intervals that he became aware of the school's existence

as it went on around him: the muffled harangue of Mr.

Ward beyond his office door; a bell clanging an alarm

throughout the building; a set of footsteps clomping noisily

nearby and then trailing away down the hall. And constantly

through it all was the sorrowful, soul-wrenching sobbing

of the beautiful little blond girl sitting at Johnny's

right. Marilyn's crying was an incessant underlying drone

occasionally punctuated with highs and lows dictated by

her painfully forced breathing. Her misery had an immediate

and sustained effect on Johnny's emotions. He felt a cold

25



26

sadness blanket his feelings, a bleakness that grew with

the girl's increased weeping.

Marilyn leaned forward and buried her face in her

hands, resting both elbows on her knees. Her sobs were

muted now, and her shoulders shook perceptibly with each

heaving breath.

Johnny sighed, casting a downtrodden glance at Marilyn,

and wearily adjusted his position once again in his chair.

Shit, thought Johnny, she's crying her eyes out. He knew

that she was hiding her face in abject indignation, partly

shamed because she was crying in his presence, but mostly

dishonored because of her public humiliation. She was

certainly infuriated, unquestionably in pain, and probably

unjustly accused of committing a crime. Being suspected

of being a thief could follow a student all the way through

high school . . . and beyond . . . and could cost a person

many friends along the way, too. Johnny realized that

Marilyn had every right to be embittered and to cry: she

had suffered enough to make any girl--or any woman, for

that matter--lose her self-respect.

He knew what it felt like to be unjustly blamed for

an uncommitted offense, as . .

"When that asshole, Billy Morgan, accused me of

stealin' his lunch money," Johnny said, leaning close to

Marilyn's ear, "it hurt real bad inside. Almost as bad,"

he continued slyly, "as that busted nose I gave him for
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it."

Marilyn sobbed, rubbing her tearstained face with

her hands. She lessened somewhat in intensity, however,

at the sound of Johnny's voice, and he knew that she was

listening. He felt, rather than rationalized, that she

needed a friend right then--that she desperately needed

to regain her composure, as well as some of her dignity.

"And then," Johnny resumed, making a face as if he

had just bitten into a tart wedge of lemon, "there was

that time last year when that son-of-a-bitch, Joey Compton,

said I threw his books out the window up on the second

floor--the same classroom I'm in now. I got sent to the

warden's office, and he gave me a whole week of detention

halls, and I didn't toss those crummy books out the window.

Joey had put his damn books on the window ledge like Mrs.

Fowler said not to, and they fell out. He blamed it on

me so he wouldn't get into any trouble. He said I did

it because I just happened to be close by when they fell

out, and I already had a pretty bad rep as a troublemaker."

Johnny paused to see if Marilyn were paying attention.

"Hey, Mare--you listenin'?"

A slight nod of her head indicated that she was, and

a large sniff was her only audible reply.

"And that just really burned me up--almost as much

as when I took his science-fair project and put a match

to it. You remember, don't you--that stupid windmill?"
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Marilyn nodded yes, her face still concealed in her

hands.

Johnny continued excitedly. "He'd worked for six

or eight weeks on that bastard, and it was good, too--real

good. Made out of about a million popsickle sticks. I

think his dad helped him with it--Joey says he's an

engineer, but I think he's really just some kind of

construction worker or something. You should've seen it!

That thing caught on fire just like that," he said, snapping

his fingers for emphasis. "Mare, you should've seen that

sucker burn!"

Johnny leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms,

smiling. He had never told anyone this story--not even

his oldest friend, Marilyn. He grinned wider in self-

satisfaction and studied her for a moment. She had almost

stopped crying.

"It was great the way I planned it. About an hour

before lunch I pretended to be sick so that Mrs. Fowler

would send me down to the nurse. The nurse took my

temperature and said that I wasn't sick. She told me to

just lie there for a few minutes and I would be all right.

After a little while she asked me if I was doing any better,

and I said no, that I was gettin' worse, and I was sure

doing my best to really look like I was dying. Well, you

know what she did then?" Johnny asked, tapping Marilyn

on the arm to obtain her attention. "She said that I was
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faking' it, like I had done a dozen times before earlier

that year. The old bat said that she didn't appreciate

me lying to her and grabbed me by the shoulders and started

shaking me. Can you believe that?" His eyes were wide,

incredulous. "She was shaking me! I mean, shit, for all

she knew, I could've been ready to croak any second. Well,

finally she just looked down at me real disgusted-like

and said she was going to get Mr. Ward. And when she left,"

Johnny chortled, "I stuck my fingers down my throat and

threw up all over her sweater that she had put on the chair

by the bed.

"So, anyway, the old battle-axe came back in a few

minutes with the warden. They both took one look at the

mess I'd made and decided real quick to send me home.

"They called my mom to come get me, but I knew that

it was too far for her to drive back and forth. Besides

that, her boss doesn't like her to leave the office and

raises hell every time anybody wants to. So she gave them

her permission to let me go ahead and ride my bike home

since it wasn't really all that far."

Johnny stopped for a second and glanced toward Mr.

Ward's office door, wondering if he would have enough time

to finish his tale. He hurried on, anxious to get to the

good parts.

"So I went home--but not right away. I doubled back

when lunchtime came around and snuck back into the school.
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Everybody was down in the lunchroom, so it was easy as

pie. I put a match to that goddamn windmill and then just

walked right out of the school, cool as hell.

"I stayed at home a couple of days actin' sick just

to make it look good and to be on the safe side. Paul

Erickson told me all about it when I came back. He said

everybody came running in, yelling and screaming and going

crazy when they saw the smoke coming out of the door into

the hallway. Mrs. Fowler pushed her way through and ran

over and started blowin' on it like a fool, and then she

lifted up the front of her skirt and began fanning it!

She was flashing the whole class a squirrel shot all over

the place! Paul said you could see everything! Well,

anyway, all the wind from her skirt got the blades on that

windmill turnin' real fast and it went up in flames quick

as the devil. Somebody finally ran down to the janitor's

closet and filled up a bucket with water and dumped it

on the blasted thing--but it was too late. It was burned

to a crisp.

"And I got away with it, too, 'cause I wasn't even

there. While all that was going on, I busted my ass

ninety-miles-an-hour to get home 'cause I knew they were

gonna call me just to make sure I was at home in bed where

I was supposed to be. I made it back just in time to sit

down and catch my breath, and then sure enough, the phone

rang, and it was the warden, checkin' up on me. And what
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was really great about the whole thing was that Mr. Ward

was the one who sent me home in the first place! Ain't

that beautiful?" Johnny smiled, rehashing the scenes in

his mind. He contemplated Marilyn. Was she too upset

to share in his triumphs, or had he been able to help

relieve some of her anguish?

"'Course, the way Paul told it made it sound like

I damn-near burned down the whole school. But I got that

windmill, Marilyn--and it serves Joey Compton right, that

son-of-a-bitch!"

Johnny was close to Marilyn's ear, studying her lean

profile. She had stopped crying now, but was still

breathing in dry, broken starts. However, Johnny noticed,

she had calmed considerably. With a bit more assistance,

she might restore her poise before confronting Mr. Ward.

Marilyn tilted back her head, blinking against the

bruising light. She closed her tearstreaked eyes and rubbed

her brow, trying to stave off a headache and to stop crying.

Mucus dripped from her nose and trickled down her chin,

and she made an awkward attempt to wipe it away with the

back of a hand.

"Hold it," Johnny said, touching her shoulder. He

slid from his chair and cautiously made his way over to

Mrs. Appleby's desk. The secretary had a box of kleenex

beside the phone--Johnny had noticed her wiping vomit from

her mouth and chin after she had retched into the trashcan.
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Mrs. Appleby probably wouldn't be back for some time, but

Johnny hastily yanked a large handful of tissues from the

box, hurrying as fast as he could. He wanted to help

Marilyn in any way possible, but he knew it wouldn't be

to his benefit to have Mr. Ward suddenly burst out of the

inner office into the waiting area and find him out of

his chair and standing alongside the secretary's desk.

He glanced toward the principal's door. He felt sure there

wasn't much danger of being caught because he could still

hear Mr. Ward reprimanding the brunette. But, he reflected,

Mr. Ward might be pacing around the office and suddenly

decide to call the other culprit in for her share of the

punishment. Mr. Ward had already been at it for ten or

fifteen minutes, and Marilyn's time was due shortly.

Johnny scampered across the room to resume his seat.

As he returned, he noticed that Marilyn was still using

the back of her hand and fingers to tidy up her face.

"Here," he said gently, "hold still." He guided

Marilyn's hand away from her nose and with his left hand

carefully cradled her chin. He turned her head toward

him firmly and began wiping away the excretions from her

face.

"Oww!" Her voice had become harsh and husky from

so much crying. "Take it easy, will you? That hurts!"

Her hand rose to her cheek and gingerly touched the puffy

skin under her left eye.
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Johnny continued to wipe. "Sorry," he said quietly.

"I didn't mean to hurt you."

"I know."

Johnny finished with her finely chiselled features

and then mopped up her fingers and the back of her hand.

"There," he said, wadding up the used kleenex. He

peered across the room for a waste basket, preparing for

a long-distance hoop shot. Then he remembered where the

trashcan was and why it had been removed from the room.

"Shit," he exclaimed, looking around the waiting area.

There wasn't another receptacle in the outer office. "Oh,

well," he shrugged, "here." He handed Marilyn the three

or four unused tissues to dry away any excess. "Get your

shit together before the warden calls for you." He leaned

back in his chair and started to put the soggy wad of

kleenex into his pocket.

"Here, let me have it," Marilyn offered. "It's m

snot all over them. You don't have to do that."

"Forget it." Johnny slid them into his pocket, then

ran his palm over his jeans to remove the moist, clammy

residue. Marilyn immediately began to dab at her nose

and cheek with the tightly clenched wad of tissues. "It's

no problem at all," Johnny said matter-of-factly. "My

pleasure."

And it was. Johnny had known Marilyn for almost five

years. They had been close friends and played together
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since they had first met as children, and the two had lived

down the street from each other until the past summer when

Johnny's mother sold the house and moved into an apartment

a mile or so away from the old neighborhood. Johnny and

his mother had been gone the entire summer while visiting

relatives, and he hadn't seen Marilyn at all during that

time . . . and she had changed.

Marilyn was a year older than Johnny and taller than

most of the boys at school, as girls normally were at their

ages, and she had always been skinny. But now she was

not the same as he remembered. Johnny couldn't define

the transition exactly; he merely sensed that Marilyn was

mysteriously different. His friend had filled out and

clearly begun to develop nicely shaped breasts, Johnny

saw with a quick survey, even though she was still slender.

She had grown even more in height, but she had also firmed

up and was now physically sleek and well-proportioned.

Her face was no longer plump, as an adolescent's, but had

prominent cheek bones with sharply defined edges. Her

hair had grown past her shoulders and was thick and straight

and shiny.

But there was more to Marilyn's metamorphosis than

her outward, visible alteration. There was something else,

something more subtle. Johnny could feel it. Intuitively

he knew: Marilyn wasn't a child anymore: she was a young

woman.
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"You didn't take that perfume, did you?" Johnny's

tone indicated that he wasn't asking a question; he was

making a statement. He knew Marilyn didn't steal it because

she had too much class to take something that didn't belong

to her.

"Of course not," Marilyn sniffed, with a tinge of

indignation in her strained voice.

"I didn't think so." He shifted in his seat. Johnny

felt as if he had been sitting in the hard wooden chair

for hours.

"Hey, Mare--tell me something. What got you so bent

out of shape? I've seen you get in fights before, but

I've never seen you get this upset. Just what did she

do?"

Marilyn hesitated, staring at the principal's closed

door. Her eyes narrowed, peering straight ahead, as if

she were able to see with x-ray vision the brunette in

the inner office. Marilyn sincerely hoped that the girl

was getting an extra-heavy dosage of verbal abuse from

Mr. Ward. The blond's jaw was set firmly and her clear

blue eyes glared unwaveringly at the office door.

Boy, Johnny thought, if looks could kill . .

"She--her name's Anna--said I stole her perfume out

of her purse. She started yellin' at me real loud out

in the hall and making a big scene. I told her to cool

it, that I didn't take it. She said I did, too, and that
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she was gonna kick my ass if I didn't hand it over. By

then everybody was gathered around outside the classroom

by the water fountain--except our teacher, and she was

in the restroom."

Marilyn paused to catch her breath. She sniffed once

or twice, lowered her head, and continued. "So she pushed

me and knocked me back against the wall. I hit my head

pretty hard." She stopped, probing the back of her head

with her fingertips, searching for the bump that proved

to be there, and winced at the feel of the painful wound.

"I was mad, but kinda dizzy. Everybody else was just

standing there, staring at us."

"So she started it. No wonder you're so damn mad."

Marilyn snuffled, averting her eyes to the tiled floor.

"That's not why I got so upset." Her voice decreased to

little more than a whisper.

Johnny saw that Marilyn was becoming furious. The

blood had suddenly rushed into her face, and the dark,

blue-black bruise was now an ugly island surrounded by

a sea of crimson hatred.

Marilyn began to cry again. She took a deep breath

and then spat, "She called me a whore!" She lifted the

kleenex to her face, wiping it across both eyes. "Then

she called me that again," Marilyn whimpered, her chin

quivering, "and all the boys started giggling. She said

I was nothing but a lousy whore, and everybody knew it,
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everybody in the whole school. She said that any girl

who went out with guys in the ninth grade had to be

easy--and that's what all whores were: easy."

So that's it! Johnny thought. What a turd that little

bitch, Anna, is! "So are you going to tell the warden

what she called you?" Johnny suggested, hinting at what

she should do in pleading her case to the principal.

Marilyn shook her head in dismay, her blond hair

obscuring her face. "I can't. My dad and I don't get

along anymore. Says I'm growing up too fast. If he found

out what the kids at school are calling me, I'd catch a

lot of shit from him--a whole lotta shit."

"Well, no matter what anybody else says, I know

better," declared Johnny. "Lt don't make a rat's ass to

me what anyone thinks--I still like you."

Marilyn's head and shoulders sagged, weary from her

ordeal.

"Hey, look," Johnny reassured, leaning closer to

Marilyn's ear. "Don't worry about it. I got the worst

reputation in the whole world--and we're still friends,

aren't we? I mean, you still like me, don't you?" Suddenly

he was pleading, the weaker on asking to be wanted, to

be accepted, to be needed. He experienced a chilling rush

of surprise following his utte ance, not because he didn't

honestly feel the desire for Marilyn's affection, but

because his voice so clearly indicated an innermost, urgent
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craving. He hadn't meant to let his guard down as he did;

the back of his neck became hot with embarrassment--and

dread. Suppose Marilyn shunned him, denied his feelings?

Johnny was risking a treasured emotion, and he knew it.

Only then did he fully realize how much Marilyn's reply

actually meant to him.

"Of course I like you. I always have. I always will."

Johnny placed his hand on her shoulder and rubbed

gently, as much for his own benefit as hers. He needed

to touch someone right then, that very instant--a person

from his past who cared, a friend who truly accepted him

in spite of his many transgressions.

"That means a lot to me," he whispered. "I got a

few problems myself."

Marilyn glanced at Johnny, her head no longer bowed

to hide her tears, but still softly crying. In Johnny's

dependence on her for support, she had in turn regained

some of her own inner strength.

"At least," Marilyn said, somewhat more composed,

"you got back at those two turds who caused you trouble.

You broke one asshole's nose and burned down the other

son-of-a-bitch's windmill. I didn't get Anna back at all

for calling me a whore." Her puffy eyes narrowed into

slits of steely spite as she glared at the office door

shielding the brunette from her.

"Yes, you did," Johnny assured, smiling.
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"No, I didn't," Marilyn replied emphatically, shaking

her head.

Johnny laughed. "I assure you, you did."

"What do you mean?"

"Here--I've got something for you." Johnny held out

his left hand in a fist.

Marilyn stared at him and wrinkled her brow, confusion

and wonder in her eyes. "What is it?"

"Go on--take it."

"But what is it?" she asked again as she extended

her hand.

Johnny placed his fist on Marilyn's palm, op ned it,

and then withdrew his hand.

Marilyn gaped, her eyes widening, and gasped.

"A trophy," Johnny whispered solemnly.

There in her hand lay a big, white, shiny tooth marred

only by the dried blood around the dark, grisly root.

Marilyn smiled. Her face beamed now, and her blue

eyes sparkled. She reached over and squeezed Johnny's

thigh and looked deeply into his eyes.

"Thanks, Johnny."

Johnny stared at her for a long moment, lost in a

tangled web of thoughts. He had known her for years, but

this Marilyn was not the same, a Marilyn he had never seen

before. He looked from her blue eyes to her blond hair,

then along her slender body all the way to her feet, and
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returned again to her eyes.

He leaned breathlessly toward Marilyn and tenderly

kissed the dark, ugly bruise on her cheek.
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Miss Holloway, who normally walked as if perpetually

late for an appointment, was taking her time strolling

down the hallway toward the teachers' lounge. Lunch period

was the only time when she could get away from the students

except at recess, when she merely escorted the students

to Miss Thompson's gym class. Actually, she was supposed

to remain with her group even in the lunchroom. In

practice, however, the teachers at Griffin Elementary had

devised a system among themselves whereby one teacher would

supervise two classes during lunch, allowing an unchained

instructor to go to the restroom or to the lounge; the

routine was alternated every day. The ol' buddy system,

thought Miss Holloway sarcastically; teachers banding

together to help one another preserve their sanity. At

first, Miss Holloway couldn't relate to the importance

that the other teachers placed on this practice. Now,

though, after two weeks on the job, she understood: those

fifteen minutes (twenty at the most) that an instructor

was free from the noise and commotion were vital to one's

mental health over a long period of time--and she had

virtually the entire school year yet to complete.

So far, reflected Miss Holloway, so good. Her

"partner" for lunchroom guard duty was Mrs. Sanders

41
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("Sergeant," the students called her). With a wry smile

Miss Holloway admitted that Mrs. Sanders was, indeed, the

type of person that every child would hate to have for

a teacher. She was big and heavy and had a permanent frown

etched into her wrinkled forehead; she was "all business"

and spoke curtly, military fashion, even when instructing

in class. When and if "Sarge" laughed, Miss Holloway

suddenly realized, the old teacher didn't seem to honestly

mean any levity. Christ Almighty! the young teacher

thought. If I think this way about her, imagine how the

kids must feel! But, she rationalized, it doesn't really

matter what the students think.

"They're scared to death of me," Mrs. Sanders had

said yesterday, "and that's just the way I want it. They're

not up here to have fun and act like fools; they're here

to learn, whether they want to or not. And my experience

after all these years has shown me that there's only three

ways to do it: discipline, discipline, discipline.

"Take my advice," she had confided to Miss Holloway,

tapping her on a bony shoulder for emphasis. "Get tough

with 'em right off the bat and let 'em know you won't take

any crap. They may hate you for it now, but believe you

me, one day they'll appreciate what you tried to do for

them."

Maybe she's right, Miss Holloway considered as she

drew near the lounge door. Maybe I am a little too light
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on the kids. But no, she quickly countered, that's me.

That's the way I do things. I'm just being myself. Maybe

later when I'm old and bitter and cynical about everything

like Mrs. Sanders is . . .

No, she thought, shaking her head. No! I will not

get that way! It will take much more than twenty years

of wrinkles and vericose veins and stretch marks and little

shits like Johnny Freeman to drive me crazy--

With the image of Johnny she began to walk even slower.

It was not understandable, she knew, to slow down with

one's movements when pressed for time, as she was now.

But somehow, the very act of consciously gearing down the

speed that she walked (or drove) seemed to elongate time

itself. To weigh down the passage of seconds and minutes

with a mental anchor did nothing, of course, but pacify

her psychological need to relax and not to panic. Her

peculiar manner of movement was an odd quirk that she

employed whenever she felt rushed and nervous and in need

of a cigarette, as she did right then while walking to

the lounge.

"Your father," her mother had told her a few years

ago, "does the same thing when he's being rushed and pushed

for time--he slows down. I mean, it doesn't make any sense

to slow down when you're already behind, does it? No,

it doesn't! So you tell everybody that you got it from

him and not me, OK? Everybody knows he's weird, anyway.
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Christ Almighty! You should have seen him drive me to

the hospital when I was pregnant with you! There I was

about to deliver in the front seat of the car, and he's

driving thirty-miles-an-hour down the highway in the fast

lane!"

Well, Miss Holloway considered, I'm not exactly that

bad. That was just Dad's way of putting up with pressure.

I'm not like that. I know I'm the nervous-type and pretty

high-strung and people have always said that I act just

like my mother, but that's just Dad's and my little way

of keeping a lid on things.

She paused at the lounge door with her hand on the

knob and looked at her wristwatch. Christ Almighty! It

had taken her twice as long to reach the lounge as it should

have done. She shook her head and sighed. She had only

about ten minutes left to sit in the lounge and to feel

out of place--a stranger--and to fight the urge to smoke

a cigarette.

No! she said to herself hesitantly. I don't need

one. It's been three months since I quit and I refuse--

"Hey! Hey, Miss Holloway!"

The urgent calling of her name startled her, and her

hand jerked from the knob as if she had been shocked by

carpet electricity. She turned her head quickly in the

direction of the voice that had now become the sound of

running feet. She sensed the identity of the student a
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fraction of a second before she clearly distinguished the

face and form rushing toward her from the far end of the

long hallway.

"Hey, Miss Holloway--"

"Johnny, what are you doing out of the lunchroom?"

Miss Holloway felt chilled at the base of her spine. The

flesh on the back of her neck was goose pimpled, as if

she had stepped into a draft. Something was definitely

wrong, and she knew it.

"It's Mrs. Sanders!" Johnny yelled as he skidded to

a halt in front of her.

"Now I know that Mrs. Sanders didn't give you

permission to come all the way down here to the teachers'

lounge."

Johnny was already shaking his head, waiting for her

to pause long enough for him to explain. "No, no--it wasn't

her that sent me down here. It was Mr. Ward."

"Mr. Ward? Why? What's wrong?"

Before Johnny could phrase a reply, he was abruptly

silenced by his teacher's questioning.

"Are you in trouble again? Did you do something you

shouldn't have?"

Johnny's eyes grew wide. "Who, me? No, I didn't

do anything. Mr. Ward just picked me to come and find

you, that's all."

"So why did he send you?" Oh, please, her mind raced,
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don't let this be something catastrophic!

"It's Mrs. Sanders--" Johnny began.

"Mrs. Sanders? I thought you said Mr. Ward sent you

here," Miss Holloway interrupted, trying to trick the boy

into confessing the truth.

Johnny's shoulders sagged. "He did send me to get

you! It's about Mrs. Sanders--she's sick!"

"Sick?"

"Yeah--uh . . . yes, ma'am. She started throwin'

up all over the place. She sent one of her kids to get

Mr. Ward, and then he sent me to get you."

"That's odd," Miss Holloway mused, concerned. "She

seemed just fine at the start of the lunch break." She

pointed down the hallway, indicating that they should return

to the cafeteria.

As they began to walk, Miss Holloway frowned. "Is

she very sick? I mean, is it pretty serious?"

"It's not pretty, that's for sure!" Johnny laughed.

He looked at his teacher, expecting the quick slant of

the eye that would let him know that his remark was

unappreciated and uncalled for.

"It's not polite to talk like that, and you know it,

young man."

"Yes, ma'am."

They continued to walk. As they approached the double

doors of the cafeteria, Johnny stopped and gently touched
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his teacher's arm.

"Miss Holloway, may I please go to the restroom?"

He frowned, scrunching up the corners of his mouth, and

shifted his weight from one foot to the other.

Miss Holloway glared at him irritably. "Johnny, can't

it wait? I've got to get in there--"

"Please, Miss Holloway? I don't think I can make

it to the bell. Smellin' all that urp and eatin' all that

greasy food and everything . . . Please? I'll just be

a minute."

"All right," she said, squinting over her shoulder

at him as she moved toward the lunchroom. "But you hurry

right back in here, and no funny business. Understand?"

"Yes, ma'am," Johnny said, scurrying off to the boys'

room.

Advancing into the cafeteria, Miss Holloway immediately

winced at the acrid smell of ammonia from the janitor's

mopping solution that had not yet overpowered the stench

of stale vomit. Mrs. Sanders sat alone, a leper quarantined

to a deserted island. The children who had been sitting

near her during lunch had now assumed new positions in

the room far from the scene of her sickness. Those students

forced to remain near the location of the regurgitation

held their noses or made grimacing faces to one another

in protest of the smell. Some of the children stalwartly

continued eating their lunches, but these stubborn young
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people did so with little relish of the task. Most, though,

had simply abandoned the effort and were amusing themselves

by whispering and making ghastly faces and gagging gestures.

Looking at Mrs. Sanders caused Miss Holloway to feel

decidedly ill herself. Never, she observed, have I ever

seen anyone look that pale in my whole life. Mrs. Sanders

sat heavily in a chair with her hands limp in her lap,

staring vacantly at the tabletop in front of her, her eyes

seemingly drugged and lifeless. The old woman scarcely

moved except to breathe shallowly. Miss Holloway knew

there was no point in saying anything to Mrs. Sanders;

the veteran teacher wasn't the type of person who wanted

anyone's sympathy.

Mr. Ward stood directly behind Mrs. Sanders with his

back to the room. Beside one of the long brick walls of

the cafeteria he had a dozen or more boys lined up facing

him. As Miss Holloway approached the principal, she watched

him instruct two of the boys to pull out their front

pockets; scrutinizing these, he then required them to turn

around while he examined the rear pockets. The other boys

in line stood awaiting their turns for the inspection.

Coming to within arm's length of Mr. Ward, she noticed

at another table a teacher, Mrs. Thornton, rummaging through

a large pile of girls' handbags and coin purses.

"Mr. Ward . . ."

He glanced at her for a brief, scowling second,
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preoccupied with his task. "Yes, there you are, Miss

. . . uh . . .

"Holloway," she said, trying not to sound offended.

"Yes, of course . . . Holloway." He never paused

in his actions, but moved down the line to the next two

boys. "OK--empty your front pockets and turn them inside

out," he commanded.

"Uh . . . Mr. Ward, what exactly are you looking for?"

Miss Holloway inquired, hoping that she didn't appear to

be too terribly inexperienced as a first-year teacher.

"Salt."

"Salt?"

"That's right--salt," the principal confirmed with

a slight edge of irritation. He checked the rear pockets

of the two boys in front of him, then moved to the next

two students.

"Why, Mr. Ward? I'm afraid I don't understand," Miss

Holloway said politely, trying her best to comprehend the

significance of what was occurring.

"It appears, Miss Holloway, that someone put salt

in Mrs. Sanders' coffee. She thought that her taste buds

were just messed up or something because she smokes

cigarettes, and she gulped down about three-fourths of

a cup before it got to her."

He moved farther to his left and confronted two more

students. "OK, fellas, you know what to do." They emptied
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their pockets and Mr. Ward ran his fingers along the inside

lining. Finding nothing resembling grains of salt, he

perused the rear pockets with the same result, then advanced

on down the line.

Miss Holloway trailed alongside.

"Mrs. Thornton said that poor Mrs. Sanders turned

the color of the paint on my office walls and then threw

up like she was going to die. When all the kids scattered

to avoid getting splattered,"--he paused to chuckle at

his rhyme--"someone knocked over the coffee cup. But I'm

pretty sure it was salt."

He stepped to the next two suspects.

"You see," he said, "it's an old trick we used to

pull in the army to get out of work detail. Works like

a charm, too. Only I don't think Mrs. Sanders would do

that to herself, do you?"

No, Miss Holloway asserted, Sergeant Sanders definitely

would not self-inflict such punishment.

Mr. Ward continued his search, but reached the end

of the line with no results. He turned toward Mrs. Thornton

and asked, "Did you find anything?"

"No, sir," she replied, shaking her head. "Nothing

at all. They're all clean as a whistle." Mrs. Thornton

motioned for the girls to come and claim their belongings,

then walked over and knelt beside Mrs. Sanders and rubbed

her shoulder comfortingly.
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Mr. Ward inserted his hands in his pockets and surveyed

the lunchroom. He looked from student to student, deep

in thought, then suddenly turned to Miss Holloway.

"Say--where's the Freeman boy? Didn't he go and get

you like I told him to?"

"Yes, sir. He came to the lounge and got me. He's

in the restroom--"

She stopped short. She knew what Mr. Ward was

thinking. Oh, no! she thought. Surely Johnny wouldn't

. . .?

"I'm so sorry," Miss Holloway apologized, the

helplessness pervading her voice. "Really I am. I had

no idea what was going on . . ."

As if waiting for his cue, Johnny walked confidently

into the lunchroom and continued toward his seat, noticing

Mr. Ward and his teacher approaching him, but he was smiling

and unconcerned.

The principal and Miss Holloway came alongside his

chair; she waited for the man to say something to Johnny.

Mr. Ward, however, merely placed his hands on his hips

and sighed, contemplating.

"There's not much point, now," he said.

He scanned the lunchroom again, finally resting his

gaze upon Mrs. Sanders. He rubbed his square jaw

thoughtfully for a few moments, then turned to Miss

Holloway.
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"Tell you what: since you're a beginning teacher,

I think maybe you ought to be in the cafeteria every day

for a while--you know, to see how things work and to get

real good control of the situation. I know that all the

teachers like to help each other out and alternate lunchroom

duty, but I think it's best for all concerned that you're

in here every day for the next two or three weeks."

Miss Holloway's spirits plummeted. She would painfully

miss that fifteen or twenty minutes off every other day--she

would miss the free time more than she had ever realized

until that moment. Well, she thought, I guess it's true:

you don't really appreciate something until it's gone--and

it's gone.

"Now, don't take me wrong," Mr. Ward explained,

noticing the dejected expression on her face. "This isn't

punishment. Mrs. Sanders should have known better than

to alternate days with a beginner. And I'm not saying

that one of your students," he added in a low voice,

glancing at Johnny, "put salt in her coffee. But I'm pretty

sure that someone did, so it's best that you were here

every day for the next several weeks. OK?" He patted

her on the shoulder and smiled.

There was nothing with which she could respond except,

"Yes, sir. I'm sorry that all this happened."

But you're wrong about one thing, asshole! she thought

bitterly. This is punishment you've dished out to me.
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Absolutely, without a doubt: it is punishment.

Mr. Ward strolled over to join Mrs. Thornton in

comforting the still-colorless Mrs. Sanders.

Miss Holloway remained standing behind Johnny. She

put her hands on her hips as Mr. Ward had done and looked

around the cafeteria, wondering who possibly could have

doctored Mrs. Sanders' coffee. She gazed from student

to student. They're just children, she told herself.

That's all they are--just kids. Only adults are capable

of mean and vicious things . . . and then she halted in

a mental deadlock. A thought transpired to her that on

first reflection appeared to be correct but which failed

miserably with a more intense contemplation. She mentally

struggled with the realization that had suddenly occurred

to her and then almost as quickly vanished--a lingering

suspicion that left the new teacher floundering for a

solution to her intangible, momentary insight into human

nature.

And then the elusive perception became clear to Miss

Holloway--not precisely in a conscious thought, but as

a feeling--a wordless, unreasoning sensation that she had

known before without being aware of it, a primal knowledge

submerged in her brain and inherited throughout countless

centuries:

The cruel, heartless things that adults do to each

other do not simply emerge in maturity and from previous,
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learned experiences. The potential for one's self-

preservation and the resulting struggle for survival or

domination of the strongest must be within the individual

from the very moment he or she begins to breathe--perhaps

even earlier, in the womb.

Miss Holloway shook her head, getting lost in the

complexity of her thoughts that were in an area about which

she actually knew nothing at all. But, she added, I should

know--after all, I am a teacher, and I have studied

children. .

Who could do such a thing? she thought again. If

one of these boys--or girls--really felt threatened or

endangered by someone, I wonder just how far they would

go before .

She was absent-mindedly staring at the back of Johnny's

head. As if feeling her eyes and sensing her presence,

he swivelled in his chair and looked up at her with a wide

grin.

"Since you're going to be in here every day for a

while, Miss Holloway, would you have lunch with me

tomorrow?"
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TGIF, thought Miss Holloway in humble supplication

as she strode wearily out the side door of Griffin

Elementary toward the teachers' parking lot. "Two weeks

down and chalked up to experience and halfway to pay day.

Christ Almighty!" she sighed. "I need the money now, not

two weeks from now." She paused by the door of her old

and dilapidated Ford, fumbling in her purse for her car

keys. She could feel the heat reflecting off the faded

metal surface of her car, and she knew that the interior

temperature must be unendurable. She was already preparing

herself for the scorching that the backs of her thighs

and knees would most surely receive from the vinyl seat.

She looked around the parking lot as she inserted the key

and unlocked the door, squinting against the harsh

brightness of sunlight glinting off metal and glass. There

was not one area provided anywhere in the school's vicinity

to park where shade offered even the slightest respite

from the cruel sunlight. She swung the car door open,

releasing the handle quickly because of the hot metal,

and stepped back a pace as the entrapped air inside the

automobile enveloped her. She flinched her head back as

if from the opened door of a hot oven, as she had done

when a child while checking on her mother's delicious

55



56

homemade cakes. Back then it had been fun to see just

how closely she could bear to get her face near the heat,

but now, as an adult--

"It's a bitch, ain't it?"

She turned sharply on her heels. Shading her eyes

from the sun like an Indian scout in an old Western movie,

she blinked at eye level, smiling, trying to see who had

spoken to her (in her preoccupation the voice had seemed

nondescript), and then, when the severe glare had softened

and her eyes became adjusted, she looked down--and frowned.

It was Johnny.

"It's hot, if that's what you mean," she corrected.

She paused, staring at him. His head was cocked jauntily

to one side; he was smiling slightly, and his right hand

was shielding his eyes, Holloway-fashion. His left hand

was thrust into the back pocket of his jeans, and his left

hip arched outwards with all his weight on his right foot.

Christ Almighty! she thought, irritated. How can anyone

stand in this heat and look so cool and nonchalant? His

entire attitude annoyed her, and she could feel herself

growing hotter, both inside and out.

"Tell me," she said, lowering her hand from her

forehead and pointing a finger at him. "Do you always

use words like that?"

"If they fit what it is I'm talking about. Why?"

"You know you shouldn't say those kinds of words,"
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she reiterated, glaring at him. "Does your father know

you talk like that?" she demanded, hoping to strike some

nerve of fear in him.

Johnny's face clouded. He turned his head slightly

to his left and stared vacantly beyond Miss Holloway.

There! she thought, repressing a smile. I've finally

hit home! He's scared of his father, at least, and he's

afraid that he'll get punished if I call his dad at home

Johnny met her unwavering eye and took a deep breath.

"My dad ain't around anymore," he said defiantly, but with

a touch of sad admission.

"My dad isn't around anymore," Miss Holloway corrected.

"Yeah, mine either," he said dryly.

"You know what I mean. Don't use 'ain't."'

Johnny snorted and looked down at the black asphalt

of the parking lot, then back at his teacher. "'Ain't'

or 'isn't,' what difference does it make?" Johnny

challenged. "He's gone."

"I'm sorry, Johnny, I didn't know. But anyway, you

shouldn't use naughty words."

"'Ain't' ain't naughty," Johnny said with a wide grin.

"It's just grammatically incorrect."

Miss Holloway peered at Johnny from the narrow slits

of her eyes. Just as I thought, she said to herself.

He is smart. Very smart. It's all just an act.
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"That's not the word I was talking about, and you

know it, young man," she admonished. "I've had to call

you down five or six times this week for using bad words

at school. It's got to stop, or I'm going to call your

mother."

"But," Johnny argued, "school's out. We're not in

school right now."

"It's all the same. You shouldn't use the words that

you do at any time, whether you're in school or not. It's

not polite."

Johnny averted his eyes again to the pavement and

kicked a pebble.

It's time, Miss Holloway noted quickly, to nail down

the coffin lid.

"Does your mother know you use such dirty words?"

Johnny looked at her and smiled. "She cusses all

the time."

Small wonder, Miss Holloway thought sarcastically.

I bet she does. I just bet she does. .

"Well, whether she does or not, that's no excuse for

you to," she lectured. "And I don't want to hear any more

foul talk from you again. Understand?"

"I knew you were gonna be like this," he muttered.

"Understand?" she asked again, with an emphasis that

could not be denied.

"I hear you," he grumbled, his lips barely moving
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and his head lowered. He kicked a rock.

Miss Holloway seated herself inside the aged,

owner-abused car, rolled the window down and swung the

door shut. The hot upholstery stung her legs exactly as

she had anticipated. She winced from the burning sensation

and adjusted her rear to a somewhat more comfortable

position, trying to lift the backs of her knees a fraction

of an inch or so from the seat to prevent them from sticking

to the surface.

She watched as Johnny kicked another rock. Was he

angry, or merely dejected? she pondered. Probably, she

swiftly concluded, a little of both.

She turned the ignition and the car coughed into life.

Well, she considered, I guess he's had enough ass-chewing

for one week.

Trying to soften the blow (after all, she realized,

I am hot and cranky), she asked, "What are you doing here

so late after school? Do you need a ride?"

"No thanks. I'm waiting on a friend of mine in

detention hall."

Well, she thought wryly, you're no better than the

company that you keep--

"OK, Johnny," she said with a forced smile and a casual

wave of her hand. "Have a nice weekend!"

Johnny observed as Miss Holloway put the old,

complaining auto into reverse and backed out of her parking
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space. The car emitted a metallic groan when she shifted

gears again and accelerated toward the exit, smiling at

him once more. Johnny frowned as she drove past and shook

his head disapprovingly at the multiple layers of dust

and dirt that covered the vehicle from bumper to bumper.

"Shit," Johnny said in disgust as the unwashed car

rumbled by. "And she thinks I'm dirty!"

He turned to watch as Miss Holloway slowed to a stop

at the lot's exit. One taillight was burned out.

"Figures," Johnny said.

But then he flashed a broad smile and snickered.

In between the two taillights of Miss Holloway's

rolling wreck, clearly visible for all to see, was a message

in large, bold, capital letters inscribed in the thick

layers of dust:

TEACHERS SUCK

Johnny waited until Miss Holloway was well out of

sight and then grasped a large, round rock and with a loud

grunt slung it at the spot where her car had exited the

parking lot.
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The sky was overcast and drizzling the following Monday

as Miss Holloway left her small, two-bedroom frame home.

("No, house," she reasserted to herself again and again.

"This dump will never be a home.") Her neat, tidy blouse

that she had purchased so as to set a proper example for

the students at school was beginning to stick to her back

and shoulders from the humidity before she even locked

the front door behind her. Rain had fallen the entire

weekend and probably would continue to do so, according

to the big-breasted TV weathergirl, the remainder of the

day and a large portion of tomorrow.

The car, Miss Holloway noted with a quick, sidelong

glance as she opened the door and slid behind the wheel,

looked worse than ever. The carport had offered just

sufficient shelter from the rain to streak the auto with

long, dirty ribbons of moisture-mixed dust and grime.

It looks, she realized with a grimace, like shit.

She pumped the gas pedal several times, turned the

ignition, and then hit the dashboard with her fist when

the car sputtered and died.

"Damn!" she exclaimed between clenched teeth. "It's

flooded."

She looked at her watch. She could still make it
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to school on time, provided that the traffic on the highway

weren't too congested--and if the vexing car would start.

She tried to start the engine again, and then lowered

her forehead to the steering wheel in resignation as the

car chugged and expired once more. She gripped the wheel

with both hands and squeezed until the blood drained from

them. She lifted her head slowly with her eyes shut and

then banged her forehead back down into place again. She

continued to squeeze the wheel as if to choke the life

from it.

You've got to get a grip on yourself, she strained

mentally. It's just a goddamn ignorant mach--

"Do you need some help?"

She instantly stiffened her arms and recoiled against

the back of the seat, simultaneously whipping her head

toward the window. Through the grime besmearing the outside

of the window she could see indistinctly a man's face

peering in at her.

Instinctively she hesitated, and then rolled the window

down, halfway.

The middle-aged, potbellied man smiled broadly,

displaying a row of crooked teeth. He started to place

his hands on the car's roof and lean closer to the window,

but hesitated when he noticed the dirt and splotchy,

streaked metal surface. He ran his forefinger along the

roof and smiled again while examining the residue.
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"You could use a wash-job," he said, wiping the gritty,

muddy substance on his pant leg.

"I know," Miss Holloway said with a mock smile and

in an all-too-cheerful voice. "But right now dirt isn't

my problem. The damned car won't start, and I'm late for

work."

He frowned, looking concerned. He put his hands on

his hips and leaned farther toward the car window. "Where

do you work?" he asked.

"I'm a schoolteacher," she said with an edge underlying

her words. She hoped that the urgency of the situation

and the importance of her job had begun to become apparent

to this man. She was in a hurry, and she didn't have the

time and wasn't in the mood for idle small talk.

She turned her head and grabbed the keys in the

ignition, preparing to try to start the engine again.

"No, no," the man protested, waving his hands

animatedly by the window like windshield wipers. "Wait!"

Miss Holloway stopped with her hand on the key and

her foot poised on the gas pedal. It's now or never, jerk!

she thought while glancing at him slantwise. Either do

something constructive or leave me the hell alone

As if in answer to her challenge, he said, "Look,

let me see if I can do something with it."

Miss Holloway nodded, expecting his reply. Just
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because you're a man, she thought sarcastically, you think

you can fix anything. . .

She opened the car door and stepped out, giving the

man ample room to seat himself behind the wheel. He

adjusted his weight to make himself comfortable, leaving

the door ajar.

"Does this happen often?" he inquired while observing

the indicator dials on the dashboard.

She hesitated, frowning. "Off and on," she replied,

vaguely.

"Every other day or so?"

"Well," she began, "sometimes . . ."

He nodded. "Have you had it checked?"

She shook her head. "No . . . it's just hard to start,

that's all. It's old."

He nodded again, sighing.

He thinks I'm a typical female, she said mentally,

turning down the corners of her mouth and looking at the

car's exterior. She waited a moment for him to assess

the situation and then asked, "Do you think you can start

it?"

He cleared his throat, frowning, and craned his neck

out the window to squint at her. "I'm not sure," he

answered. "I'll try. Maybe--maybe not."

That's the way the whole goddamned male-dominated

world works! she thought, darting her eyes to her
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wristwatch. Maybe--maybe not . . . That's a hell of a

way to do things!

He put his hand on the key. "Are you sure it's got

plenty o' gas?"

"Yesss," she replied. Christ Almighty! she exclaimed

to herself, rolling her eyes in disbelief. Give me some

credit! Shit!

He pumped the pedal once and waited. Then he turned

the key.

The car chugged into life as he pumped the pedal again.

He raced the engine a few seconds and then got out of the

car.

"There you go, little lady," he said, patting her

on the shoulder as she stepped aside to let him exit the

machine. "It ought' get you where you need to go, now."

She got behind the wheel and shut the door, glancing

again at her watch. She knew there was no way that she

would arrive at school on time.

She shifted into reverse and rolled the window down

all the way. As the car began to back out of the driveway,

the man retreated a step or two to give her car clearance.

She gave him a cursory smile and wave. "Thank you,"

she said, accelerating the car onto the street.

He waved back. "Sure," he called. "Any time!"

As she sped down the street, she looked in the rearview

mirror to see which direction the man walked toward, but
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she quickly lost sight of him, never knowing which house

he entered. I wonder where he lives? she thought, coming

to a rolling stop at the end of her street.

She pushed hard on the gas pedal and continued the

car in its incessant movement toward Griffin Elementary.

She passed two cars and cut dangerously close in front

of each, glaring at her watch during the frantic process.

Once again she confronted the realization that she

could not make it to school by her designated time.

"Shit!" she hissed, hitting the wheel with the fleshy

part of her fist.

She knew that Mr. Ward would be in the outer office

waiting for her when she finally got to school. She bit

her lower lip, wondering what he would say to her for being

late again.

She continued down the residential streets, tailgating

the car in front of her.

"Come on!" she commanded to an elderly man driving

the auto ahead of her. "The whole goddamned world is

waiting and you're driving like an old maid--"

She stopped within an inch or two of his rear bumper

as he came to a halt in a long line of cars at a stop sign,

the one trouble-spot in her neighborhood where traffic

came to a virtual standstill every morning. She craned

her neck to the left, trying to see the line of cars on

the service road that led to the entrance ramp on the
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highway.

No doubt about it, she assured herself, cutting her

eyes to her watch; Mr. Ward will definitely give me his

standard lecture on punctuality and job responsibility.

The line moved up a car length. She looked at her

watch again.

As Mr. Ward stood with his arms folded in the

background of her mind, she pictured herself entering her

classroom fifteen minutes late and Johnny Freeman smiling

at her while she put her things on the desk.

The boy would say the same thing he had said when

she came to school late one day last week: "Have you had

a rough day already, Miss Holloway?"

The line moved up another car length. She shot a

quick glance at her watch and then turned on the radio.

She flinched at the loud squawk that blasted from the cheap

radio speakers and turned down the volume.

She tapped her fingers impatiently while looking at

the seemingly endless stream of cars on the service road

denying her access to the highway. When she leased the

house, she hadn't considered the possibility of traffic

backups in her own neighborhood; her only concern was the

distance she would have to drive every day to work. The

inconvenient location still wouldn't have mattered, however,

had she possessed the foresight to check into the morning

traffic situation because, even though the house was
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comparatively inexpensive, it was still quite a drain on

her salary, and she knew that it would be some time in

the future before she could afford a better residence.

She occupied her wait in line by turning the AM radio

dial. The previous "little old lady" who had owned the

car and used the vehicle "only to drive to church on

Sundays" apparently had desired not to listen to heathen

rock-and-roll on FM stations while on her way to pray.

A traffic-check on the radio from a helicopter

announced that the flow of cars on the highway was running

smoothly in spite of the early-morning drizzle. Fat lot

of good that does me, she thought, turning the dial

vengefully, if I can't even get on the damn highway!

As she edged up another car length and applied the

brake, the radio suddenly became completely silent--not

even any static was audible. She turned the knob in both

directions quickly, hoping to revive her only companion

on her way to work.

Nothing.

She hit the dash hard with her fist. The radio emitted

a short electrical scream of protest, then as if in

rebellion against the harsh treatment, silenced itself

again.

She gritted her teeth and flicked off the control

switch and struck the dashboard once again for good measure

and then glared at the mocking radio dial.
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"I oughta' call you 'Johnny,"' she spat, her upper

lip curling into a snarl.

The flood of cars on the entranceway suddenly

alleviated, allowing her line to advance. She came to

a rolling stop, saw a car approaching, and decided to risk

advancing onto the service road. She whipped out onto

the entranceway, her tires squealing on the wet pavement.

The driver of the oncoming car slammed his brakes,

skidding precariously on the slick street, and blared his

horn. As she accelerated toward the thoroughfare, she

glanced into the rearview mirror and saw the motorist make

several repeated obscene gestures to her.

She quickly averted her eyes and sped onto the highway.

The helicopter had been correct: the traffic was

moving without incident, if somewhat too slowly for one

in a hurry.

She veered in and out of traffic, cutting off cars

as she did so, and tailgated every vehicle in front of

her until she reached the parking lot of Griffin Elementary.

She looked at her watch as she parked and set the

emergency brake. It was already eight minutes past the

bell to begin class.

She grabbed her keys and bookbag, slammed the car

door without locking it, and, ran into the side entrance

of the building. She slowed to a fast walk, unable to

decide whether to go immediately to class or to the office
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to report in.

The thought of confronting Mr. Ward instantly drove

her up the stairs two at a time.

She rushed into her classroom, out of breath. Mr.

Ward was sitting at her desk, waiting.

She smiled at him as she put her things on the desk.

"Sorry I'm late. . . ."

He returned her smile. "That's OK," he said

perfunctorily.

Thank God he isn't going to say anything in front

of the class! she stated to herself with a silent sigh.

Mr. Ward stood up to leave, then paused and touched

her arm. He leaned close to her and turned his head away

from the students. "I need to see you after school today,"

he said in a low voice.

She nodded. "OK."

As the principal left, she sat down, opened a drawer,

and removed her materials for the first assignment.

When she looked up, Johnny was approaching her desk,

smiling.

Before she could reprimand him for being out of his

seat without permission, he held out his hand and placed

an apple on her desk.

"This is for you," he said cheerfully.

Miss Holloway smiled, taken off-guard. "What's the

occasion?" she asked, her voice conveying her surprise.
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"Oh, nothing special," Johnny said, shrugging his

shoulders and pursing his lips. "You just look like you've

had a rough day, that's all."

"Thank you, Johnny. Now let's sit down and get to

work."

Johnny resumed his seat, smiling at all the students

as he did so.

Miss Holloway picked up the apple and placed it on

a corner of her desk. As she told the class to open their

books to begin the day's lesson, she couldn't help but

notice the large, ovalshaped, mushy bruise on the apple's

skin.
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The drizzle continued to fall steadily throughout

the mid-morning classes. Miss Holloway despised the damp,

sticky air in the classroom that seemed to weight her every

movement, compelling her to remain in stasis.

Circling slowly about the classroom as the students

colored a geography map of North America, she thankfully

noticed that the students themselves were as lethargic

as their teacher. Talking and whispering were subdued

to a minimum; everyone appeared to be engrossed in his

or her assignment. Miss Holloway knew, however, that the

children were acting more well-behaved than usual partly

because of the inclement weather, but primarily because

of her attitude. When Mr. Ward left the room following

her late arrival, she had undertaken her job of instruction

with renewed energy and force, explaining each lesson

several times, phrasing and rephrasing key elements,

reiterating again and again basic points necessary to her

students' understanding of the subject matter. She realized

that the brighter students were bored with her incessant

emphasis on material already covered, but she continued

to lecture repetitively, quickly silencing any whispering

or dirty looks with a chilling stare or verbal reprimand.

The class, as a whole, had not taken long to understand

72
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that Miss Holloway wasn't in a good mood.

She would prove, if only to herself, that she could

do the job expected of her. Mr. Ward might possibly have

some criticism about her personal habits, but she would

assure that he would never be able to complain about her

performance of the job itself.

She strolled lazily to the rear of the classroom and

placed her hands on the long countertop running the length

of the wall. She stared out the raised window to the street

below. The paved surface was covered with scattered puddles

that had pooled in the shallow potholes. Everything was

lifeless and unmoving. Glancing upward, she sighed. Dark,

low-lying clouds were drifting slowly in from the north,

looking heavy and bloated, like gorged ticks, ready to

burst. Well, she sighed silently to herself, this means

there won't be any chance of P.E. being outside today.

Which means that I'll probably have to help Miss Thompson

in the gym. Which means no break for me at all today.

And that means we're all going to be edgy as hell, being

cooped up inside the building all day long. Shit!

She turned with one last look at the sky and leaned

against the edge of the countertop that housed the storage

cabinets beneath it. She looked from left to right,

scanning the entire length of wooden cabinet doors, and

sadly shook her head. She had a complete wall of storage

space at her disposal, and all of the compartments were
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empty. Miss Holloway realized that it would take her a

long time to accumulate enough learning aids and teaching

materials to fill up this space--years, maybe.

She crossed one ankle over the other and folded her

arms across her chest. She looked at the backs of the

students' heads, all inclined over their desks and hard

at work on the maps. She abstractedly gazed at each child,

glancing up and down the five rows of desks, each row

containing five students. Miss Holloway's thoughts

highlighted her situation as she perceived it: Twenty-five

fourth-grade pupils, all from loving, caring families.

All basically model students in an ideal setting--all the

college textbooks had agreed that twenty to twenty-five

students in a classroom provided an environment of optimal

learning potentialities. Add to that a modern,

progressively-minded pr fessional teacher who was

well-versed in up-to-date teaching methods, and the class

could virtually run on its own. Sure, she had been told,

a discipline problem or two would occasionally arise, a

child who would, for on reason or another, challenge adult

authority. But if an instructor used fresh, analytical

procedures accumulated rom countless case studies conducted

nationwide by educators, no student was beyond reach.

She riveted her attention to the middle row of desks,

seeking the third desk, the one in the middle--the exact

center of the classroom--and stared intensely at the back
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of Johnny Freeman's head. The textbooks, she noted to

herself, biting her bottom lip, weren't written with him

in mind. She thoughtfully rubbed her chin, narrowing her

green eyes while peering at his brown hair, lost in her

reflections.

She bit a thumbnail as she contemplated the boy seated

with his back to her. Something about him isn't quite

. . . right, she pondered. His antics aren't like those

of the other kids. Sure, he cuts up and clowns around

just like the rest of them, but deep down, something is

definitely different--almost hostile--like a dog that's

been kicked too many times and turns mean.

Well, she concluded, if that's the case, then he'll

just have to be muzzled and restrained. It's as simple

as that.

She pursed her lips, deep in thought, as Johnny

scratched his head, apparently puzzled.

I wonder, she mused, what's going on in his mind right

now?

As if in response to her unspoken question, Johnny

turned sideways in his seat and looked at her, frowning.

He picked up the map, studied it for a long moment, and

then shook his head. He stood up, looking at the paper

in his hands, and began walking hesitantly toward her.

"You know not to get up out of your seat without

getting my permission," she said sternly.
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He stopped. "Yes, ma'am, but--"

She shook her head. "Sit back down, please."

"But--"

"Sit down."

Johnny sagged his shoulders and returned to his seat.

"Now," she said when he had resettled himself in his

chair, "if you need some help, raise your hand and I'll

come to your desk."

"You already know I need some help," Johnny said,

peeved.

"Don't get smart," she retorted. "If you need some

assistance, then do what you're supposed to do--like

everyone else does," she added with emphasis.

Johnny sighed, looking down at his feet. Finally

he acquiesced and raised his hand high.

Miss Holloway held his eye for a long moment, smiling

inwardly. Then she walked slowly toward him, pausing as

she advanced to look at a few of the other students' maps.

She stopped at one girl's desk and complimented her on

how well her map was developing, then proceeded to Johnny's

chair. He scrutinized his map, a deep frown furrowing

his forehead.

"Yes, Johnny, what is it?"

"I've got a problem here," he said, tilting the paper

so that she could see it clearly.

Miss Holloway snatched the paper away from him. "What
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did you do?" she asked, gawking at the map in disbelief.

"Well," Johnny began, "you see, I didn't have a green-

colored pencil to do the Heartlands with, so I colored

it blue first and then put yellow on top of it. But it

didn't turn green like it was supposed to. So I tried

a few other colors, but that didn't work, either."

"I should say it didn't," Miss Holloway said, shaking

her head. She looked from the ugly blotch in the center

of the map to Johnny.

He shrugged. "Sorry . . ."

She returned her attention to the ruined map. "Class,"

she said, raising her voice, "I want you all to look at

this." The students swiveled in their chairs as she held

up the map high above her head. "Johnny's Heartlands,

the center of our country and the most fertile area in

the world, has turned black and died."

The students laughed aloud and snickered, looking

slyly at each other.

She handed the paper back to Johnny, chuckling at

her little joke. He took the paper and placed it on his

lap, ducking his head in embarrassment.

She walked down the aisle toward her desk. "Now,

as everyone knows," she lectured, "in order for things

to grow properly, they have to be treated properly." She

reached inside her desk drawer and pulled out a fresh,

clean, blank map. The students smiled and giggled,
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alternating their stares from Johnny to their teacher.

Johnny slowly shifted in his seat to face the front

of the classroom. He gazed down at the map on his desk,

avoiding the laughing eyes of his classmates.

"So, Johnny," she said slowly and evenly, "if you

want this area to grow again and not look like a desert,

then you're going to have to start all over." She put

the new map on Johnny's desk and continued to stroll to

the back of the room, smiling. She looked at the clock

on the wall. There was only a minute or two until the

lunch bell would ring.

She scanned the class, grinning thinly. She was glad

that an opportunity had presented itself to lighten up

the dampened spirits of the students, and her own, as well.

Everyone had enjoyed the laugh at Johnny's expense, and

now they were all about to go to lunch.

Pretty good timing, she thought, pleased with herself.

Johnny placed the new map on his desk and glared at

its blank, white emptiness. When the bell rang signalling

the lunch period, he remained motionless while the others

put their materials away and rose to leave for the

lunchroom.

After the students had jostled together in a crowd

and filed out the door behind Miss Holloway, Johnny gritted

his teeth and emitted an explosive hiss. He grabbed the

tarnished map and wadded it violently into a small, tight
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ball and slung it at the front of his teacher's desk.

He lurched out of his seat, kicked a desk on his way

out the door, and stalked down the hallway to catch up

with his classmates.
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Miss Holloway escorted her class to the gymnasium,

walking briskly down the long halls. She hurried them

along at a quick pace, intending to waste as little of

the P.E. period as possible. True, she wanted the students

to tire themselves out in gym class so as to be less

bothersome the remainder of the day. But there was also

a slim chance that Miss Thompson wouldn't require any extra

help from Miss Holloway even though the rain had cancelled

all outdoor activities, which meant that she would be free

to go to the teachers' lounge. There was, of course, always

the possibility of seeing Mr. Ward in the lounge, but she

rationalized that it would be better to get his lecture

over with at that time instead of waiting until after

school. Perhaps the severity of the principal's reprimand

would be considerably softened if some of the other teachers

were present and listening.

As Miss Holloway followed her students through the

large double doors, however, she knew that she probably

wouldn't be allowed to escape to the lounge because Miss

Thompson was standing in the center of the gym floor

surrounded by three segregated classes of students. The

P.E. instructor was lining up an assortment of volleyballs,

kickballs, and soccerballs along the half-court stripe.
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Miss Thompson looked at Miss Holloway, who was standing

awkwardly at the court's outer edge, and motioned for her

to come out on the floor. She placed the last kickball

down and walked towards Miss Holloway, her whistle dangling

from a long black cord around her neck. She wore tennis

shoes and grey sweat pants, topped with a dark-blue pullover

jersey. Her hair was cropped close, like a man's, and

she wore thick, horn-rimmed glasses that looked too large

for her face. She was short, stocky, and powerfully built

and was sweating profusely.

"Hey! You guys sit down over here and get quiet!"

she yelled to Miss Holloway's class, pointing to a vacant

area on the floor. She waited for a moment to ensure that

the students were doing as instructed, then turned to Miss

Holloway and smiled.

"Looks like you've got your hands full today," Miss

Holloway said amiably, but without enthusiasm.

Miss Thompson nodded. "Yeah, rainy days are a real

killer. Greggs called in sick today, so I've got all four

gym classes instead of just two. If Greggs were here,

we'd just do some exercises or teach 'em somethin' about

health. But since I'm shorthanded, I'm gonna let 'em play

as a group. Can you help me out?" she asked. Her tone

of voice implied that she didn't expect "no" for an answer.

"Sure," Miss Holloway replied, uncertainly. "Where

are the other teachers?"
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"Probably in the lounge smokin' cigarettes," the gym

teacher chuckled. "Mrs. Sanders said that since you're

so young and don't smoke, you wouldn't mind helpin' out.

OK?"

"I guess so. . . . Looks like I've been volunteered."

Miss Thompson smiled and turned toward the four groups

of classes. "OK, guys, listen up!" she bellowed in her

deep, somewhat masculine voice. "There's a lotta people

in here today, so everybody's gotta cooperate! And I mean

everybody!" She put her hands on her hips and peered from

one group to the next, waiting for them to quieten. "Now,

how about a little Bombardment?" she asked loudly, her

voice rising in pitch and excitement.

The students clapped and cheered; some whistled their

applause. The air seemed to crackle with youthful

eagerness. Several of the girls, though, Miss Holloway

noted, were groaning their displeasure and voicing garbled

protestations to their gym teacher.

Miss Thompson raised her hands for silence. "Now,

now, girls," she goaded. "You can play just as well as

the boys can. Come on! You don't want all the guys to

think you're a bunch o' sissies, do you?"

"No!" the little girls shouted back in unison. Miss

Holloway saw, however, that the rejoinder wasn't unanimous

because many of the disgruntled girls simply ducked their

heads and mumbled to themselves, dubious and unhappy with
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the arrangement.

"That's the spirit!" Miss Thompson replied, punching

the air with an uppercut in her excitement. "OK--Miss

Holloway and I will referee. It'll be her class and Mrs.

Sanders' down at that end of the court against the other

two classes down at this end."

The students began to rise, preparing to take their

positions at opposite ends of the gym.

"Hey! Hey!" Miss Thompson yelled above the din.

"You all know the rules, but let's go over 'em just to

make sure. Everybody line up at your end of the gym behind

the out-of-bounds line. When I blow the whistle, you run

for the balls at midcourt. Then everybody has to run back

again to your side before you can attack. If you hit

somebody with a ball and they don't catch it, they're out.

If they catch it, though, you're out. Right?"

The students laughed and jeered at one another. The

boys were already swaggering about and pointing challenging

fingers at each other, singling out proposed victims.

"All right," Miss Thompson continued, motioning for

the students to be silent. "Now, one more thing. When

you run down the court to throw the balls, the boys can't

go beyond the opponent's free-throw line. The girls,

though, can go all the way to the out-of-bounds line, if

they want to."

"Awww," the boys resounded loudly. "No fair! That's
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cheating!"

"Ah-ah-ah," Miss Thompson cautioned, shaking her head

at the group. "That's the only fair way to make it even."

The boys continued to moan and groan good-naturedly,

but pleased at the same time with the challenge of the

handicap.

"OK, let's go!" Miss Thompson yelled, clapping her

hands. "Hurry up! Let's go! The last one left alive

on the floor at the end of the game wins!"

The students swarmed to their respective ends of the

court and lined up behind the outer boundary lines, two

and three deep at each end. The front row of students

standing along the stripes toed up to the line and leaned

their weight forward, primed for the headlong rush toward

the coveted balls lined up in the center of the floor.

Miss Thompson walked over to Miss Holloway, holding

her whistle in her hand. "All you gotta do is walk around

outside the boundary line here and watch out for any

cheating. OK?" she asked, raising the whistle to her lips.

"Uh-huh . . ." Miss Holloway looked from one end

of the gym to the other and silently wondered why anyone

would wish to become a P.E. teacher. This looks like a

zoo, she thought, shaking her head.

"Ready . . ." Miss Thompson said slowly, dragging

the word out temptingly.

The students edged even closer to the lines.
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"Set . . ." she called out.

Muscles tensed at both ends of the gym.

At the blast of Miss Thompson's whistle, the students

screamed headlong toward one another and converged in the

center at the midcourt stripe, scrambling for the dozen

or so balls positioned there, pushing and shoving and

tugging to wrestle the balls away from their adversaries

and to gain control of the weapons.

Miss Holloway reflexively stepped back a pace or two

farther from the court area. Her eyes were wide in

astonishment and her mouth hung open at the sight of the

melee going on before her. It looks like a madhouse! she

exclaimed to herself. Somebody's bound to get hurt

The students retreated to their respective sides and

then began to advance. The large majority of the attackers

who held the round missiles were boys, but Miss Holloway

saw that two or three aggressive girls had also each managed

to acquire a ball.

The pupils stormed head-on at each other, and a barrage

of balls was launched from the opposing teams at the same

time. Miss Holloway winced at the impact as the balls

slammed into torsos, backs, arms, and legs. Some of the

projectiles were caught; others scored a resounding kill.

The gym increasingly filled with a deafening roar of

screams, screeches, and laughter as the pupils alternately



86

advanced and retreated in a rolling wave of bodies.

Miss Holloway watched and paced along the side boundary

line, smiling in bewilderment at the students' energetic

involvement with the game. Most of the girls, however,

as well as a few of the boys, sought shelter by hugging

closely to the walls in an attempt to shield themselves

behind the bodies of their fellow teammates to keep from

being hit by the hard-flung balls.

Each side was thinning out quickly. The girls fell

easy prey to the aggressiveness of the boys, and it soon

became apparent to Miss Holloway that the females couldn't

compete on equal terms with the males. Even with the

advantage of being able to advance farther into enemy

territory, the girls were still at a disadvantage because

they couldn't throw the balls hard enough to prevent the

boys from catching them easily or from dodging out of the

way to keep from being hit. In turn, the girls did not

have the necessary motor skills to catch the balls thrown

at them with such velocity. Most would scream and then

turn around in a futile effort to avoid the raining

bombardment of missiles, with the result that the young

ladies often received the full impact of the bullets

squarely in the back. On the other hand, though, Miss

Holloway found herself acknowledging the prowess of a small

handful of tomboys who were doing quite well.

Those students who had been hit or whose balls had
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been caught were lined up in various groups against the

walls along either side of the gymnasium. They added to

the chaotic noise by cheering and laughing and rooting

on their teammates with shouts of "Kill 'em!"--"Get

'em!"--"Knock 'is head off!" Joyous yells and applause

would erupt whenever a particularly vicious hit was scored

on an adversary.

As the throng continued to weed itself out, Miss

Holloway narrowed her attention on Johnny. He was a

whirlwind of motion, running back and forth and dodging

balls hurled at him, often throwing himself to the floor

and rolling clear of the hailstorm.

In retaliation, Johnny's attack was ruthless and

well-timed. Whenever he advanced upon the retreating enemy,

he did so in full flight, hurling the ball with deadly

accuracy.

After observing Johnny for a while, Miss Holloway

finally analyzed his method: flank attacks. He would

catch a ball and then dash diagonally across the court,

cutting off the distance between himself and his fleeing

opponent, and sling his ball full-force. Miss Holloway

also became aware of another interesting fact: Johnny

threw the balls either at the heads or the legs of his

chosen victims, allowing little or no opportunity for them

to trap and catch the balls next to their bodies. He

shrewdly limited their defenses to only one of two
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possibilities: either dodge and avoid being hit or attempt

to catch the bullets with their hands. Both efforts time

and time again proved fruitless--student after student

was stung by his unerring aim.

The contest soon diminished to a dozen or so of the

best boys on each team. The action became furious in

intensity. Johnny and a teammate were methodically

eliminating their opponents with a devastating two-man

attack. They would each catch or grab a ball, run down

the length of the court, single out a kill, and then

simultaneously double-attack the opponent. The strategic

combination worked to perfection until one of the

adversaries managed to catch the ball thrown by Johnny's

partner. This proved to be a sacrifice play, however,

because Johnny's volleyball slammed into the opponent's

forehead at the exact moment that the boy caught the other

ball.

Miss Holloway watched as Johnny retreated to the far

wall, backpedalling rapidly while keeping an eye on the

situation. Four boys from the other team converged and

ran the length of the court, each armed. They veered

towards Johnny, their arms cocked and ready to fire in

a four-man attack. Johnny positioned himself with his

back to the wall, his muscles tensed and ready. The four

boys sped to the free-throw line, each intent upon blasting

Johnny at the same time.
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A fraction of a second before they threw, Johnny faked

to his right and then reversed to his left. Two balls

thudded harmlessly against the wall behind him. He caught

a third ball, cancelling that opponent, and deftly dodged

the fourth ball, which missed him by mere inches.

Miss Holloway was impressed. The entire action had

taken only a brief moment to execute and had happened so

quickly that she didn't see how Johnny had secured his

escape. You've got to admit, she said to herself, the

kid is good.

Without breaking the continuity of his movements,

Johnny hurtled across the court after a boy running along

the side boundary line nearest to Miss Holloway. Johnny

swiftly closed the gap diagonally, and as the fleeing boy

ran closer to Miss Holloway, she winced at the anticipated

blow that was sure to slam into his head or legs because

she realized there was no way that he would be able to

avoid Johnny's deadly assault.

Within three or four feet of Miss Holloway, the pursued

boy suddenly whirled around to face Johnny in a desperate

attempt to prevent getting hit from behind. His sweating

body obscured Johnny from Miss Holloway's line of vision,

but she saw Johnny's right arm rise and then slice forward

in a blur of motion. She unconsciously flinched again--

undoubtedly a hard, high, fast one aimed straight at the

boy's face. The teacher knew that the ball was sure to
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hurt when it hit.

And it did! At the last conceivable instant the boy

in front of her ducked low to the floor, and the rocket-like

soccerball rammed into Miss Holloway's midsection. She

emitted a loud whoosh! of air and staggered backwards,

doubling over at the waist from the force of the impact,

and landed squarely on her buttocks. The momentum carried

her over, and the back of her head thudded onto the hard

wooden floor of the gymnasium.

She lay there in that position, unable to breathe.

Faintly she could hear a roar of laughter flood her numbed

brain, and then a piercing whistle sliced into her eardrums.

She opened her eyes slowly, dazed.

Surrounding her like a halo were fuzzy, angelic faces,

all smiling down at her. Little cherubs, she distantly

thought, all bestowing their blessings on me. .

"OK, step aside!" she heard a voice command.

She turned her head toward the sound and slowly drew

into focus the outline of Miss Thompson kneeling over her.

The silver whistle swung hypnotically inches above her

face.

She felt a hand on her shoulder.

"Are you OK?" she heard from far, far away.

She opened her eyes wide several times, trying to

clear her vision. She still couldn't breathe, but she

nodded, anyway.
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Miss Thompson put an arm behind Miss Holloway's back

and helped her to a sitting position. "Just relax," the

gym teacher said sympathetically, "and try to catch your

breath."

Miss Holloway sat with her head bowed. She felt as

if she were drowning beneath a great depth of water, but

at last the sick, empty sensation of panic subsided somewhat

and her lungs painfully began to receive air.

The P.E. instructor touched the back of Miss Holloway's

head as the injured teacher clasped both hands to her

stomach. "You've got quite a bump on the back of your

noggin. You wanna go see the nurse?"

Miss Holloway shook her head slowly from side to side,

not so much as a nonverbal answer as it was an effort to

regain the clarity of her eyesight. "No, I'm all right,"

she whispered, her voice inaudible to everyone but the

closest bystanders.

She leaned her head back wearily to take in a deep

breath. Through half-closed lids she saw Johnny standing

in front of her, surrounded by a small group of boys who

were smiling and snickering. One of them clapped Johnny

on the shoulder and whispered something to him.

"You wanna try standing up?" Miss Thompson asked.

Miss Holloway nodded "yes."

She rose unsteadily to her feet with the gym teacher's

help. She rubbed her stomach and took another deep breath.
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"You gonna be all right?"

She nodded again. "I can't believe you let these

kids play a game like this," she said falteringly.

Miss Thompson grinned. "They love it." She looked

over at Johnny. "Especially him."

Johnny walked over to Miss Holloway and smiled. "Are

you gonna be OK?" he asked.

Miss Holloway frowned and stared at him. Johnny

innocently looked back at her. Finally she nodded and

turned to Miss Thompson. "I think I've had enough," she

declared.

"Sure. Why don't you go to the lounge and shake it

off," Miss Thompson suggested. "I can handle it from here."

Miss Holloway headed for the door, her hands pressed

against her stomach.

"OK, everybody, let's go!" she heard Miss Thompson

yell. She passed through the doorway. Miss Holloway paused

for a second to get her bearings, then walked into the

girls' restroom across the hall from the gym. She entered

a stall, raised the toilet seat, and retched into the clean

porcelain bowl, spraying a film of vomit on the cool,

off-white surface.
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Miss Holloway trudged toward the teachers' lounge;

she was cold and clammy all over. Every sound came to

her dully, as if struggling through an atmosphere too thick

to allow easy passage. She felt out of place and out of

touch with her surroundings; nothing had even the slightest

resemblance to the way it had been earlier in the day.

Now that she was a good distance removed from 
the

noisy confinement of the gymnasium, she could 
faintly hear

the ominous rumblings of the thunderheads as they 
continued

to roll in from the north. She realized that the clouds

must have been building in intensity during the P.E. 
class,

but the overwhelming racket caused by the horde 
of children

had completely drowned out the thunderblasts. Now, though,

the peals came to her in sporadic explosions 
that she heard

filtering from the classrooms as she walked down 
the

hallways. Whenever a particularly loud thunderclap erupted

overhead, the sound would be punctuated with sharp,

frightened squeals from students within 
the rooms on either

side of the hall. Most of the teachers would hurriedly

continue on with whatever activity was being conducted;

a few, however, being startled themselves, would laugh

or chuckle uneasily and then resume with some comment 
such

as, "Now, now, class, it's only thunder," or "Gosh, that
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was scary, wasn't it!"

Miss Holloway continued toward the breakroom, only

vaguely aware of the human sounds drifting to her. 
She

had a nausea in her stomach that was deep and beyond 
mere

physical illness: she felt humiliated; silly. I looked

like a goddamn fool in there! she reasserted to herself.

I've never been so embarrassed in all my life! In front

of all those kids, I'm knocked on my ass by a little shit

who hates my guts!

She rubbed her stomach with both hands. Now that

the mishap was an occurrence of the immediate past, the

details of the scene were beginning to come more clearly

into focus. The unfortunate event had happened too quickly

at the time for her to take it all in at once. But now

the incident was re-creating itself in her mind: she had

stood there along the outside boundary line . .. the boy

running from Johnny abruptly halted and turned to face

him . . . Johnny threw the soccerball . . . the target

ducked . . . and she had been hit and knocked to the floor.

Miss Holloway put her hand on the doorknob to the

lounge as an explosion from the dark clouds overhead 
rippled

throughout the building, shaking the windowpanes and raising

frightened shrieks from the students in the classrooms.

She paused, startled, sharply catching her breath. A

thought unexpectedly struck her. She shook her head, trying

to dismiss the idea, but still it remained: during the
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entire time that she had observed Johnny in action, she

suddenly realized that she hadn't once seen him throw 
a

ball that missed its target or failed to strike home.

Except one . .

She hesitated for several seconds, took a deep breath,

and entered the lounge. Cigarette smoke immediately

assaulted her nostrils. The room was literally filled

with it, strong and thick. Her stomach churned slightly

at the new smell, and she was afraid that she was going

to be ill again.

"There she is!" Mrs. Sanders exclaimed, exhaling a

lungful of smoke and motioning for Miss Holloway 
to sit

beside her on the couch. Two other teachers seated in

the room looked at her and nodded, then resumed their

conversation.

"Have a seat," Mrs. Sanders invited, patting the

cushion next to her. "How'd it go in the gym?" she asked,

inhaling deeply on her cigarette.

Miss Holloway massaged her stomach, frowning. "Not

too good."

Mrs. Sanders chuckled. "What happened? You look

like your dog just died."

Miss Holloway made a sour face and snorted. "No,

actually, it's more like the dog just bit the hand that

feeds him."

The older teacher shifted on the couch and placed
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an arm along the backrest. "What happened?"

Miss Holloway rubbed her sweaty palms across the

surface of her skirt. "Oh, nothing much. I just caught

a soccerball in the gut and got bowled over on my butt,

that's all."

"Bombardment?"

"Yeah, Bombardment. I can't believe how rough that

game is!"

Mrs. Sanders tapped her cigarette on the ashtray and

nodded vigorously. "It's good for 'em," she asserted.

"Helps to keep 'em in line when they get the hell knocked

out of 'em every now and then. Lord knows most of 'em

need it," she added, exhaling smoke.

Miss Holloway chewed on her thumbnail, thinking of

the students laughing and giggling over her helpless body

sprawled on the hard wooden gymnasium floor.

"You give these kids an inch an' they'll take a mile,"

Mrs. Sanders continued. "The only way to control 'em is

to let 'em know who's boss. You've got to stay on top

of 'em every step of the way--show 'em you're not gonna

take any crap. You let one get away with something, and

the next thing you know, poof!--and then they're all acting

like a bunch of little monsters." Mrs. Sanders snubbed

out her cigarette, looking across the room to the other

two teachers sitting in nearby chairs. "Right, girls?"

she said, raising her voice.
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The two women stopped their conversation and looked

at Mrs. Sanders, both smiling awkwardly. "What's that?"

one of them asked.

Mrs. Sanders leaned forward and patted Miss Holloway

on the knee. "I was just telling our beginner, here, that

you gotta get tough with 'em right from the very beginning.

Get control of the situation. Show 'em who's in charge.

Then," she instructed, looking at Miss Holloway, "you can
always lighten up a little. But it doesn't work the

opposite way. You can't start out soft and then get tough.

It just doesn't work. Believe me, I know. Right?" she

asked, turning to the other teachers for confirmation.

Both teachers nodded in agreement.

"Right," Mrs. Bradford concluded, slowly nodding her
fat, round face. She narrowed her eyes at Miss Holloway

knowingly. "That's the only way to do it."

Her companion concurred. "That's the way it is, dear,"

Mrs. Upshaw assured. "I've been teaching for over ten

years now," she stated in a motherly tone, "and one thing's

certain: these kids'll run you ragged if you give them

a chance." Mrs. Upshaw raised a long, thin finger to her

temple and tapped it there. "You've got to outsmart them

at their own game."

All three teachers laughed.

"It's harder than you think," Mrs. Sanders chimed

in. "These kids aren't dumb. Sometimes you've really
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gotta stay on your toes just to keep up with 'em."

"Uh-huh," Mrs. Bradford resolved. "They'll really

surprise you, sometimes." She turned to Mrs. Upshaw, and

the two resumed their private talk.

Mrs. Sanders lit another cigarette while Miss Holloway

continued to gnaw on her thumbnail. "So how did you get

hit?" she asked.

"Huh?" Miss Holloway mumbled, brought back into the

dialogue.

"How did you get hurt in gym class?"

Miss Holloway paused, contemplating her thumb. "Oh,

I don't know. I guess I got in the way. Or maybe I was

just in the wrong place at the wrong time," she conjectured,

nibbling on her little fingernail.

"Was it one of my kids?" Mrs. Sanders asked, exhaling.

"Huh?---Oh, no, one of mine," Miss Holloway murmured

with a fingertip in her mouth.

Mrs. Sanders flicked ashes into the tray. "The Freeman

boy?" she inquired, looking at her cigarette.

Miss Holloway stopped chewing on her nail and glanced

at the older woman. "Yeah. How'd you guess?"

"Figures," Mrs. Sanders responded. "Probably did

it on purpose."

"No, I doubt it. . . ."

"I don't know," Mrs. Sanders remarked, her voice rising

slightly in inflection. "That kid's a real pain in the
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ass."

Miss Holloway winced at the memory of the hard gym

floor.

"You wouldn't believe the problems Betsy Fowler had

with him last year," Mrs. Sanders stressed. "You just

wouldn't believe it."

"What did he do?" Miss Holloway asked, puzzled. Surely

Johnny couldn't have done much more than he already had

done now.

"Everything," Mrs. Sanders said, drawing her lips

into a thin, tight line. "Everything. You name it, he

did it. There were some days when Betsy would just break

down and cry like a baby because of that kid."

"You're kidding . . ."

"No, I'm not. Swear to God. She'd come in here and

sit down and just cry her eyes out. Everybody tried to

help her, but even Mr. Ward couldn't seem to do anything

with him. Betsy said the kid was out to get her."

Miss Holloway altered hands, biting the nail on her

middle finger. "He seems intelligent," she mused, lost

in thought.

"Oh, he's sharp as a tack," Mrs. Sanders affirmed.

"No doubt about that. He was a straight-A student until

about the middle of last year."

Miss Holloway paused, staring vacantly across the

room. What would make a boy change from good to bad that
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quickly? she pondered. "So what happened to cause Johnny

to be such a problem?" she wondered aloud, half to herself.

Mrs. Sanders shook her head. "I'm not really sure.

It had something to do with his father. 
I don't know all

the details. All I know for certain is that his father

died. I guess that's what started it all. I don't know.

Betsy knew all about it, but kept 
saying that she couldn't

help Johnny. I think she finally started blaming 
herself

for the kid's problems."

Miss Holloway frowned, peering at her middle finger.

"Where's--what'd you say her name was--Fowler? 
Where is

she now?"

"She got a transfer to another school at the 
end of

the year."

"Why? Didn't she like it here?"

"She loved it here. She left because of the Freeman

boy."

"I . . . I don't understand."

"It 's simple. The Freeman kid flunked the fourth

grade. Betsy couldn't stand the thought of even 
being

around him again. So she left." Mrs. Sanders snubbed

out her cigarette, coughing harshly.

Miss Holloway reflected for several moments, chewing

her nail. True enough, Johnny was virtually her only real

problem in class, but nothing at all compared to what 
Mrs.

Sanders had just described. Either the old woman had
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exaggerated, or else Johnny had somewhat modified his

aberrant behavior. "Well, at any rate, at least he's not

that bad now."

Mrs. Sanders regarded her watch. "Time for about

one more smoke before the bell." She pulled the pack out

of her purse and extracted a cigarette, holding it between

yellow-stained fingers. She stopped and looked at Miss

Holloway. "Maybe--maybe not. I guess Mr. Ward's keeping

him in line. Whatever it is, I'm glad he's not in my

class," she said, lighting the cigarette. "Right, ladies?"

she asked loudly, snapping the lighter shut with a sharp

metallic click.

Mrs. Upshaw and Mrs. Bradford turned to her, each

smoking cigarettes.

"What's that?" Mrs. Bradford asked, arching her

eyebrows.

"I was just saying," Mrs. Sanders responded, "that

I'm glad I don't have the Freeman boy--you remember, Betsy's

problem last year?--in my class."

"Oh, God," Mrs. Upshaw moaned acidly, shaking her

head in disgust and averting her gaze to the lounge door.

"I should say not," Mrs. Bradford echoed. "Better

thee than me," she laughed, smiling at Miss Holloway.

"If you have any more problems with that kid," Mrs.

Sanders cautioned, nudging Miss Holloway's arm, "talk to

Ward. It's gonna take both of you to handle him."
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"Speaking of," Miss Holloway asked, thinking of the

talk she was going to have with him later, "have you seen

Mr. Ward?" She was dreading the forthcoming confrontation

and preferred to get it over quickly before she returned

to class, rather than to stay after school.

"Nope," replied Mrs. Sanders.

Miss Holloway studied the three teachers in the lounge

and then shifted her attention to the several ashtrays

placed about the room, all filled to overflowing with butts

and rancid ashes. Christ Almighty! she thought, looking

at the jagged fingernails on both of her hands. I really

do want a cigarette! She hesitated, considering the length

of time it had been since she'd smoked. How long has it

been? she thought. Three months? Yes, she nodded to

herself, three long months. Well, kid, she said silently,

you certainly deserve to have one today. Yes, indeed,

today you deserve to indulge yourself.

She smoothed her palms along her thighs and touched

Mrs. Sanders lightly on the arm. "Could I please have

a cigarette? I didn't bring mine with me."

Mrs. Sanders squinted at her, surprised. "I didn't

think you smoked." She smiled, eying her slyly.

"Well, uh," Miss Holloway stammered, "I just recently

started again."

"Sure," Mrs. Sanders said, reaching again for the

pack in her purse. She handed her a cigarette and lit



103

it for her with her lighter. "Pressure getting to you

already, huh?" she asked with a grin.

Miss Holloway inhaled, pulling the smoke deeply into

her lungs. Almost immediately she began to feel lightheaded

from its effect. She remembered smoking as a teenager

and the euphoric stimulation the act had provided. The

first drag was quite a stab in the chest, but it felt great.

She had missed smoking since the very first day she had

quit and had experienced the gnawing urge in each moment

of stress encountered since that time. She had also wanted

to smoke at the other, more pleasurable moments: with

coffee in the morning, after meals, while driving her car,

while watching TV, or during drinks with friends. She

had broken the habit primarily because her boyfriend, a

nonsmoker who was still in college, objected to it. Well,

she thought, pursing her lips, tough shit. He's never

around when I need him. . . .

The bell rang with a loud clamor, announcing the end

of the period. Mrs. Sanders inhaled a final puff and

snubbed the half-smoked cigarette into the tray. She picked

up her purse from the floor and stood before Miss Holloway,

smiling at her. "You coming?"

Miss Holloway raised her hand and waved her on. "Go

ahead," she replied, inhaling sharply. "I'll be along

in a minute."

Mrs. Sanders nodded and walked out the door with the
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other two teachers. Miss Holloway stood and surveyed her

reflection in a mirror on a side wall of the lounge. To

her mind, it was amazing how much more adult she looked--and

felt--while holding a cigarette in her hand. God, it feels

good! she thought, exhaling smoke from her nostrils. Good

and tough--the real world.

She took one last drag and extinguished the cigarette.

She walked out the door, feeling a little giddy. This

is the way smoking should always feel, she told herself.

Now, if I can just keep from going overboard with it, then

it will always stay enjoyable and not just become a nervous

habit. She experienced a pang of guilt at resuming her

old habit, and she had not realistically convinced herself

that she could control the tendencies in moderation. But,

Christ Almighty--it feels good! she reasserted as she

strolled away from the lounge.

She navigated the long, crowded passageways and walked

up the flight of stairs towards her classroom. The sick

emptiness in her stomach had subsided; she felt much better.

Much better, in fact, than she had felt in months.

She stood outside her classroom and glanced in the

door at several students already seated there. More began

trailing in from the water fountain down the hallway, and

she waited as the last group of stragglers approached.

Johnny was at the rear of the pack, smiling broadly as

he swaggered toward her. She folded her arms and glared
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at him as he drew nearer.

"Are you gonna help out with Bombardment if it rains

again tomorrow?" he asked with a grin.

She bit her lower lip and put both hands on his

shoulders. She leaned forward, only inches away from his

face, peering steadily into his eyes. She set her jaw

and said in a harsh whisper, "I don't think what happened

today was very funny! It wasn't funny at all!"

Johnny leaned his head back and frantically fanned

the air in front of his face. "Whew!" he hissed, scrunching

up his nose with a sour expression. "Have you been

smoking?"

Miss Holloway scowled at him, then dropped her hands

to her sides in exasperation. "Get in there!" she snapped,

jerking a thumb toward the classroom.
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Miss Holloway tapped her foot impatiently in Mr. Ward's

outer office while Mrs. Appleby, his secretary, continued

typing, oblivious to the teacher's nervousness. Miss

Holloway had already been there for over ten minutes,

passing the time by pacing slowly back and forth and

rehearsing what she was going to say to Mr. Ward's

chastisement of her performance. There wasn't much, really,

that she could say, except that she would make every effort

to be more punctual in the future and then try to smooth

things over by agreeing with everything that the man said.

After all, she asserted to herself, there's no way to win

an argument with a principal--just try to break even and

prevent anything derogatory from being entered into your

file. Play it by ear, take it easy, and be polite as hell.

Miss Holloway shot a glance at her watch while turning

on her heels and continued to pace. When the teacher had

entered the office area and announced that Mr. Ward wanted

to see her, Mrs. Appleby had merely replied, "He's with

a student," and had not even looked up from her typing.

Miss Holloway watched as the secretary pulled the paper

from the typewriter and inserted a business envelope into

the machine. She rapidly finished it, folded the letter

into thirds and then stuffed it into the envelope, placing
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it on top of a large stack of others to be licked and

stamped. Miss Holloway paused momentarily, looking from

Mrs. Appleby to the long row of massive filing cabinets

behind her desk. Well, she thought gratefully, teaching

may not be all it's cracked up to be, but at least I won't

be a paper-pushing secretary for the rest of my life.

I can't imagine anything worse than being confined in one

space and tied down all day long. . . .

The door to Mr. Ward's office proper opened, and he

stepped out; preceding him was a slender girl with long,

blond hair and blue eyes. He patted the student on her

shoulder. "Remember, Marilyn," he said sternly, "no more

arguments with Mrs. Burroughs. And no talking back, either.

You've already had one set of detention halls for fighting,

and this is the second time you've been sent here in the

last two weeks. Any more problems and you're going to

be staying after school again. You don't want that, do

you?"

"No, sir," she murmured, looking down at her feet.

"But--"

"No, no but's," he interrupted. "Do as you're told,

or else it's detention halls. Understand?"

"Yes, sir," she mumbled.

"Good." He looked at Miss Holloway, then at his

wristwatch. "Come in," he said, motioning to her.

As Miss Holloway and the pretty blond girl passed
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each other, the teacher vividly recalled the fight in which

the girl had been involved inside this office. 
Miss

Holloway glanced over her shoulder at the shapely

sixth-grader as the girl picked up her books from a chair

and exited the office. She's Johnny's girlfriend, she

said to herself. Other than having bad taste in friends,

she's going to be beautiful when she becomes an adult

Mr. Ward seated himself behind his desk. "Shut the

door," he said, "and sit down. This won't take long."

Miss Holloway did as instructed. She crossed one

leg over the other and folded her hands in her lap, 
hoping

that the outward expression of calmness would in some manner

bolster her lack of inner self-confidence. Be cool, she

willed herself. She squirmed slightly in her seat and

adjusted her position because of the perspiration sticking

to the back of her blouse.

Mr. Ward leaned forward on his elbows and clasped

his hands. His thick, heavy eyebrows knitted together

like two fuzzy caterpillars who had just bumped into each

other. He licked his broad lips and then paused a second

before speaking.

"Miss Holloway, we've got a slight problem here.

You know what time you're expected to be here in the

morning, right?"

"Yes, sir."
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"Right. Now, I know that sometimes it's unavoidable,

but you're gonna have to stop arriving late to school.

Do you think you can manage to do that?"

"Yes, sir," she said evenly. Even though she knew

it was her fault, she resented being called on the carpet

and talked to as if she were a child. She placed both

feet on the floor and put her elbows on the armrests,

leaning her weight forward.

"Good. I hope so. If you don't, I won't have any

other choice but to make note of it in your permanent

file. And I don't want t have to do that," he said,

leaning back in his chair.

Miss Holloway crossed her legs again and scratched

her calf nervously. She anted a cigarette. "You won't

have to," she said reassuringly.

"Good." The principal pushed his chair back from

his desk and propped an ankle on his knee, getting

comfortable. Miss Holloway knew that the worst was over,

and she relaxed a little, breathing easier.

"How is everything going?" Mr. Ward asked.

"Pretty good," she replied, happy with the chance

for some small talk. "Pretty good."

"No problems?"

"Well," she laughed, "other than getting the wind

knocked out of me during P.E. today, no problems at all."

Mr. Ward grinned. 'Bombardment?"
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"Uh-huh," she moaned, nodding.

"Rough game," he stated, placing his hands behind

his head. "The kids love it, though. Any other problems?"

"No," she responded, lightly shrugging her shoulders

and shaking her head.

"Good. How are the students behaving?"

"Just fine. No problems."

"Good. How's Johnny doing?"

Miss Holloway shifted uneasily. "Oh, not too bad,"

she answered, averting her eyes. "I've. been meaning to

talk to you about him, though."

"Why? Has he been causing trouble again?"

"Well . . . yes and no. I mean, it's nothing you

can put your finger on. I just can't figure him out.

I mean," she faltered, groping for the correct words, "he's

polite and everything. It's just that underneath it all,

I get the feeling that for some reason or other he resents

me." She plopped her hands down on the armrests,

exasperated at her inability to express herself adequately.

What a time to get tongue-tied! she thought angrily. She

looked at the enormous fish mounted on the wall above Mr.

Ward's head, its huge mouth open as if groping for flies.

The principal nodded. "That kid's had some real

problems. Some real bad problems," he added, drifting

in thought, looking at the ceiling.

"Can you tell me about it?" Miss Holloway prompted,
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inclining her head forward.

Mr. Ward glanced at his watch. "Well," he said, "I

don't have time to go into it right now. I've got a meeting

I've gotta go to." He yawned cavernously and stretched.

"Hopefully we won't have any more problems with him. If

we do, I'll get together with you and we'll discuss it

then."

He strolled to the front of the desk. "Now if you'll

excuse me, I'm sure you've got someplace you'd rather be

than cooped up here in school all day with me."

Miss Holloway stood and smiled. "Right you are."

He opened the door and patted her on the shoulder

as she walked past him. "Now remember, be here on time

from now on."

"Yes, sir," she muttered, gazing down at the floor

and nodding submissively. "I promise." Miss Holloway

picked up her bookbag from the floor beside Mrs. Appleby's

desk and turned her head toward them both as she strode

to the door. "'bye," she said quickly.

Miss Holloway pushed the door open and headed for

the side exit at the far end of the building. She slowed

down and searched through her bookbag and located her purse;

she snapped it open and began fumbling through its contents.

I wonder if I've got enough money to buy a pack of

cigarettes? she thought.

"Hey, Miss Holloway!" a voice shouted from down the
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hall behind her. She turned on her heels to see Johnny

approaching at a slow jog. He drew nearer and geared down

to a fast walk, smiling broadly.

"Johnny, what are you doing here so late after school?"

she asked, still searching through her purse.

"I'm looking for a friend of mine."

"Oh . . . the blond-haired girl?" she questioned,

fishing deeper into her purse.

"Yeah . . . Marilyn. Is she still in the office?"

"No," she answered absently, pulling trash out of

her purse with one hand as she held the large bookbag with

the other. "She left a few minutes ago." The teacher

regarded Johnny, giving up her search. She didn't have

a cent and her checkbook was at home.

"Oh . . . you going out the side door?"

"Uh-huh," Miss Holloway uttered, already on her way.

"I'll go this way, too," he offered, quickly skipping

a pace or two in order to walk alongside his teacher.

Miss Holloway looked at him from the corner of her

eye. "Is she your girlfriend?" she asked coyly.

Johnny put his hands in his front pockets and stared

at the floor, frowning. "Yeah, sort of," he grudgingly

admitted.

"She's quite a bit older than you, isn't she?"

"Sixth grade . . ."

They walked on for a few minutes with only the sharp
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click of her high heels and the soft squeak of his tennis

shoes occupying the silence of the deserted hallway.

"She's very pretty," Miss Holloway commented with

a smile.

Johnny nodded. "Prettiest girl in the whole school,"

he stated, as if declaring a well-known fact.

"You really like her, huh?" his teacher asked, her

voice rising slyly.

"Yeah. My dad used to really like her, too." He

looked back at his feet, his face clouding over.

They continued on without talking for a moment, and

then Miss Holloway remarked, "She seems to be in trouble

a lot."

Johnny frowned. "Yeah, people are causing her

problems."

His teacher looked down at him like a disapproving

parent. "You sure she isn't the one causing the problems?"

"Nope," Johnny replied flatly. "Marilyn ain't like

that."

"Marilyn isn't like that," she corrected.

"I agree."

Miss Holloway sighed wearily. "Well, no matter who's

causing it, she's getting a reputation as a troublemaker."

"That don't mean nothin'," Johnny said bitterly.

"That doesn't mean anything," his teacher said with

emphasis.
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"I agree," Johnny asserted, nodding his head.

Miss Holloway sighed again. What's the point? she

thought.

"So why do you like her so much?" she asked. "Because

she's so pretty?"

"Naawww . . ."

"Then why?" she persisted, needling him on.

Johnny paused, extending his lower lip, and pondered

the question. He pictured Marilyn and himself playing

together as best friends--running and jumping, riding bikes,

and going to the movies and eating hotdogs and sharing

popcorn. Sharing secrets with each other. Talking

together. Marilyn looking at him silently and understanding

what he didn't understand himself.

"I don't know," he murmured.

"Surely you must have some reason," Miss Holloway

prompted. After the day she had just endured, she was

enjoying his uneasiness. Payback! she thought, aware that

she was being somewhat childish.

"Yeah," Johnny said hesitantly, "but you'll get mad

at me if I tell you."

"No, I won't."

"Yeah, you will."

"No, I won't."

"Honest?" he asked, not at all convinced of his

teacher's sincerity.
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She pushed open the side door and stepped outside.

She looked up to the sky and surveyed the dark clouds

drifting lazily above. The rain had subsided and the

sunshine filtered through the patches of the woollike

blanket of cloud-covering.

She looked down at her student. "Honest," she

reaffirmed.

"Cross your heart and hope to die?" he goaded, peering

into her eyes.

"OK! OKI--Cross my heart and hope to die!"

"OK . . ." Johnny paused melodramatically. "Marilyn

has the wonderfullest ass in the whole world."

"Marilyn has the most wonderful ass in the entire

world," she corrected automatically, immediately wincing

at the realization of what she had just said to her student.

Johnny smiled. "I agree."

Miss Holloway turned and strode angrily to her car

as Johnny ran away in the opposite direction in search

of his friend.
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Johnny ran to the front of the school building, deftly

skipping around large pools of rainwater and carefully

jumping over mud puddles. The school ground was virtually

deserted. The students had wasted no time in crowding

into cars driven by their parents or in heading for home

on bikes or on foot. The sidewalks were smeared with muddy

footprints and tracks of bicycle tires. Johnny quickly

glanced down at his shoes, glad to find that they were

relatively free of grime. He continued along the sidewalk

in front of the school. He looked over his shoulder at

the sound of a car engine and saw Miss Holloway's old

vehicle pull out of the parking lot, heading in the reverse

direction.

Johnny spat on the sidewalk into a large, thick splotch

of mud and stepped out into the street. He walked briskly

along the curb, searching for Marilyn, and finally saw

her slim shape some distance away. She was strolling down

a side street, the feeble rays of the sun glinting on her

blond hair. Johnny called to her and broke into a run,

swiftly dodging puddles in his way. Marilyn, however,

was out of earshot and continued walking.

Johnny ran faster. "Hey, Marilyn!"

She stopped and turned around, smiling as she saw
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Johnny wave. She walked toward him, holding her books

against her chest.

Johnny stopped running a few yards from her and slowed

to a walk. "Hi, Mare," he said with a grin.

"Hi." She pivoted and fell into rhythm with Johnny's

casual pace. "I waited around for you, but I thought you'd

left. Where've you been?"

"Talking to Miss Holloway."

"What did she have to say?"

"She said you have a cute ass."

"What?"

"Nothing," Johnny laughed. "Just kidding." He looked

at her as they walked and waited for her to say something,

but she remained silent. "I thought your mom was gonna

pick you up today."

"She usually does on rainy days. But since it's

cleared up some, I guess she had something better to do."

"Oh, well," Johnny reacted, trying to cheer her up.

"It's better to walk home, anyway."

"Yeah," she admitted. "Takes longer that way to get

there."

They both looked down at their feet and then glanced

at each other and smiled. Johnny sat down on the curb

and quickly began removing his shoes and socks while Marilyn

sought a dry spot on the street on which to put her books

so that she could do the same as Johnny.
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"Hey, Mare, I'll get them for you," he volunteered.

Marilyn smiled while Johnny removed her shoes and

socks. She offered to carry her shoes when Johnny stood

up, but he shook his head and insisted on carrying them

for her.

They walked together for a while in silence, sloshing

their bare feet in the cool rain puddles.

"Just like we used to do, huh?" Marilyn reminded.

"Yeah, guess you're right. . . . So how come you

were talking to the warden?"

Marilyn made a sour face. "Oh, the same ol' shit--Mrs.

Burroughs and I had another argument."

Johnny frowned. "So what's Mule Face's problem?"

"The usual," she replied bitterly. "She thinks I've

got a bad attitude. That it's fault the other kids

are picking on me."

"Yeah . ."

"Every time something happens, it's always m

fault--never anybody else's. Especially when precious

little Anna is concerned," she spat.

"Who?"

"Anna. You know--that girl I got into the fight with?"

"Oh, yeah . . . sure. I remember."

"Anna is Donkey Breath's little pet. The bitch!"

she cried out, stomping her foot down into a puddle of

muddy water.
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Johnny flinched, avoiding the splash of water as best

as he could. He looked at his friend, empathizing with

her frustration and hatred. He'd been in Marilyn's

predicament before, dozens of times.

"Hey, you still got the trophy?"

Marilyn smiled, displaying her perfect teeth. Johnny

had always been slightly envious of Marilyn's teeth. He

would surely have to wear braces when he became older,

and he wasn't looking forward to it at all.

"Yeah," she said, a savage sparkle appearing in her

blue eyes. "I got it."

"So what's the problem?" Johnny reasoned. "If she

keeps on buggin' you, knock out another one."

Marilyn chuckled. "Naaww--that wouldn't do any good,"

she replied, unconvinced.

"Sure it would. Can you picture her trying to gum

down a hamburger?"

Marilyn began laughing uncontrollably.

"Popcorn would be a killer, too," Johnny added,

laughing.

Marilyn howled with glee.

"And can't you just see her picture in the annual,

sittin' there with a stupid, shit-eating grin on her face

and no teeth?"

Marilyn doubled over and laughed until she shook,

her torso heaving with delighted gasps, and laughed until
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tears streamed down her cheeks. She straightened back

up, giggling, and wiped the back of her hand across her

eyes several times. She shifted her books to her right

arm and placed her left around Johnny's shoulders, hugging

him tightly. "You're too much."

"Aaww--I bet you say that to all the guys."

Marilyn abruptly stopped laughing. She halted and

withdrew her arm. "No, I don't," she said firmly and

evenly.

Johnny peered into her blue eyes, mentally kicking

himself. He saw instantly that he hadn't simply made her

angry--he had bruised her; he had unexpectedly and unwarily

hurt her feelings.

"Hey, Mare--you know I didn't mean nothin' by it.

You know I was just bein' a smart-ass."

Marilyn nodded, and they resumed walking. "I know.

I'm sorry. I didn't mean to take it out on you."

"That's OK. You gotta have somebody to take it out

on. Might as well be me."

Marilyn shook her head. "No, I was just letting off

steam. I couldn't get mad at you."

"You did once," Johnny reminded her, pursing his lips.

"No I didn't. . . . When?" Marilyn challenged.

"Last year when I flunked fourth grade."

"Oh, yeah. . . . I wasn't really mad at you--I was

just disappointed in you, that's all."
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"Yeah," he sighed. "Sorry about that . . ."

"That's all right. It wasn't your fault. You couldn't

help it."

Johnny looked down at the grimy street, biting his

bottom lip. The clouds were thickening again, dark and

low-lying. In the distance, thunder rumbled in a muffled

baritone.

They walked without speaking for a few moments, each

waiting for the other to say something.

"So tell me," Marilyn began delicately. "You gonna

pass this year?"

Johnny clicked his tongue against the roof of his

mouth, considering. "I don't know," he said slowly. "I

was thinking of maybe just dropping out and going on to

college."

Marilyn rolled her eyes skyward, laughing. "I don't

think they'll let you into college until you at least get

out of grade school."

"Don't see why not--I ain't gonna learn nothin' here."

Marilyn slanted her eyes at him. "So you are gonna

flunk again, huh?" she accused.

"Naahh, no way," he replied, confident.

"Then how come you aren't bringing any books home?"

she countered.

"I did it all in school."

"Yeah, sure . .0."
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"Really. How hard can it be? It's all the same shit

I did last year."

"Yeah, that makes sense, I guess," she admitted,

shrugging. She thought for a moment, then asked, "What

about your math?"

Johnny lowered his head guiltily. "Well . . . I did

most of it . . "

Marilyn nodded, suspecting the truth. "You still

don't like math, huh?"

"Nope. Doin' math is like tryin' to figure out why

Miss Holloway is a teacher."

"What do you mean?"

"It just don't add up," he grinned.

Marilyn groaned good-naturedly at his pun. "Is she

really that bad?"

"Uh-huh. The pits."

"Is she giving you a tough time?"

"Yup."

"How come?"

"I don't know. . . . I think she hates me."

"Oh, come on! Why would she do that?"

"Because I hate her," he said, clenching his teeth.

"Johnny," she warned, "if you keep that up, you're

gonna flunk again."

"Nope. Not this time. If they're gonna make me go

to that lousy school, then I'm gonna do it m~y way."
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"You're gonna flunk--I just know it."

"Uhn-uhn," Johnny persisted. "Miss Holloway will

give in before I do. Just wait an' see."

"I don't think so, Johnny."

"I do."

"No--she won't quit. You might drive her nuts or

somethin', but she'll hang in there." She glanced at

Johnny, noticing his troubled frown. "You want to come

inside for a bite to eat?" she asked, taking a step or

two up the driveway to her house.

Johnny shook his head and handed Marilyn her shoes.

"Naaw, that's OK. I need to get home. Besides," he said,

averting his eyes to the front door, "your dad doesn't

like me, does he?"

Marilyn moved toward him. "Sure he does. Don't be

silly. He's always liked you."

"Really?"

"Sure. It's my other . . . friends . . . he doesn't

approve of," she stated, ducking her head and kicking an

imaginary pebble on the driveway.

"Oh. . . . You still not getting along with your

dad too good?"

"No--not worth a shit."

They both remained speechless for a long time, avoiding

eye contact.

Finally, Marilyn broke the silence. "You sure you



124

don't wanna come in? There's nobody home. You can keep

me company."

Johnny cast a glance upward to the gathering clouds.

"No thanks. I better get home. It's gonna really pour

in a little while."

Marilyn contemplated the ugly sky. "Yeah, looks like

a pretty bad storm coming. "

"Uh-huh. See you later," he smiled, turning and

walking away.

"OK," Marilyn called with a small wave. She stepped

across the wet front lawn and paused halfway. "Hey,

Johnny!"

He turned around, moving slowly backwards down the

street. "Yeah?"

"Will you walk me home from school again tomorrow?"

Johnny flashed a broad grin. "Sure! If we're not

both in detention hall!"

Marilyn turned with a laugh toward the front door

and watched Johnny stroll down the street. She looked

up at the sky again as she stepped onto the porch. The

clouds were becoming raven-black, almost blocking out the

sunlight. Thunder boomed in the distance as she bent down

to get the key hidden under the doormat.
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It was raining steadily the following day, Tuesday.

Johnny sat at his desk with his textbook open before

him and stared blankly at a space immediately above it.

His chin rested on both hands, and his elbows were squarely

planted on either side of his book. Usually Miss Holloway

would admonish him when he assumed this sitting posture

and tell him, "Sit up straight and pay attention." His

mother had frequently told him the same thing in the past

when he would do his homework, but she had always been

overruled by Johnny's father: "The best way to study is

to be comfortable. Let him study standing on his head

if it's right for him."

The difference of opinion often led into an argument

in which his mother accused his father of being too lenient

with Johnny; his father always countered with something

about the "old way of thinking" and incomprehensible words,

to Johnny, concerning society oppressing the individual.

Whenever his father, an English teacher, had become

emotionally heated and started talking, Johnny soon lost

all idea about what the man was discussing. But it didn't

matter--Johnny had loved the endless string of his father's

words in much the same way as he had admired the Shakespeare

plays that his father had taken him to see. Johnny hadn't
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completely understood everything that was being said in

them, but he had sensed a feeling about them, and the words

were pure magic.

"Oh, that's just great," his mother had exclaimed

more than once to his father. "We've got the only kid

in town who acts like a turd and loves Shakespeare." Then

she would cut her eyes at his father and add, "If there's

anything worse than a turd, it's a cultured turd." This

comment must have meant more in some manner than the words

themselves because his father always then became angry

and refused to talk when she said that.

Johnny shifted his weight in his chair and resettled

himself. He kept the picture of his parents' argument

in his mind. Their images were not sharply defined, and

the words issuing from their mouths sounded like a

tremendous buzzing of flies, as unintelligible as two TV's

playing simultaneously on two different channels.

But through the muddy swirl of his mental images,

one gesture became clearly outlined against a background

of shadows: his mother clenching her teeth, cocking her

head slightly to one side, and giving his father that look

which sliced through both air and flesh. Johnny had known

that it was something unspoken in her eyes--not what she

actually said--that cut short his father's words.

That look made him squirm uncomfortably in his seat.

Miss Holloway's voice droned on dully from the front
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of the classroom, punctuated every so often with the

irritating scratch and high squeak of chalk on the

blackboard. From behind him, Johnny could hear the soft,

incessant tapping of raindrops on the windowpanes of his

second-floor classroom.

As much as he loved the rain, Johnny couldn't help

but recall something his father had told him once about

gentle, delicate Chinese drops of water falling on a

person's head until . . .

He heard the students around him snickering and

giggling. He glanced up and saw them all turned in their

chairs, staring at him with wide, knowing grins.

He riveted his attention to the front of the room.

Miss Holloway was standing beside her desk, chalk in hand,

with her arms folded across her chest, and tapping her

foot impatiently.

"I said, Johnny," his teacher pronounced slowly, "do

you know the answer to problem number fifteen?"

Johnny looked at her, embarrassed. He cut his eyes

quickly to the board and stared for a long moment at the

math problem written across its surface.

"Well? Do you know how to work it?"

Johnny shrugged his shoulders and pushed his math

book away from him toward the top edge of his desk, avoiding

her stern eyes. "No, ma'am."

"Why not? I've been explaining it to the rest of
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the class for the past ten minutes."

Johnny surveyed the faces of the other students.

They giggled and nudged each other, enjoying his discomfort.

"I don't know," he mumbled in reply. Don't push it!

he thought, glaring at the top of his desk. He could feel

the hot flush of blood in his cheeks and at the back of

his neck. He was scarcely breathing; he felt sick.

"Well, I know why," Miss Holloway declared, advancing

down the aisle a few steps and placing her hands on her

hips. "It's because you don't pay attention."

Johnny shifted his position, hesitated a few seconds,

then shoved the book farther away from him until it extended

beyond the edge of the desk.

"I just don't like math," he said in a low voice.

"What?" she asked, turning an ear toward him.

"I said," Johnny repeated firmly, louder, "that I

don't like math."

Miss Holloway approached another step or two, frowning.

"You can't do everything you want to do," she said angrily.

no, Johnny heard his father say to his mother one

afternoon not too long ago, but I'm not a man if I don't--

Johnny hung his head, saying nothing.

Miss Holloway accepted his silence as defeat and

pressed onward.

"You know," Miss Holloway stated, squinting her eyes

down at him, "that people have to do what's expected of
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them."

nobody tells me what to do, Margaret! his father's

voice said distantly--

"Everybody has to do what they're supposed to," Miss

Holloway continued.

I'm not everybody, Margaret--

"Even you," his teacher ended, with emphasis.

Johnny stared at the back of the girl's head who sat

in front of him and folded his arms.

Miss Holloway, sensing his defiance and stonewall

attitude, thought, He has to be taught a valuable lesson--

now . .

"You do very well in English and history, but all

your other subjects are terrible." She paused to let the

full weight of her words bear down hard upon him.

so what's wrong with the kid liking Shakespeare,

Margaret? he heard a pleading voice demand.

"If you do outstanding work in one subject and don't

care about anything else, you know what that means, don't

you?" Miss Holloway fired at Johnny.

Johnny looked at her, his face fully flushed.

"You know what that means, don't you?" she said again,

this time louder. She clenched her teeth and cocked her

head to one side, glaring at him coldly with her green

eyes as a snake would a rodent.

"I guess it means you want me to say that I'm a
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cultured turd!" Johnny gritted, spitting out the words

and leaning forward on his desk.

Miss Holloway's eyes widened and then narrowed as

if looking into a sand-filled gust of wind. She bit her

bottom lip, letting her anger and frustration seethe within

her.

She moved beside Johnny and grabbed him by the arm

with her right hand. She tugged at him hard, pulling with

all her weight.

Johnny stood and was dragged along behind his teacher

toward the front of the room. He felt the piercing pinch

of her fingernails buried into the tender flesh of his

inner arm, just as when his mother--

"I'll show you once and for all--"

Miss Holloway's remonstrance was bluntly silenced

when Johnny set his feet firmly beneath himself and wrenched

his arm free. Without fully realizing the occurrence,

a split-second phantom-figure materialized within his mind

and then dissolved in a flash, but the words remained,

ghostlike, even after the spectral form had vanished:

"You don't own me!" Johnny yelled, the veins standing

out, pulsating at the sides of his forehead and neck.

Miss Holloway turned to accost him again, then stopped

because his eyes indicated that he meant to remain untouched

by her. For all the world, she thought, he looks like

he just might--
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"OK, then! Have it your way!" Miss Holloway gestured

with her finger for him to follow her. "Come with me right

now!"

Johnny's hands were clenched at his sides, his muscles

tensed all over his lean body. "Fine! Just don't touch

me!"

Johnny trailed her out the door on an invisible leash

and paused at a distance from Miss Holloway while she talked

to Mrs. Sanders. He then followed her throughout the long

walk to Mr. Ward's office, glaring hatefully at the back

of her blond head, never getting closer than arm's reach.

The hollow echoes of his teacher's high heels were

accompanied by a long-forgotten slam of a front door and

fading footsteps as a forlorn ghost stood in the middle

of a living room with welts on its arms. When the spirit

as last shimmered and withered into nonexistence, the

narrow, raw streaks of fingernail trenches that had been

dug into its flesh hung in the air, blood-red, long after

the shadowy figure perished from sight.
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Johnny banged his way through the front doors of

Griffin Elementary and skipped down the steps two at a

time. The long, umbilical sidewalk connecting the building

to the street was smudged with muddy footprints of students

who had been released from school at the usual time. Johnny

slowed down and carefully tiptoed through the thick muck

and shallow puddles covering the walkway and scraped the

bottoms of his shoes on the curb when he reached the street.

He looked up as a few of the students who also had

been in detention hall came straggling out the door. Johnny

didn't recognize any of the faces personally--they were

just a varied assortment of "nobodies" who had been sent

to detention and forced to endure half an hour of boredom.

There wasn't one "regular customer" of the daily afternoon

lock-up in the whole bunch.

Nothing but clowns and cut-ups, he thought, adjusting

the cumbersome load of books under his arm; nothing but

nobodies. He shifted the books to his other arm as he

made his way down the street, walking along the side of

the curb. Tomorrow they'll all go around bragging about

being in detention, he asserted to himself. Like they're

hot shit or somethin'. But by the time m story gets around

school tomorrow, all they'll be able to do is boast about
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being' in detention hall with me. Johnny smiled smugly

to himself and kicked a mud clod. Because nobody, he

thought with finality, is ever sent down for as good a

reason as I am. But nobody!

Johnny cut across the street and headed for home.

He would walk past Marilyn's house and see if she were

there before going on to his mother's apartment. Word

travelled quickly in school, but since she was in the sixth

grade and he only in the fourth, she might not have heard

of his escapade with Miss Holloway and the resulting

detention. If she had known of it, it was too much to

ask of even one's best friend to wait around after school

for over half an hour in the rain. But if she doesn't

already know, Johnny thought with a wide grin, she'll get

a real kick out of it when I tell her. . . .

Johnny veered toward the curb, searching for a

relatively dry area. He located a spot and placed his

books alongside the curb and sat down and unlaced his tennis

shoes and removed them, then slipped off his socks; he

wadded each sock into a ball and stuffed both of them deep

into his shoes. Johnny reached down and rolled up his

pants to midcalf, then grasped each shoe and slammed it

hard on the curb, knocking away most of the mud and grass

embedded in them. He lifted his books under one arm and

carried his shoes in the other hand and sloshed along the

side of the street, feeling the cool dampness of the
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rainwater and the gritty soil that had washed up along

the curb. He occasionally paused to clench the ooze between

his toes, enjoying the thick, mushy texture as it squished

against his flesh. Then he would shuffle his feet into

a puddle and swish away most of the moist, sticky mud.

Johnny loved the rain, especially while sitting indoors

and watching it as it fell. He long ago discovered that

it was easy to get lost in thought while observing a good

downpour, blending and merging his mind contentedly with

the steady stream of water showering onto the earth--the

soft, gentle sound of windswept rain against the windowpane;

the slow, zigzagging path of raindrops as they rivered

down the glass. He also liked the feel of things

immediately after the rain, when everything was cool and

damp and still, when water dripped in tear-shaped droplets

from tree leaves, and grass smelled as it did out in the

country. He enjoyed that far more than before a heavy

rain--the steady increase of pressure, moisture and

oppressive stillness; the low rumblings from ominous clouds

swirling overhead; the lightning flashing jaggedly across

the scowling face of the sky; the buildup of tension from

somewhere deep within the dark clouds that threatened to

be released violently . .

He vaguely heard a front door open and then slam shut,

but continued walking with his head down along the street

past the row of houses, until a shout sliced through the
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calm:

"Hey, Freeman!" a voice challenged.

Johnny looked over his shoulder toward a house that

he had just passed and saw a heavyset boy his own age

trekking in his direction across the wet front lawn. Johnny

scowled and resumed walking.

"Hey, Freeman! You heard me!"

Johnny gritted his teeth and turned around. "What

do you want, Billy?" he said guardedly. Billy Morgan hated

Johnny almost as much as Johnny hated him. Maybe even

more, Johnny thought, since that fight we had last year

where I busted his nose for accusing me of swiping his

lunch money . .

The large fifth-grader stalked to within a yard of

Johnny and stopped, his hands at his sides. "You got some

reason for walkin' down my street?"

Johnny snorted. "Your street? Your street? That's

a laugh!"

Billy shifted his weight and placed one hand on his

hip. With the other he reached up and unconsciously rubbed

a finger over a slight hump on the bridge of his nose.

He does that all the time now since the day I broke

his nose, Johnny thought with a satisfied smirk. All the

time . .

"Why don't you get outta here!" Billy snarled, inching

forward.
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Johnny gripped the shoes in his hand tighter. "Why

don't you make me?"

"I don't make trash," Billy scorned. "I burn it."

Johnny rolled his eyes and groaned, laughing in spite

of his anger. "Oh, that's a good one, Billy. Real good.

A real classic. It's so good, I haven't heard that one

since I was in first grade."

"Why don't you kiss my ass?" spat Billy.

"Point out a spot. You're all ass."

"You stink!" Billy snapped, rubbing the side of his

nose.

"Well, if anybody knows that," Johnny quipped,

mockingly rubbing his own nose with the hand that held

his shoes, "I guess it's you." He shot one last glare

at Billy and then turned away.

Billy followed.

"Hey, Freeman, where ya' goin'--to your girlfriend's

house?"

Johnny ignored the remark and walked on.

"Won't do ya' no good. . . . She went off a little

while ago with some older guys in a car. She was holdin'

hands with one of 'em, and I saw 'em kissin' in the back

seat."

Johnny turned for a moment and walked backwards, eyeing

Billy. "Blow off," he exclaimed, swivelling back around.

"I heard," Billy said, his voice laced with ridicule,
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"that your girlfriend Marilyn's puttin' out for ninth-grade

guys. Everybody knows that."

Johnny and Billy stopped, facing each other. Johnny

felt the back of his neck flushing with red, angry blood.

"And I heard," Johnny said bitterly, "that you eat

shit sandwiches. But it can't be true, 'cause everybody

knows you don't like bread."

Billy sucked in his breath sharply. Johnny could

see his adversary's chest rising and falling with his

growing anger. Billy took a step closer to Johnny, his

fists clenched at his sides.

"You're a real prick!" Billy yapped, making a face

as if he had just smelled something long dead. "A real

prick!"

"Tell you what, Billy," Johnny smirked while moving

closer to him. "If you won't tell anyone that I've got

a wooden dick, I won't tell anyone that you have splinters

in your mouth."

Billy rubbed his nose and advanced to within a foot

of Johnny, sizing him up. "I think I'm gonna lick your

ass!" he growled between clamped teeth.

Johnny's jaw muscles tightened and his breath

quickened. "The only way you're gonna lick _ ass is with

your tongue!"

Johnny turned his back on Billy and strode away from

him, swinging his hips and wriggling his butt in a sarcastic
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mockery of a seductive, female walk.

Johnny thought that he had effectively called Billy's

bluff; he didn't think that Billy would actually fight

him. No one whom Johnny had fought had ever tried him

a second time. But this time Johnny had miscalculated.

He realized, too late, that he shouldn't have turned his

back to Billy--that he should have faced him and stared

him down, or thrown the first punch.

Billy was on him before he could turn around. Johnny

dropped his books and shoes and tried to set his feet

squarely beneath him, but to no avail. The force of Billy's

blindside impact plummeted both boys to the street pavement.

Billy landed on top of Johnny, knocking the wind out of

him because of the advantage of his greater bulk.

Johnny managed to squirm to his hands and knees, only

to maneuver himself into a rear chokehold as Billy wrapped

his right arm around Johnny's neck and then gripped the

wrist of the restraining arm with his free left hand.

Now behind Johnny, Billy squeezed furiously, straining

in the effort, his face turning red with the exertion and

his mouth grimacing in a wolfish snarl.

Johnny sensed the pressure swelling inside his head,

and he instantly began to become dizzy. Billy's arm

tightened around Johnny's neck like a steel cord. Johnny

numbly felt that his face would explode if he didn't relieve

the force of Billy's grip. He had practically no air in



139

his lungs, and Billy's vice-like hold across his windpipe

prevented any hope of snatching even a breath of oxygen.

Johnny tried to twist his head sideways into the crook

of Billy's constricting right arm in a desperate attempt

to stop the stranglehold, but he was trapped. Johnny could

feel his eyes bulging as he began to lose all focus and

bearing of direction.

Johnny weakly clutched at Billy's forearm with both

hands, but he couldn't wedge his fingers in far enough

to ease the tension. He then feebly attempted to slam

his elbows into Billy's ribs; however, he was held so

closely next to Billy's body that he didn't have enough

space to generate any striking power. Johnny felt himself

becoming weaker each second as his panic grew stronger.

His body began to twitch as his consciousness started slowly

to sink into the dim twilight of a spiralling void.

Only semiconscious of his movements, Johnny arched

his left fist downward in a terrified effort at escape.

The fleshy part of his fist landed squarely, but without

much force, into Billy's crotch. The blow was enough,

however, to impel the boy to relinquish his hold for a

moment, allowing Johnny just the opportunity he needed.

He caught one hesitant, rasping breath into his fiery lungs

as the pressure was released from his throat; his body

flooded with tingling electrical sparks as the blood was

no longer constrained. Johnny twisted his torso sharply
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to his left and again rammed the edge of his fist into

Billy's groin just as the larger boy attempted to re-apply

his chokehold from behind.

Billy lost all his air in a loud "Oomph!" and doubled

over in pain, clutching both hands to his groin, and rocked

back and forth on his knees, groaning. Johnny collapsed

to the pavement, drawing in short, shallow gasps of air.

He shook his head from side to side, painfully trying to

clear his fuzzy vision.

Johnny scrambled to his knees and cocked back his

right arm just as Billy was straightening up, and Johnny's

fist sliced in a crescent toward Billy's exposed face.

Billy flinched, his hands still clasped at his groin, but

too late--Johnny's fist propelled full-force into Billy's

nose.

The momentum of Johnny's punch carried him to the

pavement again, but he quickly lurched forward, grabbed

Billy and rolled the moaning boy over onto his back.

Billy's face was cupped into both hands, and he was wailing

in muted, gasping cries of anguish.

Johnny dropped with all of his weight atop Billy's

chest, pinning him to the pavement, and began to pound

both fists into Billy's face. Billy screamed in pain and

fear as Johnny repeatedly rained blows into his plump,

swollen cheeks. The boy flailed his hands wildly in an

attempt to stop the bombardment of punches, but he managed
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to ward off only a scant few. Billy's nose was a bloated,

pulpy mass from Johnny's wasplike, stinging shots. Blood

trickled in a steady stream from one nostril; his cheeks

were puffy, already bruising darkly under each eye.

Johnny continued swinging his arms up in wide, curving

arcs that whipped downward in punishing fury. Johnny could

see that Billy's nose was swollen and bleeding profusely.

Johnny wordlessly perceived that Billy's nose once again

was broken badly. The realization added fuel to his fire,

and he increased the barage of blows.

Billy emitted a half-choked screech and frantically

covered his face with his hands, attempting to shield his

features from further assault. Johnny intensified his

punches for a moment, but then, discerning that they were

ineffectual, altered his tactics. He clutched Billy's

hair with both hands and commenced to drum the back of

Billy's head against the hard, rough pavement. Johnny

gritted his teeth and heaved with his efforts, his arms

pistoning rapidly up and down, up and down. Every time

that Billy squealed or grunted from the impact, Johnny

pounded the back of his head that much harder. Johnny

had the advantage, and he was determined to send Billy

into that same hazy nothingness into which Johnny very

nearly had been choked himself. He would see to it that

Billy experienced the same taut, maddening desperation

and panic; the same sinking terror and horror of the
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smothering blackness.

Suddenly Johnny was snared again from behind. Strong,

unseen arms lifted him bodily under the armpits and slung

him roughly to one side. Johnny landed with a thud and

sprawled over onto his stomach, scratched and bruised from

the pavement.

"Get away from here!" Billy's mother screamed at Johnny

as she knelt down beside Billy. Mrs. Morgan and her son

were both fat in all the same places and both had dark,

piggish-looking eyes and fat cheeks.

"Billy, Billy, Billy baby--are you all right, honey?"

his mother cooed.

Billy's only answer was to roll his head from side

to side, shielding his face with his hands and sobbing

into them. His muffled grunts and groans were interspersed

with gurgling snorts from his bleeding and battered nasal

passages.

Johnny smiled as he rose to his feet.

"Go on, get out of here!" Mrs. Morgan yelled, still

crouched beside her son. "Go on! We don't want your kind

around here anymore! Get out!" she shouted, pointing off

down the street in the direction Johnny had intended to

go all along.

Johnny began picking up his shoes and collecting his

books while Mrs. Morgan helped her groggy son unsteadily

to his feet. She pulled his hands away from his face and
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slanted his head back, surveying his features.

"Goddamnit!" she cried, twisting Billy's shoulders

sharply so that he swung around to face Johnny. "Just

look at what you've done!" She peered at Billy again,

tilting his chin from side to side, scrutinizing his face

from various angles.

It's not a pretty sight, Johnny noted with self-

satisfaction.

"Shit!" Mrs. Morgan exhaled from between her teeth.

"It's broken again!"

Johnny stood to one side and sullenly stared at them.

"Ohhh, my head," Billy murmured through cracked and

swollen lips. He swayed on his feet, slightly rocking

to and fro. He rubbed his temples for a moment, then

touched the back of his head. "Owww!" he cried, wincing.

Mrs. Morgan felt the back of her son's head.

"Don't!" he moaned, flinching away. "It hurts!"

She withdrew her hand and looked in anguish at her

blood-smeared fingers. She took a quick step or two toward

Johnny, as if to lay her hands on him.

Johnny warily circled away just beyond reach, ready

to run if she sprang for him.

She pulled up short and pointed again down the street.

"Get out of here! And don't you ever come back again!"

"He started it!" Johnny pointed at Billy, his voice

cracking.
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"It don't matter who started it! You had no cause

to go and bust up my Billy's face!"

"That son-of-a-bitch tried to strangle me!" Johnny

yelled hoarsely, pointing again at the cowering Billy behind

her. Johnny's neck hurt; he felt as if he had a bad sore

throat. Talking was a chore; his windpipe was raw and

itchy.

"How dare you talk to me like that!" Billy's mother

screeched, storming toward Johnny and wagging her fing r

at him.

Johnny backed away as she stomped forward and raised

a fist, shaking it at him.

"Get out of here! Now! And I'm gonna call your other

and the school principal! And I don't ever want to se

you lay another hand on my Billy!"

"You won't . . . I'll make sure of that."

"Get away from here!" Mrs. Morgan shrilled.

"With pleasure!" Johnny blurted, darting his eyes

at the whimpering fat boy behind her. "With pleasure!"

Johnny turned with one last look at the Morgans and

stalked away toward Marilyn's house. He heard Billy's

mother hiss, "Get in the house, goddamnit!" followed b

a sharp squeal from Billy. Johnny grinned. He doubted

that Billy would be in school for the next few days. Johnny

wished that Billy would show up tomorrow, though.

Billy was sure to have a large, reddish-purple, bulbous
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nose and two nice, round, black eyes. Billy would look

like a circus clown wearing sunglasses.

Johnny laughed.
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As Johnny slowly strolled down the block toward

Marilyn's house, he began to take stock of his injuries.

Now that the adrenaline level was declining, the pain was

rising noticeably. Johnny's palms burned where they had

been scraped on the street's surface. On his right elbow

an area about the size and shape of a quarter was raw and

bloody, an exposed crater of tingling flame. A housefly

buzzed directly onto the wound, sending needles of stinging

torment deep into the scuffed inner layers of skin. Johnny

grimaced and shooed it away. The housefly circled crazily,

returning again and again to rack Johnny as he continued

his long march to Marilyn's house.

Lost in thought, he arrived at his friend's home before

he even realized it. Johnny stepped to the driveway and

strode diagonally across the front lawn to the porch; he

dropped his tennis shoes and knocked on the door, waiting

impatiently. Receiving no answer, he set his books down

and rapped again, this time harder. Johnny winced, looking

at the chaf fed, broken skin covering the row of knuckles

on his fingers: the left hand wasn't harmed too badly,

but the right was swollen and bleeding.

He brushed the agonizing housefly away again from

his elbow and then banged loudly on the door with his left
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fist. If, Johnny thought, Marilyn's back in her bedroom

listenin' to the radio I heard she's puttin' out or takin'

a nap, then I won't ever get in. He pursed his lips and

pounded on the locked door with his bruised and marred

right hand saw her holdin' hands 'n' kissin' and then

decided to give it up. Marilyn was either in bed with

ninth-grade guys or out somewhere everybody knows that.

The housefly bit the open sore on Johnny's elbow before

he could whisk it away. He bent down and picked up his

books and shoes, noticing for the first time several

dried-out, muddy prints of bare feet. Marilyn's feet,

Johnny recognized immediately. The outline of Marilyn's

imprint nearest the porch step was smudged where she

obviously had tried to wipe the grime from the sole of

her foot. He scraped his foot in sandpaper-fashion over

the dry, caked-up mud and smeared it somewhat, but he

couldn't manage to clean it away completely. She'll

probably catch hell, Johnny mused, for dirtying up the

outside of the house everybody knows when her dad comes

home. But there was nothing he could do about it. The

murky traces of Marilyn's steps would have to stay there.

Johnny angled across the yard and strode down the

sidewalk, heading for home. Home . . . Johnny frowned.

He felt that he didn't have a real home anymore; he didn't

even have a house--merely a tiny, two-bedroom apartment

with walls so thin that he could hear practically every
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sound that the neighbors made. What's even worse, Johnny

thought, is that they can hear me, too. The old man living

directly underneath their apartment constantly complained

about the noise that Johnny made. Sometimes at night,

Johnny brooded, the old guy below actually bangs on his

ceiling with a broomstick--I hate it when the old fart

does that! Johnny never could seem to become accustomed

to the muffled, but insistent, thump! thump! thump! coming

from beneath the floor of their apartment. It sounded

to him as if some thing were trying to punch its way through

the floorboards to grab him and then drag him down below.

The fly hummed peskily around Johnny's ear as he

approached the house where his mother and father and he

had lived a short time ago.

It looks OK, Johnny surmised, but the trim that Dad

and I painted because, son, we want it to look good so

the neighbors won't complain is faded and peeling pretty

bad. Johnny looked at the heavy wooden door that he once

bounced tennis balls against don't slam the door again,

Margaret! when he played solo catch. Johnny recalled how

his mother would lean out the door and call Jim! Jim!

come back in and talk to me, please! him when it was time

to eat or when your mother says Marilyn has to go home

now he had to go inside and do his homework.

The housefly alighted on Johnny's earlobe, petulantly

buzzing. Johnny shook his head to clear it away from him
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and peered intently from the sidewalk into the living room

windows and wondered who lived there now lower your voice

or he'll hear you! and what kind of people at least think

about me and your son! they were.

He swiped angrily at the annoying fly with the shoes

in his hand as he continued past the house. He looked

along the side of the structure to where his parents'

bedroom had been located, remembering the evenings when

he had snuggled between them in their warm bed tell me!

tell me! is she as good as I am? and watching late-night

TV. He pictured his own bedroom no, Marilyn can't spend

the night and wondered if it had been changed much since

that weekend when his mother because little boys aren't

supposed to sleep with little girls had wallpapered it.

Johnny turned his back on the dwelling and walked

on, sagging his shoulders. He infuriatingly swung at the

housefly goddamnit! I hate you for what .ycgu did to me!

but missed it completely. He took one long, last glance

at the house where he once had lived we're going to move

away from here, Johnny, and put all that's happened behind

us and tread his way forlornly toward the apartment complex.
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Miss Holloway stood before the class and followed

along silently from her teacher's edition of Adventures

in English as students took turns reading aloud the assigned

story. Most of the pupils were doing fairly well, but

several times she would be forced to prompt and coach a

student into the correct pronunciation of certain words.

She tried to mask her irritation with the students' lack

of reading skills and comprehension, but she could not

help feeling a deep, disturbing pang of frustration whenever

a child would verbally stumble and trip over his or her

tongue at what should be common, everyday words.

They know these words, she thought as she called upon

another student to read. They know them; they've heard

and used the words in this story all their lives. They

just can't read. . . .

"That's pronounced 'thoroughly,' Frankie," she

corrected as the boy stammered at the word in the text.

Shit! she said silently as the boy continued aloud, this

is terrible! I know what the problem is, though. . .

"The problem," she announced in a serious tone when

Frankie had completed his recitation, "is too much

television." She looked about the classroom as several

of the students stared at her with vacuous eyes,
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uncomprehending the import of what she was trying to convey

to them. "I think," she admonished in a stern, omniscient

manner, "that you people are spending too much time watching

TV and not enough time doing your reading assignments."

She paused to allow the full effect of her reprimand to

sink in, and then continued. "Now, look: there's no way

you're ever going to be able to read well at all unless

you spend some time at it and practice it."

She stood for a moment, staring at the upturned faces.

"Now, class," she prompted as if for the hundredth time,

"what three things must be done in order to learn properly?"

She held up three fingers and arched her eyebrows

questioningly.

"Practice, practice, and more practice!" the class

mechanically responded as a group.

"Right!" she encouraged, pleased with herself. "And

you can't practice in front of a television set all night

long, now can you?"

"No, ma'am," they said without enthusiasm.

"Good. Now, where are we?" she asked, skimming along

the page of her text until she found where they had left

off. "Now," she said expectantly, looking at the class,

"who wants to read next?"

One or two hands were grudgingly raised into the air,

but she ignored them. "Come on," she coaxed, "who wants

to read?"
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A few more hands lifted in sullen cooperation, but

she continued to scan about, searching for someone who

hadn't yet participated.

Many of the students cut their eyes away from her

with a wordless "Please don't call on me" expression on

their faces.

She fixed her gaze to the exact center of the

classroom.

Johnny had his chin cupped in his hands and was

vacantly staring off into space.

"Would you like to read for a while, Johnny?"

Johnny shifted his eyes slowly to her, straightened

up wearily in his chair, and then looked down at the book

on his desk.

He was silent.

"Well?"

Johnny shook his head, saying nothing.

"Don't you want to read?"

"No, ma'am," Johnny replied, inching the book away

from him.

"Why not?"

Johnny hesitated for a moment and then grumbled, "I

lost my place."

Miss Holloway lowered the book in her hands and sighed.

Several of the students snickered.

"Johnny, this is the third time today that you've
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been caught not paying attention in class. What seems

to be the matter with you today?"

"I don't know . . . I just don't feel good."

"I don't feel well, Johnny."

"Me either."

Many of the students giggled. Miss Holloway ignored

them. She was becoming impatient.

"So what's the problem? All the other students are

following along," she said, sweeping her arm in an all-

inclusive gesture. "Why can't you?"

Johnny shrugged. "I don't know. I just don't feel

so hot."

"Why not? Are you sick?"

Johnny sighed and leaned back in his chair, sliding

the book farther away from him.

"He got into a fight yesterday!" a girl piped up

accusingly.

"I know, Judy," she acknowledged. "Thank you. But

that's no excuse," she stated, returning her attention

to Johnny. "Now, are you going to read or not?"

Johnny fidgeted in his seat. "No, ma'am."

His teacher narrowed her eyes at him and tapped her

foot. "Why not?"

"My throat hurts," he replied, rubbing his neck.

Miss Holloway looked at her book impatiently and then

back to Johnny. His voice does sound hoarse, she admitted
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unwillingly to herself. But still . .

"That's no excuse, Johnny. We all have our little

crosses to bear. Now, one more chance: do you want to

read or not?"

"No, ma'am," he said, his voice barely above a whisper.

Miss Holloway stepped to her desk and opened her

gradebook. "OK, young man--that means you get a big, fat

zero for the day's reading."

She inked in the grade and resumed facing the class.

"Now," she said cheerfully, "who wants to read the last

paragraph?"

Instantly a swarm of hands shot into the air. Each

student knew that to read now would make himself look good

in Miss Holloway's eyes.

"OK, Barry. Please continue."

Barry struggled through the short concluding passage

as if he hadn't read aloud all year long.

Miss Holloway nodded her head encouragingly when he

had finished. "Very good," she lied. She had been forced

to help him three times. "You see, class," she said,

looking straight at Johnny, "all it takes is a little effort

and a willingness to try."

The students all shifted back in their seats, relieved

that the boring ordeal was over.

Miss Holloway glanced at her watch. "We've got about

ten minutes or so left," she said, flipping the pages of
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her book. "Everybody turn to the unit vocabulary words

on page sixty-nine."

The air crackled with the brittle sound of pages being

ruffled like fallen leaves on a windswept autumn day.

Miss Holloway waited until everyone was at the designated

place.

"Now, class, everybody look at the group of words

in the first exercise. What they want you to do is to

make a sentence using these words. It should be very easy,"

she heartened. "Now, who wants to go first?"

The students stared at the list of words. No one

volunteered a hand.

"Come on, it's easy! Evelyn, you do the first word:

'apple.'"

The little girl knitted her forehead in concentration

and squirmed in her seat. Finally, she blurted, "I got

sick when I ate the apple."

Everyone laughed and chuckled.

"Very good!" Miss Holloway applauded. "See how easy

it is?" She had a fleeting thought of the bruised apple

Johnny once had given to her--and of how she had not eaten

it for fear of biting into a big, thick, slimy worm

"The next word: 'attention.' Ruthie?"

The girl thoughtfully scratched her cheek.

got a zero because he wasn't paying attention."

"Johnny
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The class exploded into gales of laughter.

Johnny felt himself redden in embarrassment as they

all turned in their seats and stared at him.

Miss Holloway chuckled. "Well . . . that's good,"

she said with a smile as the students continued to laugh

and giggle. "Now, class--I'm sure Ruthie didn't mean

anything rude." She looked over at Johnny, who was blushing

and rubbing his throat. Maybe that'll teach him to perk

up in class, she thought with a self-satisfied smirk.

"OK, the next word. Oh, that's a real easy one:

'ball.' Let's hear from one of the boys . . . David, you

take it."

David smiled slyly. "Yesterday I hit Johnny in the

head with a ball," he enunciated loudly.

The class erupted into fits of uncontrolled mirth.

Miss Holloway smiled and shook her head reproachfully

at David. "We all seem to be picking on Johnny today,"

she said good-naturedly. The smile on her face disguised

the picture in her mind: knocked flat on her ass by

Johnny's ball in Bombardment. She revelled secretly in

David's payback.

"Well, let's give Johnny a chance," she grinned,

glancing quickly at her book. "Johnny, the next word,

please: 'beautiful.'"

Johnny shifted in his chair and fingered his Adam's

apple. His throat was on fire.
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"Well?"

"I'll pass," he said in a small, grating voice.

Miss Holloway eyed him sternly. "You may not pass

at all this year if you don't learn to cooperate. You

don't want to fail the fourth grade again, do you?"

The class laughed as one body, cutting their eyes

at each other. Each boy and girl knew that this

confrontation might prove to be worth witnessing. . . .

Johnny remained silent.

"Well, Johnny, aren't you smart enough to give me

a sentence?"

Jim, I don't understand how anyone as smart as you

could do something so goddamn stupid!

"Yes, ma'am ... "

back off, Margaret! I'm in enough trouble as it is

without yoi making it worse!

"Well, then, let's hear it."

I've just got one question, Jim: where'd you do it

to her--in the back seat of our car?

"Can I ask you a question?" Johnny asked, massaging

the side of his neck.

Miss Holloway's immediate impulse was to correct his

improper diction, but she checked herself and resisted.

She knew that Johnny would in all likelihood make sport

of her instruction and continue with his irritating game

of word-play. She was in no mood for his word-games that



158

made her appear foolish.

"What's the question?"

"Why is the ea in 'beautiful' pronounced like a u?"

"That's a good question," she admitted with a frown.

"But, if you'll notice, there is a u in the word, also."

why did you feel like you had to have her?

"Then why does it need the ea," Johnny asked, "if

it I need you, Margaret--I don't know why I did it already

has a u?"

"I don't know why, Johnny. That's just the way it

is. Now, are you going to give me a sentence?"

that's not good enough, Jim--I want to know why

"No, ma'am . .. "

"Why not?"

don't push me, Margaret--I don't know why

Johnny remained motionless and did not speak.

Miss Holloway advanced down the middle aisle. "We

can't have this anymore, Johnny."

I can't stand this anymore! I want to know why you

did it to her!

Johnny leaned forward and rubbed his neck. Sweat

beaded on his forehead and his throat itched horribly.

"Do you understand? Now give me a sentence with the

word 'beautiful' in it."

don't, Margaret--please!

The students sat on the edges of their chairs,



159

breathlessly silent.

"Now, Johnny! Give me a sentence now!"

goddamnit, Margaret, you're killing me! killing me!

killing me!

Johnny gritted his teeth and glared at her. "Last

night Sis told Dad she was pregnant, and he said,

'Beautiful-that's just fuckin' beautiful!'"

mw#,ww-mwAuw4R*MAN
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Miss Holloway lit a cigarette and then plopped down

onto her old, well-worn couch and exhaled wearily. She

propped both feet onto the rickety coffee table and stared

at the ugly water-rings marring its pressed-wood surface.

Her foot nudged the teacher's editions stacked on the table.

She resisted a sudden impulse to kick the books onto the

living room floor.

"Living room!" she muttered. "Ha! That's a laugh!"

She leaned forward and picked up an ashtray beside her

feet and then placed it next to her on the couch. "You

call this living?" she murmured bitterly. She ran a finger

over two or three burn-holes in the cushions of the divan

and made a mental note to be more careful in the future

with her cigarettes. "Shit--what's the point?" she

whispered. "This thing's ready for the bonfire right now.

Goodwill wouldn't even take it."

She tapped an ash into the tray and absently stirred

around the fifteen or so butts piled there like burned

corpses in a heap. "Goddamn! This shit stinks!" she

hissed, crinkling up her nose and pushing the overflowing

ashtray farther away from her on the couch. She tacked

up another note on her mental bulletin board reminding

her to get some breath spray and to carry it with her to
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school. "No point in grossing out the little monsters

any more than I have to." She inhaled deeply. "Though

God knows they deserve it. . ."

She smoked in numbed silence for a while and then

snubbed out her cigarette. The joyful shouts of

neighborhood children at play wafted to her and broke her

meditative spell. She pictured herself as a child romping

outdoors: the sun-filled afternoons of jump rope,

hopscotch, and tag. A little girl's high-pitched squeal

of laughter from outside reminded her of when she really

had not wanted to play football with the boys but had

desired to all the same (mainly because they wouldn't allow

her in the games--"Football ain't for girls!") because

she was envious of their privileged masculinity.

She especially had enjoyed the late-evening games

of hide-and-seek: skulking throughout the darkness in

once-familiar surroundings that became shadowy and sinister

in the black of night. Sure, it had been fun to hide,

breathless with anticipation, while the boy or girl who

was "it" stumbled around clumsily groping for victims.

But even more pleasurable (for her, at least) was when

she had been the stalker--stealthily searching out her

prey; more often than not successfully sneaking up behind

an unwary child who felt safe and secure, huddled in the

dark; the relish she had experienced when she reached out

her hand, talonlike, and clutched a hapless child with
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a startling "Gotcha!" To her mind, the boys could keep

their dumb football and baseball--she had been unsurpassed

in hide-and-seek. That game had belonged to her.

The telephone rang and jolted her back into the present

and her dismal surroundings. She leaned far across the

end table and lifted the receiver, depositing her elbow

on the armrest, and awkwardly inclined on the divan.

"Hello," she said without enthusiasm.

"Hi, baby!"

"Oh . . . hi, Mom."

"Well, you don't sound too excited to hear from me.

What's wrong?"

"Oh, nothing," she answered, straightening up to a

sitting posture. "It's just that I'm--shit!" she exclaimed

abruptly. The ashtray had tilted over onto the sofa and

dumped a large handful of stale ashes and butts onto the

cloth cushion beside her leg.

"What?" her mother asked, startled.

"Oh, nothing," Miss Holloway said slowly, adjusting

the ashtray on the cushion and then scooting away from

the pile of ashes. "I just had a little problem. . ."

"You mean at school?"

"No, just now--well, now that you mention it, at

school, too."

"Oh, dear . . . What happened?"

"I knocked over an ashtray."
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"At school?"

"No, no--just now. I got ashes all over the damn

couch," she complained, reaching for her pack of cigarettes

on the coffee table.

"I thought you quit smoking . ."

"I did," she replied, lighting the cigarette and

inhaling sharply. "But I started up again."

"Oh, dear . . . Pressure getting to you, huh?"

Miss Holloway groaned. "Nahh, not really. It's not

that bad."

"Well, good. I'm glad to hear it. So what happened

at school today?"

She leaned back on the couch and set her feet on the

table. "Oh, Mom, you wouldn't believe it--you just wouldn't

believe it!"

"That bad, huh? What happened?"

"Are you ready for this? You remember that kid I've

been telling you about?"

"The one that's been causing you all the trouble?"

"Yeah, him. That's the one. Well, today--"

"What's his name again?"

"Johnny. Johnny Freeman," she replied, exhaling smoke.

"Oh, yes . . . Johnny Freeman. I remember now."

"Well, anyway, you can't possibly guess what happened."

"Tell me," her mother insisted.

"Today during English and grammar, for no reason at
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all, he said the worst thing you can imagine in the

classroom."

"What was it?"

"You wouldn't believe me if I told you," she exhaled,

running a hand through her thin blond hair.

"Try me," her mother persisted.

Miss Holloway paused dramatically. "He said the 'F'

word."

There was a stony silence on the other end of the

line for what seemed an insurmountable period of time.

"You mean he said that in class?"

"Uh-huh. You got it," she said curtly.

"Oh, my God . . . There's just no excuse for that--no

excuse at all!"

Miss Holloway smiled, thin lipped, and nodded in

agreement. She could just picture her mother punctuating

each word of the exclamatory sentence with a wagging finger

for emphasis.

"You said it, Mom . . ."

A long pause. Then, "So what did you do?"

"There wasn't much I could do--"

"Well, I know what I would've done!"

Miss Holloway exhaled, waiting.

"You want to know what I would've done?"

"What?" she asked, knowing fully well that the question

was not needed to elicit a response from her mother.
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"Well, I can tell you what I would've done: I would've

yanked that little smart-ass up right out of his chair

by the hair of his head and marched his little butt right

down to the principal's office!"

Miss Holloway paused for a long moment. "That's just

what I did."

"You did?"

"Yup. Sure did."

"Good for you, dear!" Mrs. Holloway encouraged.

"That's exactly what I would've done!"

Miss Holloway snubbed out her cigarette and reached

for another.

"So what did the little monster do then?"

The teacher lit the cigarette and leaned back. "Well,

the whole thing was pretty damn awkward," she explained.

"He immediately started yelling 'Let me go! Let me go!'

and then--"

She hesitated, recalling the incident with a deep

frown. "Oh, I don't know . . . then he began screaming

'You're hurting my head! My head! Don't! Don't! You're

killing me!' or something like that," she recounted,

inhaling nervously on her cigarette.

"Was this in front of the entire class?"

"Yeah. That's what's so bad about it. I hated for

the other kids to see that happen, but the only time he

ever really acts up like that is when he's got an audience."
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"Well, honey, if he wanted attention, you sure gave

it to him!"

"Yeah, I guess . . ."

"That's exactly what I would've done!"

"Uh-huh . .1.

"So then what?" her mother prompted.

"Well, by the time I got him screaming and yelling

down to the office, we were both crying. I was so mad

at that little son-of-a . . . gun . . . that I could've

hung him up by his ears and beaten him with a broomstick

until he bled to death!" she said, her throat itching from

the harshness of the cigarette smoke.

"Don't blame you! Don't blame you one bit! So what

did Mr.--what's his name? The principal?"

"Mr. Ward."

"Yeah, Ward . . . So what did he do about it?"

She inhaled from her cigarette and then blew the smoke

out with a loud hiss. "Well, he told me today that he

was really disappointed with Johnny--that the kid had made

so much improvement over last year--"

"Improvement?! My God! What was he like last year--a

homocidal maniac?"

Miss Holloway snorted. "Something like that, I guess.

I'm not really sure what all he did. The only thing I

know for sure is, he was so bad that the teacher he had

last year transferred to another school."
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"Oh, my God . ."

"Anyway, Mr. Ward said that he would talk to me late

tomorrow afternoon about the kid's problems."

"He sure waited long enough."

"Yeah, but I guess he thought that it wasn't gonna

be necessary. Said he thought that the kid was gonna

straighten himself out this year."

"So what is his problem?"

"I'm not sure. Something to do with his father."

"What--alcoholism? Divorce? Child abuse?"

"Well, Mom, I'm not sure, exactly, but I do know that

his father passed away."

"Oh . . . Well, that's a shame. Still, though, it's

no excuse."

"Yeah, you're right. So anyway, he said that he would

discuss it with me tomorrow. He suggested, though, that

in the meantime I call Johnny's mother and talk to her

about it."

"Did you call her?"

"No . . .

"Are you going to?"

"Well . . . I'm not sure . ."

"Why not?"

"Well, I don't know. I--"

"Well, I would! She probably doesn't even know how

the kid is acting at school. I would sure tell her that
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you don't appreciate the way her son's behaving in class,

and ask her what she intends to do about it!"

"Yeah--"

"Sure! I'm surprised you haven't called her before

now."

She snubbed out her cigarette after noticing that

it had trailed ashes onto the sofa. "Yeah, maybe I

should--"

"I should say you should!" her mother echoed. "So

what did--what's his name?"

"Who--Johnny?"

"No, no--the principal."

"Mr. Ward."

"Uh-huh . . . So what did he do to the kid?"

"Well," she replied, reaching for another cigarette,

"that's what's so funny about the whole damn thing. He

gave the kid seven days of detention halls--that's tomorrow,

and Friday, and all of next week."

"Well, it isn't enough! I would've--"

"No, no! Wait a minute! That's not all," Miss

Holloway said, lighting a cigarette. "He told me it would

be a good idea if Johnny stayed with me in m~y room for

those detention halls--that it might help to set him

straight if he were forced to be with me every day after

school."

"Why's that?"
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"Well, I guess it's to show Johnny that if he's acting

bad because he doesn't like me that it won't do him any

good--that he'll be stuck with me every day in detention

hall doing extra work until he straightens himself out."

"Ohhh," her mother said slowly. "I see. That sounds

like a pretty good idea, if you ask me."

"Yeah, all except for one thing . ."

"What's that?"

"The fact that I've got to be cooped up with him for

a whole week. It's almost like I'm being punished, too!"

"Well, dear, I'm sure it'll all work out for the best.

If you don't take care of it now, the kid'll drive you

crazy all year long."

"Yeah, I guess . . ."

"In the meantime, you call that boy's mother. OK?"

"OK . ..

"You promise?"

"I promise."

"Good," her mother concluded. She paused. Her

daughter continued to smoke.

"How's Cliff doing? Have you heard from him lately?"

"Yeah, Mom, he called last weekend. Says he's doing

fine."

"How's he doing in school?"

"Just fine. He'll be graduating this year, you know."

"Oh, that's right. I know you'll be glad for that."
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"Yeah, I guess . . ."

"Do you two have any plans after he gets his degree?"

"No, not really."

"None at all?"

"Now, Mom," she cautioned, rolling her eyes and

exhaling. "You and I've discussed all this stuff before

"I know . . . I know. I just don't want you to have

to teach school for the rest--wait a minute, your father

wants to talk to you."

She smoked her cigarette while waiting. Some ashes

had fallen onto her lap; she brushed at them gingerly,

trying not to smudge her shorts.

"Here he is ... "

"Hello? Baby?"

"Hi, Daddy."

"How's my girl?"

"Not too bad; not too bad. How're you doing?"

"Fine, just fine. How's the job going?"

"Pretty good, all things considered."

"From the way you and your mother were talking, sounds

to me like you've got a slight problem."

"Oh, yeah, sort of. Nothing I can't handle, though,

Daddy."

"Oh. Well, that's good." He paused.

Miss Holloway was glad that he was apparently about
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to change the topic; she didn't want to rehash the story

again. She extinguished her cigarette, hesitated, then

reached for another.

"We haven't heard from you in a while," he said.

"When are you gonna come and visit us?"

"Oh, I don't know," she replied vaguely. "Whenever

you want me to."

"Well, how about this weekend?"

"Well . . . I don't know. The car's not running too

well, and I need to have it looked at. . ."

"Oh, I see. Well," he suggested, "why don't we come

over to see you?"

"Oh, now, Daddy, you don't need to do that. The house

is a wreck, and besides, it's clear across town--"

"That doesn't matter. We don't mind. You know we'd

come to visit you no matter how far out in the Twilight

Zone you were," he said with a chuckle.

"Well . . ." she began, lighting her cigarette.

"Sure, baby. No problem. We'll come over early

Saturday, and I'll look at the car. You know, you oughta'

trade that piece of junk in before it completely conks

out on you.

"Yeah, I will, soon's I get some money saved up."

"Uh-huh. Good idea."

"Only problem is, I owe you so much money now, I don't

think I'll ever get it all paid back."
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"Well, I'm not worried about it."

"Well, I am."

"Well, I'm not--I know you'll repay me."

"Yeah--if I live that long. On my salary, money

doesn't stretch very far."

"I know, but it'll get better."

"I don't know," she replied doubtfully. "At least,

not anytime soon."

"Well, do the best you can," he said wisely, pausing.

Then, "How's Cliff doing?"

"Fine. Just fine."

"Good. Good. Well, look for us Saturday then, OK?

And don't worry about cooking anything--I don't want you

to be tied down all day on account of us. We'll eat out,

OK?"

"Sure. That sounds fine with me, Daddy."

"Good. It's settled, then. We'll see you Saturday.

Oh, hey--wait a minute. Here, your mom wants to talk to

you again."

"Baby?"

"Yeah, Mom, right here."

"OK, listen . . . I just wanted to tell you--you call

that boy's mother up on the phone and give her a piece

of your mind! OK?"

"OK . .. "

"Promise?"
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"I promise."
"You sure, now?"

"I'm sure."

"All right, then. Remember, they're not paying you

to pull your hair out over some little beast just because

he imagines that he's got some kind of problem or

something."

"Right, Mom. Right."

"OK, then. Well, we'll let you go," she said happily.

"See you Saturday!"

"OK . . . 'bye!"

She leaned over to her left toward the end table and

stretched out to replace the phone in the cradle. She

straightened back up and reached to get the ashtray on

the sofa.

"Shit!" she cried harshly. The tray had fallen over

again, emptying the remainder of its contents onto the

couch.
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Miss Holloway lit a cigarette and then placed the

lighter next to the newly purchased pack on the coffee

table. God! she thought, I bought that pack only a couple

of hours ago and it's already . . . "I've gt to cut down,"

she said, pinching her cigarette butt and eyeing the ashtray

sourly. You've got to get control, she commamded herself.

She sat down on the couch and shoved a paper plate

stained with spaghetti sauce toward her school textbooks

sitting at the edge of the coffee table. She slid the

ashtray into the vacated space and tapped her cigarette

judiciously onto its ceramic rim. "No more screw-ups,"

she declared while rubbing her hand across the slate-gray

smudge on the sofa cushion where she had tipped over the

ashtray.

She inhaled, glancing at her watch. It was 9:30.

"No more screw-ups," she repeated, picking up the

phone from the end table and setting it in her lap. "No

more."

She smoked her cigarette for a while and then snubbed

it out. She moved the ashtray back to its original setting

on the coffee table and then placed the phone down beside

it in front of her. She looked again at her watch. Better

call now, she thought, urging herself with conviction--or

174
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they'll be asleep.

She leaned forward and snatched a slip of wrinkled

paper from atop her books and then lifted the receiver

and quickly dialed the phone number that she had hastily

scrawled down earlier in the afternoon at school. As the

phone began to ring, she lit another cigarette in nervous

anticipation. Maybe they aren't at home. . . .

On the third ring the connection was made.

"Hello?" It was Johnny. His voice still sounded

coarse.

"Yes," she said, very business-like. "May I speak

to your mother, please?" There! she thought. It's done!

We'll get this straightened out once and for all. . . .

A slight absence of sound, then, "Who's calling,

please?"

"This is Miss Holloway."

"Oh."

"Is your mother at home?"

"Uh-huh. You wanna talk to her?"

She rolled her eyes and wearily exhaled a jet of smoke.

"Yes, I do."

"What for?" he inquired after a momentary hesitation.

"Oh, nothing in particular," she lied. "I just want

to . . . get to know her better, that's all." Come on,

you little shit! she thought, sharply inhaling smoke.

"Can I talk to her?"
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"May I talk to her, please?" he corrected.

Miss Holloway snorted, annoyed, but also somewhat

amused.

"Yes," she acquiesced.

"But I don't want to talk to her," Johnny countered.

"No, I . . . Johnny, please don't give me a hard time

over the phone. Now, would you please put your mother

on?"

"Yeah, sure . . . OK."

Miss Holloway blew a stream of smoke with relief but

then winced as Johnny dropped the receiver down beside

the phone at his end and yelled, "Hey, Mom! Mom!"

Miss Holloway stared at her cigarette, waiting. "Who

is it?" she heard a distant voice ask, barely audible over

the wire.

"I think it's an obscene call," she clearly discerned

Johnny tell his mother.

Miss Holloway gritted her teeth and snubbed out her

cigarette. Why, the nerve of that little goddamned

She heard the receiver lifted from a table and an

uncertain voice timorously inquire, "Hello?"

Suddenly Miss Holloway was caught short and her

thoughts froze: What do you call a widow with a child--Mrs?

Miss? Ms?

"Uh . . . yes . . . hello," she stammered. "Mrs.
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Freeman?" she decided quickly.

"Yes, this is she."

"Well . . . uh . . . hello, Mrs. Freeman. This is

Miss Holloway--you know, Johnny's teacher?" she explained

politely as a means of introduction and clarification.

"Yes?" Mrs. Freeman asked.

The teacher couldn't help but notice a certain

apprehensiveness in Mrs. Freeman's voice. I bet she's

had ten dozen calls like this before, she thought. Small

wonder . . .

"I'm sorry if I'm disturbing you," Miss Holloway began,

"but--"

"No, that's quite all right," Mrs. Freeman replied.

"We were just getting ready to go to bed."

"Oh, I see," Miss Holloway acknowledged, reaching

for her pack of cigarettes. "Well, this won't take long,

if you have a few minutes," she said tentatively, lighting

her cigarette.

"Sure. What's the problem?"

There! Miss Holloway noted to herself. She knows

I wouldn't be calling unless a problem with her son demanded

it. . .

"Well, I really don't know exactly where to begin

"Hold on a minute."

Miss Holloway took a long, deep drag on her cigarette,
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grateful for the interruption. She only had a vague idea

about how to satisfactorily continue with the conversation.

At best, it would still be awkward.

"Johnny," she heard Mrs. Freeman call; it sounded

as if the woman had the receiver pressed against her chest.

"Johnny, it's time to go take your shower and get ready

for bed."

Miss Holloway could barely hear Johnny's muffled voice

in the background, but she couldn't distinguish what he

was saying to his mother.

"No, you can't stay up and watch the news," Mrs.

Freeman told him. "Now go and get ready for bed."

Miss Holloway anxiously smoked in silence. It would

be interesting to see how he would try to weasel his way

into staying up late. . .

"What?" she heard Johnny's mother ask, obviously

annoyed. "What current events?"

Shit! Miss Holloway sighed, shaking her head. That's

right--they do have current events due tomorrow. . . .

A damp pause, and then, "OK . . . go take your shower,

and then you can watch the news. Hey! Come back here,

young man! . . . You can watch it until 10:15. I'm sure

your teacher doesn't need a report on the sports or the

weather. Now go on, hurry up. . ."

Miss Holloway tapped her cigarette into the tray,

perturbed that she had been the excuse offered to flaunt
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parental authority--especially now, of all times. . .

"OK, Miss Holloway, go ahead." Her voice sounded

tired.

"Well, it's like I was saying . . . I really don't

know where to begin . ."

After an uncomfortable moment of silence, Mrs. Freeman

asked, "Is it about Johnny?"

"Well, yes, ma'am, it is."

"Yes, I thought you might call."

"Well, Mr. Ward suggested that it might be a good

idea to talk to you personally."

"Yes," Mrs. Freeman sighed, "I talked to him today."

"You did?"

"Uh-huh."

"Oh . . . Well, did he tell you about what happened

today?" she asked, dearly hoping to be spared that

cumbersome chore.

"Yes, he did. I'm terribly sorry that had to happen.

I want to apologize."

"Yes, ma'am," Miss Holloway said, embarrassed. "I'm

sorry, too." She extinguished her cigarette and reached

for another. "But what I'm really concerned about," she

said, lighting her smoke, "is what I can do to help Johnny

and to prevent that from happening again."

She inhaled, waiting. Mrs. Freeman remained silent.

"So what I was wondering," she continued, exhaling,



180

"is whether or not you can tell me something--anything--that

might help me to better understand what I'm dealing with

here."

"Yes, Mr. Ward said that you would probably call,

and he asked me if I would want to . . . explain things

to you."

"Well, Mrs. Freeman, I haven't talked to Mr. Ward

yet about Johnny's . . . problem, if there is one . . .

but he said that it might be a good idea to let you offer

me some background to the situation before he talks to

me about it tomorrow afternoon."

"Yes, that's what he told me on the phone. . ."

"Well, do you mind? I mean, I don't think that there's

any way I can deal with Johnny properly as long as I'm

in the dark about everything that's been going on."

"Yes, he asked me if I would care to talk to you about

Johnny and . . . all that's happened."

"Well, would you do that, Mrs. Freeman? You see,

I--"

"Miss Holloway, if you don't mind, I'd rather let

Mr. Ward discuss it with you tomorrow."

"Well, I just thought that maybe you would like to

explain things so that I could . . . get the story straight

and avoid any misunderstandings."

"In other words, straight from the horse's mouth,

right?"
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"Yes," Miss Holloway admitted uneasily, "I guess so.

I mean, we do have a problem here, and--"

"We?" Mrs. Freeman countered. "I don't mean to sound

rude or anything, Miss Holloway, but the problem is mine

and Johnny's. I know that you're involved because you're

Johnny's teacher, and I appreciate your concern, but I

don't think that there's much you can really do."

"Well, I don't know, Mrs. Freeman," Miss Holloway

said defensively. "I really do think that--"

"Miss Holloway," the boy's mother interposed, "Johnny's

just going to need some time to get over things and to

get things straightened out in his head. He's had a pretty

rough time."

He's had a rough time?! Miss Holloway thought wryly.

What about me?

"Yes, ma'am, I understand that. That's what Mr. Ward

said. I just thought that you might want to tell me about

it so I can figure out how to cope with the situation."

There was a long silence ended by a heavy sigh from

Mrs. Freeman.

"Miss Holloway, I'd like to oblige, but I'd rather

not go into it right now. I don't think it'll do any good

to dig up the past. Besides--it's very personal, and it's

not something that I like to talk about."

"Yes, I can understand that, but you see--"

"No, I don't think that you do understand. You see,
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Johnny's problem is as much mine as it is his. The whole

thing's been very painful to us both, and we've both been

upset and under a lot of pressure lately."

Tell me about it! Miss Holloway thought irritably.

"Yes, ma'am, that's why I thought I would call. I

just thought that maybe if you explained the situation

to me, I could help do something about it, that's all."

"I appreciate that," Mrs. Freeman conceded. "But

please try to understand--I don't care to go into it with

someone I don't know. I told Mr. Ward that he knows enough

about the whole thing to explain it to you if he wants

or feels that it's necessary. In fact, I asked him to

call you and ask you not to call me. I guess, though,

he couldn't get in touch with you."

--Or surely you wouldn't have called, Miss Holloway

realized was the unspoken conclusion to Mrs. Freeman's

statement.

"No, I was out for a while," Miss Holloway said,

glancing at the new, recently opened pack of cigarettes.

"I guess he tried to call while I was gone."

"Uh-huh. Apparently so. Anyway, please just talk

to Mr. Ward tomorrow. I'm sure that he can tell you

everything you need to know."

"OK," Miss Holloway relinquished. "If you think that's

best . ."

"Yes, I do."
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"Well, OK," the teacher said, disappointed with the

course of the entire conversation. It had been nothing

but frustrating and pointless.

"Well, I better let you go," Mrs. Freeman concluded.

"I've got to be at the office early tomorrow morning, and

my boss gets upset whenever I'm late."

"Mine does too," Miss Holloway said with a slight,

sarcastic chuckle.

"Yes, I'm sure he does. Well . . . I better get to

bed."

"Yes, ma'am, I understand. I'm sorry if I bothered

you."

"That's all right . . . Good night."

"Good night," she echoed dully, hanging up the

receiver.

She snubbed out her cigarette and placed the telephone

onto the end table. She lit a fresh cigarette and propped

her feet on the coffee table.

"What in the hell is wrong with those people?" she

asked aloud, staring at a spider crawling down the cord

of her living room curtains.
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"Johnny, it's time for bed."

Margaret Freeman skirted her way past the dinette

table and stepped into the small kitchen. From a cabinet

she selected a plastic cup and then filled it with ice

cubes from the freezer. She extracted a large bottle of

7-Up from the bottom shelf of the refrigerator and set

it beside the cup on the counter; a slight hiss escaped

from the container as she twisted off the cap. She poured

the liquid into the cup about three-quarters full and then

paused while the foamy head receded.

"Johnny--" she called. But then she stopped. She

had started to ask him if he wanted something to drink

before going to bed but had demurred. She had momentarily

forgotten that giving her son liquids before retiring

wouldn't be such a good idea.

Of late, Johnny had been wetting the bed at night--as

he had done last night after Miss Holloway's call.

She filled her cup, recapped the bottle, and returned

it to the refrigerator. "Johnny," she said, navigating

through the dinette and standing at the edge of the

over-crowded living room, "it's time for bed."

"OK," he mumbled. He was stretched out belly-down

on the living room floor, propped on his elbows with his

184
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chin cupped into both hands; his face was about a yard

away from the television set. He was completely absorbed;

almost transfixed.

A terror-haunted scream knifed through the apartment.

"What is this?" his mother wondered, stepping into

the living area. She stood behind Johnny, staring at the

screen, and sipped her 7-Up.

"I dunno," Johnny murmured, not shifting his gaze.

"But this is neat!"

"Well, come on--it's time for bed."

"Awww, Mom, not yet . .. "

"Now, look--"

She was halted by another piercing shriek and loud,

relentless, scary music. Johnny's mother watched the TV

in spite of herself while a horrified young woman,

whimpering and screaming, slowly ascended a flight of stairs

in the dark. She clutched at the handrail and pulled

herself along, the muscles of her forearms tensed like

steel cords. She panted furiously; her hair was a wet,

tousled mess of strings hanging down across her forehead

and her eyes, dilated in terror, were wide-open and staring

ahead like the eyes of a corpse. She somehow found the

necessary strength to stumble to the top of the stairs

and then turned to stand shakily upon the landing. Her

torso heaved as she gripped the top railing and peered

down into the depths of the blackened stairwell.
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Her face contorted into a grim mask of tortured shock

and she began screaming hysterically, the tendons of her

neck stretching wire-like as her jaw distended with her

shrieks.

She partially collapsed, breaking her fall only by

hanging on to the railing. She thrust her hands

protectively to her chest and began thrashing her head

wildly from side to side, muttering "no--no---no--no--no--

no--no" insanely.

A leaden footstep thumped upon the bottom stair.

Then another. And another.

The girl wrenched up her head, her chin quivering.

She sucked in one hissing lungful of air and screamed:

"No!"

And there it was, smiling hideously: a man--or the

remains of a man--long dead, freshly crawled from the grave.

Its eye sockets were empty; its nose a blank, jagged hole

in a face veiled in a lipless, decayed and shredded grin.

Scraps of rotted flesh dangled over its teeth into its

cavernous mouth.

And then pale worms crawled out of the pits where

its eyes once had been. . .

"No!"

Mrs. Freeman briskly stepped to the set and switched

it off.

"Awww, Mom!" Johnny protested, rising to his knees.
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"Come on!"

"It's way past your bedtime."

"Oh, Mom, not now! It's just about over!"

"What in the hell are you watching?" she mused, picking

up the TV listings from the coffee table. She tilted the

paper so as to catch some light from the dinette and scanned

the columns.
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late, and you've got to go to school tomorrow. Look,"

she bargained, "tomorrow's Friday, right? You can stay

up as late as you want tomorrow night. OK?"

"Yeah, OK--I guess . . ."

She took a long drink from her cup. "Sure you can.

Now let's hit the sack. I'm worn out."

"All right," Johnny conceded.

"'Atta boy," his mother approved, clapping him on

the shoulder.

"Can I have a sip?" Johnny asked as they walked down

the short hallway toward his bedroom, reaching out to accept

the cup.

She pulled back her hand. "No, better not . . . I

think I'm coming down with a cold," she lied. "I don't

want you to catch something."

Johnny shrugged. He unbuttoned his shirt and tossed

it onto the dresser and then slipped out of his jeans.

He quickly folded them in half and unceremoniously dumped

them on top of the shirt. Clad only in his underwear,

he sprang upon the bed, bounced a couple of times on his

hands and knees, and then scampered under the covers.

He looked at his mother leaning in the doorway. The

feeble light from the hallway bathed her in a soft pool

of luminescence, a shadowy silhouette blending

imperceptibly, gracefully, into the interior darkness

blanketing the bedroom.
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Johnny could feel her staring at him even though he

couldn't see her face.

"'night, Mom," he said softly.

She waited for what seemed to be a long time.

"Johnny, flip on the light. I want to talk to you

a minute." She took a step or two into the darkness and

paused.

Johnny sat up in bed and reached over to his right.

In the darkness his hand found the lamp on the night stand,

and he fumbled around until his fingers located the switch.

He clicked it on, blinking against the harsh light that

flooded the area beside his bed.

He adjusted the shade, positioning it so as to cast

the direct force of the light toward the wall and away

from the bed. He pensively ran his fingers along the

surface of the lamp. It was a wine decanter of clear glass

that had been made into a table lamp. Inside the bottle,

sparkling and glittering brilliantly, were marbles. Every

conceivable type of marble, in every color of the spectrum,

filled the decanter to the brim. Johnny's father had made

the lamp years ago from Johnny's personal collection of

prized specimens. His father had taught him how to play

marbles with unerring skill and cunning.

Johnny's mother sat on the edge of the bed and eyed

the lamp. A momentary sadness, a fragmented memory, flitted

across her face and clouded her eyes. "It's beautiful,
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isn't it?" she said, her voice lost in time.

Johnny nodded.

She continued to gaze at the decanter for one long,

mesmerized moment and then pulled herself mentally back

from a hazy, honeymooned remembrance of a younger, magical

period that only seemed to exist for other people in exotic

lands.

"Johnny, we've got to have a talk."

He sat up straighter and pulled his knees to his chest.

"You remember when Miss Holloway called last night?"

she asked gently, smoothing out the bedspread with her

palm.

Johnny nodded.

"Well, it made me think of something that I realized

a long time ago." She hesitated, searching for the words

to continue. "I . . . I want you to know something. The

only way you . . . and I . . . are going to get over what's

happened is to accept it and just keep on going. You

understand what I mean?"

Johnny pulled his knees in tighter.

"Look, Johnny, we can't let this destroy us--either

one of us. We've still got each other," she soothed,

rubbing his knee. "Right?"

Johnny stared down at the blanket, silent.

His mother sighed. "Look, it's like I was saying--

we've got to . . . take this for what it is and . . . just
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keep on going. Do you understand? We've ot to hold

together and go on with our lives. I know you'll never

be able to forget what happened--I know I won't--but we've

got to be strong and put it out of our minds. Understand?"

she asked, squeezing his knee.

Johnny bit his lower lip and vacantly stared into

the murky perimeter at the far end of the bedroom.

"Johnny, listen to me. You've got to quit living

in the past and thinking about it all the time. You're

going to have to--somehow or other--forget what's happened,

Johnny. Because," she cautioned, "other people who

. . who don't understand . . . might not let you forget.

And if you're not strong, they'll hurt you with it."

"They'll be sorry," Johnny whispered without looking

at her.

"Johnny--" She stopped, at a loss for words, not

knowing exactly what to say. She sighed and then

protectively rubbed his thigh. She turned out the marble

lamp and slowly walked across the room and paused in the

doorway as Johnny slid back under the covers.

"How did it go with Miss Holloway?" she asked.

"OK . .

"Did you stay in her room today for detention hall?"

"Uh-huh . . ."

"What did she say? Anything important?"

"No."
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"Did she give you a hard time?"

"Sort of . . ."

"What'd she do?"

"Oh, nothing much. She kept askin' questions about

Dad."

There was a tense silence. ". . . What did you tell

her?"

"Nothing . .. "

She stared into the darkness where he lay in bed,

then softly turned away.

Johnny peered toward the ceiling shrouded in inky

blackness.

He didn't like to lie to his mother, but he felt he

had no choice.

In response to his teacher's needle-like probing,

he had told Miss Holloway, "Shove it up your ass!"

She had slapped him.

Not hard, true enough. The blow had been limp-wristed,

without any real force behind it, as when reprimanding

a small puppy for wetting on the floor.

But--she had slapped him.
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Johnny lay awake for a long time--just how long, he

didn't know. There wasn't a clock in his bedroom; he didn't

need one because he arose each morning when his mother

awakened him. She frequently had to call him three or

four times before he would get out of bed, and then,

begrudgingly.

Time was meaningless to Johnny. It had significance

only when he was compelled to endure things that he didn't

want to do. Then he became painfully aware of it--as when

counting down the minutes while waiting for the final bell

at school.

Johnny paraphrased an observation his father had told

him once: "Time is just something that was invented so

that people could measure things. But it really oesn't

mean anything. It's just a yardstick." What his father

had gone on to explain about the concept made eve more

sense to Johnny, something to which he could relate: "An

hour of pleasure--something you enjoy doing--seems like

only a minute of time. But a minute of pa.n--something

you hate doing--seems like it lasts for an hour."

Such as school. Johnny could identify with that.

It made sense.

He had lain motionless for quite a while after his

193
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mother left his room. He stared.at the ceiling, his fingers

interlaced behind his head. Other than what he recalled

his father telling him about time, nothing clear or distinct

entered his mind. Rather, he repeatedly flitted from one

fragmented image to another. Nothing seemed to follow

any precise pattern of sequence or time; all of his thoughts

were mixed and jumbled about. He was unable to hone in

and concentrate on any single item in particular.

Frustrated, he tossed and turned about, searching

for sleep and stillness, an end to his restlessness. He

heard his mother enter the bathroom in the hallway and

shut the door behind her. Once she had finished brushing

her teeth, washing her face, and using the toilet, the

apartment would then become as silent as a graveyard at

midnight. The final command of co to sleep would occur

after she had left the bathroom and closed her bedroom

door.

Lately, though, she had started leaving her bedroom

door open. The final announcement had then become the

sounds of her hand on the light switch and of her body

sliding into bed.

you think you' re gonna come to me with the smell of

her on you?

She also had recently begun to leave the hall light

on at night.

Johnny continued to squirm about in bed. Several
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times he was near sleep, only to become suddenly wide-awake

as before.

Confused, chaotic images raced through his mind.

He couldn't sort them out: the blurred picture-shards

didn't make any sense. Nothing seemed to be connected.

He tried to dismiss them, but couldn't.

Finally, he slept.

* * * * *

The labyrinth tentacled outward in all directions.

He groped his way along dim, shadowy passageways that

seemingly went nowhere and everywhere. The walls spiralled

crazily toward every point of the compass. He had no way

of knowing where he was or where he was headed--if anywhere.

A gnawing fear in the pit of his stomach suggested

the unmentionable: that he was hopelessly ensnared within

the maze. He tried to fight down the rising pain, to

suppress his growing anxiety. There must be an exit--there

must!

He quickened his pace. His heart raced, and his breath

came in short, shallow puffs.

He turned with dread down each twisting corridor,

his fear rapidly beginning to eat away all hope.

Every direction--no matter which way he walked--only

served to suck him deeper and deeper into the web of walls.
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Beyond his limited field of vision was only pitch--a

cavernous blackness that, once penetrated, would envelop

and imprison forever.

He rounded a corner. Then another. He stumbled down

a narrow, serpentine channel.

Ahead was only darkness.

He was about to turn back and retrace his steps when

he dimly discerned a shimmering glimmer of light at the

end of the passageway.

He ran through a slender open doorway and stopped.

He was in a room--a small enclosure. He couldn't

see the boundary walls cloaked in dense shadows, but he

could feel their confining closeness.

Opposite him, enshrouded in spectral moonglow, was

a large bed.

On the bed lay a woman. She was naked.

She lounged upon the bed, reclining on one elbow.

Moonlight swathed her lithe body, her face screened by

the slowly shifting shadows. He could barely make out

the hint of a smile as her mouth parted. The tip of her

tongue leisurely slid across her lips.

An outstretched hand beckoned to him.

"Come," she hissed in a sunken whisper. "Come."

Her hand slowly withdrew and stroked her thighs and

caressed her breasts. She moaned luxuriously, lolling

her head from side to side while making gutteral, animal
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sounds from deep within her throat.

Her hand summoned him again.

"Come," she urged, her voice an undersea sibilance.

He shivered. The chamber was ice-cold. He rubbed

his arms briskly, his breath forming patches of fog. His

flesh was goose pimpled.

He stood motionless, transfixed. The darkness weighed

him down and pressed against him, damp and oppressive.

Stale.

He instinctively knew that he was somewhere deep

underground . . .

In the bowels of the earth.

He had to get out.

Suddenly the girl sat bolt-upright in bed. Her lips

curled back into a mock-smile and her dark eyes peered

at him like those of a bird of prey swooping down for the

kill.

Abruptly her black doll's-eyes bulged wide. She

emitted gasping, retching sounds as her throat tensed and

rapidly twitched up and down in hoarse, dry, gagging

utterances. Her lifeless eyes glazed over and her belly

contracted in several dry-heaving motions. Her face drained

of all color and strained as with the effort to vomit.

He stood frozen, staring, scarcely able to breathe.

She collapsed in a heap, doubling over onto the bed.

Her fists clenched the sheet as her body jolted and wiggled
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in the throes of paroxysm.

Without warning, she yanked her head erect.

Her face was drenched in sweat and strands of stringy

hair were tangled and plastered to her forehead. Her skin

in the faint luster of moonlight was pale and death-white,

the color and texture of the underbelly of a bloated fish.

She grinned grotesquely.

"Return to where you came from." Her voice was flat

and hollow. The words seemed to come from someplace far

away and hidden, as if from the bottom of a moss-lined

well.

He stepped back, swimming in darkness. He wanted

to run, but his limbs remained unmoving, refusing to

respond.

He trembled, the hairs on the back of his neck

prickling. The blackness behind him threatened to swallow

him.

She sat upright and panted. Rasping, throttling noises

gurgled from deep within her neck. Her eyes rolled back

into their sockets, bulging like milky-white mushrooms,

and her tongue protruded, thick and swollen, as she clutched

at her throat. An arrid, choking clamor rattled in her

chest.

She fell back and writhed on the bed, tossing from

side to side, groaning. Her head thrashed left and right

feverishly.
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Suddenly she gasped. Her fingers clawed the sheet

like talons, her knuckles white and bloodless. Breathless,

her torso strained upward, her back bent and arching

incredibly.

He stood rooted to the spot, terrified.

Then her belly began to ripple. Slowly at first,

it twitched and jerked sporadically from her breast to

her pelvis. But then the movements increased. Quickly

the flesh of her stomach began to bloat outward and to

recede inward in waves, rolling up and down, back and forth,

unceasing.

Her stomach bulged in huge, twisted knots, one after

another. Her skin stretched almost to the breaking point

in a series of punishing lumps and mounds--as if some thing

were punching frantically from within her womb, trying

to force its way out. Her belly billowed and boiled with

the eruptions, threatening to burst.

She lurched to a sitting position, her midsection

throbbing like a pool of bubbling lava.

She glared at him with dead, fish-white eyes. Then

she giggled insanely.

"It's time," she hissed, her lips curled into a sneer.

She spread her legs wide, her belly still pulsating

erratically. A thick rivulet of blood trickled out onto

the sheet and pooled into a gooey mess between her thighs.

She threw back her head and laughed.
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Her lower abdomen swelled as she panted in short,

explosive bursts and her head jerked forward so that her

eyes could peer down between her legs. She snarled while

her enormous belly tensed and contracted, seeming to push.

And then the sickening sound of flesh tearing and

ripping . . .

The gut-wrenching tones of skin distending and

stretching unmistakably like a rubber glove being turned

inside-out, over and over and over and . . .

Slowly--painfully--a long, thick, blood-encrusted

tendril slimed into birth. It poured out onto the sheet,

coil upon coil, clotted with a viscous, marshy sap and

twisted and curled on the bed as it continued to pull out

of its host, spiralling like a living hemp between her

legs. Then it slithered across her thighs and entwined

itself around one of her pale ankles.

At its base, disappearing into the girl's crotch,

the eel-like body was as big around as a well-muscled

forearm. The tip, tapering to a thickness of several

inches, slid slowly off the end of the bed.

He backed against the wall, his head chaotically

swirling, feeling faint; his knees buckled under him and

he wobbled with the effort to support the burden of his

own weight.

He began to cry and whimper. . .

It was winding across the floor toward him, curling
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and twisting and slithering in a malicious S-motion

She held out her arms to him as it continued to snake

its way out of her body.

"Lie with me," she crooned.

As it inched toward him, closer and closer, he pressed

against the wall and shrank away in terror, sobbing and

mumbling incoherently.

He stared in wide-eyed, hypnotic horror as it crawled

onto the top of his foot--

It was cold and scaly.

He screamed and fell backward through the doorway

before the snake-shaped body could wrap around his ankle.

He scampered to his feet and fled into the darkness,

bumping and crashing headlong into walls. It terrified

him to enter the blackness from where he came, but he had

to flee from the bedroom and the slinking thing within.

He frantically felt his way along the rough surface of

the walls and ran through the winding, twisting corridors

and passageways. His chest heaved and he cried in broken

sobs that echoed back to him from deep within the maze

of tunnels.

He was hopelessly lost, but he kept on running, his

hands extended before him like a blind man. Several times

he banged into solid shadows and fell down hard upon his

hands and knees, but he forged on, desperately searching
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for an end to the dark prison.

Ahead of him he saw a pale glow of soft, silvery light

cascading into the corridor from a side passage. He ran

through it--and halted.

He screamed--

He had run through the tortuous maze only to return

to the room.

She sat upon the headboard, chuckling. The snake-thing

continued to slide out of her body, now covering the bed

and half of the floor in undulating, coiling masses of

tendrils. The stench was overwhelming in the chilling

air.

He vaguely could see a distant patch of light far,

far away at the end of a tunnel. He plunged madly for

it--

But it receded as fast as he approached, shrinking

ever farther away, fading from sight.

His screams mockingly echoed back to him.

Suddenly the snake whipped around his calf, spilling

him to the floor. Furiously he tried to crawl away but

in terror realized it was dragging him backward. He

clutched at the walls and kicked his feet in a frenzy,

shrieking as he numbly felt the thing slither up his legs

and encircle his waist. He screamed as he attempted to

pry it loose with his hands.

The muscular, leathery coil of scales gripped tighter,
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squeezing the air from his lungs. In mounting horror he

thought he could hear his ribs cracking as he was helplessly

dragged back into the room.

He pounded with his fists and clasped it with his

little remaining strength. He could feel its uncontrollable

reptilian power rippling beneath his hands.

It wormed its way up his torso and looped around his

neck, choking off a scream and tightening about his throat

as it continued to haul him across the floor toward the

bed.

He gripped the thick shaft and pulled against it,

wildly thrashing from side to side, lashing out with his

arms and legs.

Glass shattered.

A window! Somewhere in the darkness! If only he

could break the death-clutch and reach the window!

The viper-rope pulled him across the floor as its

body receded into the girl.

She was hellishly grinning.

The blood rushed to his head from the pressure

strangling him; he could feel his eyes bulge out and his

tongue protrude as the snake dragged him by the neck up

over the end of the bed.

From deep beneath the bed he could hear a thunderous,

massive pounding--relentless, deafening--a bass drum gone

berserk.
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The serpent towed him across the sheet and dragged

his face through the bloodstained smear that marked its

birth. The stench of dried blood and urine was

overpowering.

"Come! Come into the void!" she screamed above the

thunder bludgeoning from beneath the bed.

The snake-thing uncoiled from around his neck and

slithered through the thick mucus oozing down her thighs.

It slid back into the crevice between her legs and into

its lair within her belly.

She looked down at him, her eyes still turned back

into their sockets, and stretched out her arms and embraced

him, licking her lips.

Her flesh was cold and clammy, like the skin of a

frog.

He screamed and shoved himself from her with a sudden

burst of terror-induced strength. He bolted to the end

of the bed and jumped--

The floor opened into a fathomless pit.

He fell headlong into its bottomless depths, screaming,

his arms flailing. The shrill cackle of laughter

intermingled with the booming thunderclaps coming from

deep within the earth.

He plummeted into the abysmal fissure endlessly

endlessly . . . endlessly . .
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* * * * *

He felt arms encircle him. In his panic he pushed

them away, screaming, his eyes still closed in fright.

The arms returned and clutched him tighter than before.

He sensed light and warmth, and slowly opened his

eyes.

His mother had him cradled in her arms. She stroked

the back of his head and protectively pressed his face

to her breast.

"It's OK . . . It's OK . . . It's OK . . ." she

soothed. "It's all right, baby . . . It's all right

It was just a bad dream. . . ."

He clung to her and cried.

The old man in the apartment beneath them was pounding

on his ceiling with a broomstick, the thumpings resonnating

hollowly up through the floor.

"Make it stop!" Johnny sobbed. "Make it stop!"

"Sshh, sshh! It's OK . . . It's over . . . It's over,"

she whispered, rocking him back and forth in her arms.

Finally, the noise from underneath stopped.

His mother slowly continued to rock him, snuggling

and embracing him.

He buried his face into her shoulder and cried, scared

and badly shaken, but also ashamed:

He had wet the bed.
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He sobbed heavily and blinked through his tears at

the night stand beside the bed.

The decanter lamp was dangling by its cord, the bottom

section of it shattered into a thousand shards of sparkling

glass particles.

The marbles were scattered all across the floor.
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Friday! Finally!

Miss Holloway was sitting in early-morning traffic

five car-lengths from the side street that would take her

to the entrance ramp leading to the freeway.

She glanced at her watch: Plenty of time.

She edged her car up a length and looked at the steady

parade of traffic streaming toward the entranceway. Traffic

always seemed to be heavier on Mondays and Fridays

Plenty of time.

She clicked on the radio and was pleasantly surprised

when sound crackled from the speaker because it hadn't

been functioning well lately--if at all.

She coasted up another space in line and adjusted

the volume. She despised commercials, and whenever one

came on, she normally switched to another station. But

she endured the present advertisement because she wanted

to hear the traffic report.

Finally the chitchatty morning D.J. gave his usual

sympathetic spiel to "all those good listeners out there"

who were "defying death on the highways in order to go

punch a time clock." The traffic helicopter reported no

major accidents or standstills.
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All's clear and plenty of time! she congratulated

herself while moving up another slot. Now if this guy

in front of me will just come on and move it! . . .

The driver ahead of her allowed five or six vehicles

to shoot past and then turned onto the street in pursuit.

She came to a rolling stop and continued on, grateful that

she didn't have to sit there at the stop sign and wait

for a break in the oncoming traffic.

Good, she said to herself. Lots of time. . . .

The car immediately ahead of her eased onto the

entrance ramp and slowed down, the driver cautiously

preparing to merge into the mass of traffic.

She saw his taillights blink off as he accelerated.

Good! she noted. He's moving. It's clear. . . .

She craned her neck to quickly survey the mainstream

of cars approaching on the highway. She never used the

driver's side-mirror in order to see to the rear--it somehow

never seemed to be adjusted at the proper angle to give

a clear picture of what was going on behind her. She shot

a rapid glance at the car in front of her and then looked

over her shoulder again as she pressed on the gas pedal.

It's clear, she thought, and plenty of--

She felt a sudden bolt of jangling fear as she caught

a flash of red in the corner of her eye. Instantly she

experienced a sinking in the pit of her stomach and chills

along her spine and neck.
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She tried to stomp on the brake, but it was too late--

She smashed into the rear of the car that had stopped

ahead of her on the ramp. Metal crunched together in a

sickening screech and glass explosively shattered as her

chin rammed into the steering wheel.

She moaned and then stared numbly at the car she had

just hit from behind. Dazed, she was vaguely aware that

the highway traffic off to her left had begun to slow down;

she could sense the drivers rubbernecking the scene of

the accident on the entrance ramp. Everybody loves a wreck,

she thought dizzily, disjointed from her surroundings.

She saw the man in the car in front of her lean over

toward the passenger's seat. She sat motionless and watched

his lips move. Is someone in the car with him? she

wondered, her head still fuzzy. She felt like a clay doll:

empty.

Her mind began to clear as she saw the back of a small

boy's head rise above the edge of the seat. She could

feel the icy tingle all over her body as the blood drained

from her face.

She unfastened her seat belt as the man got out of

his car. With difficulty she tried to shove open the door;

it creaked and groaned horribly as she banged her shoulder

against it. Finally, it swung outward just barely enough

to allow her to squeeze through and to step out onto the

pavement.
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A long ribbon of cars was lined up behind her. The

traffic on the highway was still moving, but slowly.

She sighed and rubbed her chin, wincing from the touch.

The pain, however, helped to clear her senses. She

approached the man slowly, not sure of how he was going

to react; she knew that he had every right to be furious.

He stood with his hands on his hips, inspecting the

damage. He was tall and muscular and dressed in an

expensive suit; he appeared to be angry as he stared at

the damage done to his car.

"Are you OK?" she asked timidly.

He shifted his gaze from the smashed-in cars to her

and scowled. "Yeah, I guess so. I'm not so sure about

my son, though. I think he's hurt his neck." He glanced

toward the boy still sobbing in the front seat.

"Oh, no," she murmured, close to tears. "I'm so sorry.

I . . . I didn't see you stop, and--"

He nodded. "Yeah, sure. We better move these cars

off to the side of the road onto the shoulder."

She looked at the crumpled front end of her old

vehicle. "Do you think it'll run?" she asked, thankful

for the momentary change of topic. She didn't want to

think about hurting the little boy. . .

"I don't know. You'll have to try it and see. At

least the fenders aren't locked," he grumbled as he turned

and entered his car.
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She managed with some discomfort to squeeze back inside

behind the wheel. The engine had died at the moment of

impact, and she clutched the keys, fearing the worst.

With a great deal of obvious difficulty, the motor finally

started after the fourth or fifth effort of turning the

key. She didn't even bother with trying to close the door.

Miss Holloway pulled off to the shoulder behind the

other car and shut off the ignition while the cars stacked

behind them on the entrance ramp filed past, their occupants

staring at her.

She again pressed out of the driver's seat and met

the man alongside his badly dented auto. "I'm terribly

sorry," she apologized.

He nodded. "Do you have a pen and a piece of paper?

I need to get your name and address and the name of your

insurance company."

She nodded. "Let me get it. . ..

He followed her to the door as she squirmed back inside

her car. Her bookbag had fallen from the passenger's side

and its contents now lay spilled about upon the floorboard.

She reclined across the front seat and rummaged through

the mess until she located a pen and a spiral notebook.

She ripped out a page and then wormed her way back outside

again.

"Here you are," she said, handing him the pen and

paper.
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He asked for her name, address and phone number, and

insurance firm, scrawling down the information as she told

it to him, and then tore off the bottom section of the

page and printed his own name and phone number. He handed

it and the pen back to her.

"I hope your son isn't hurt," she said, avoiding his

eyes. "I'm so sorry."

He nodded. "I'm sure you didn't do it on purpose.

But you need to be more careful."

She looked down at the pavement and nodded. She felt

like crying.

"Look," he said hurriedly, "I'm going to take him

to the emergency room for some x-rays. I better go

"I'm so sorry this happened," she expressed as he

turned to walk back to his car.

He stopped. "Oh, one more thing--I better get your

work number."

She handed him the pen and gave him the school's

telephone number.

"What line of work are you in?" he asked, returning

the pen.

"I'm a schoolteacher."

"Oh," he replied, looking at his son in the car.

"I see . . . ."

"What do you do?"
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He smiled. "I'm an attorney."

She stood and watched as he got into his car and drove

away, and then she forced her way back into her car and

simply sat there for a long while, fighting back the tears.

She looked at her watch, slowly realizing that she

would be almost half an hour late to school. She bit her

bottom lip, considering what she should do now. Go back

home?--No, unless she went to the doctor, she really didn't

have any excuse. If a teacher weren't going to show up

for work, that instructor had to call in very early in

the morning so that the school could find a substitute.

No, she rationalized, I really have no excuse--better to

go on in and explain what happened. Surely Mr. Ward will

understand. . . .

It took several minutes to get the car started, but

the car door wouldn't shut all the way, no matter how hard

she tugged on it. All I need now to make my day complete,

she thought bitterly, is to fall out of the damn door into

the middle of the road on the way to school. . . .

She pulled with extreme care onto the freeway and

drove in silence to the parking lot of Griffin Elementary.

The radio was stone dead: not even any static--nothing.

She entered the building in a flurry, rushed down

the long hallways, and reported in to the office.

Mrs. Appleby said that they had been trying to call

her "and had just given up on her." The secretary
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instructed Miss Holloway to go on up to her classroom

because Mr. Ward was there waiting for her, "keeping an

eye on things until someone should show up."

She walked up the lonely stairs, dreading the

forthcoming scene. With a faint feeling of hope, she

slightly cheered herself up--surely Mr. Ward would

sympathize with her about what had happened.

Mr. Ward was sitting at her desk when she walked into

the room. The students all looked up from their books

as she entered.

"Sorry I'm late, Mr. Ward," she said slowly, setting

her bookbag onto the desk. "I had an accident on the way

to school."

He nodded and rose from behind the desk. "Anybody

hurt? Looks like you bruised your chin."

She tenderly touched the spot where she had hit the

steering wheel. "I'm OK. But I think maybe one of the

people in the other car might be injured--a little boy

riding in the front seat with his dad."

"Oh, that's too bad. . . ." He paused for a moment,

considering, then motioned toward the hallway. "Can I

see you for a minute?"

She followed him outside the room.

"I've got them working on some spelling words," he

said.

"Oh, good . . . that's fine. They need to work on
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their vocabulary," she replied, trying to sound professional

and in charge of things.

He nodded, glancing at his watch. "I'll need to see

you in my office," he stated.

"Look, I'm sorry I'm late--"

He nodded again, interrupting her. "I know. But

teaching isn't your everyday, run-of-the-mill job. When

you're not here on time--for whatever reason--it disrupts

the whole clockworks."

She sighed. He'd had almost an entire hour to prepare

what he was going to say to her. His lecture definitely

didn't sound spontaneous.

"You know?" he continued. "People are depending on

you each and every day. They are depending on you," he

admonished, pointing toward the students in the classroom.

She hung her head. "Does this mean I get written

up?"

He was silent for a long moment. "We'll talk about

that later this afternoon. You're with the Freeman boy

again in your room after school, right?"

She nodded. You know I am, goddamnit! she thought

bitterly. It was your idea!

"OK--I'll see you in the office afterwards." Mr.

Ward turned to leave, then thought of something and stopped.

"By the way, how's it going with Johnny? Any problems?"

He looked concerned.



216

She instantly pictured the scene that had occurred

yesterday after school while alone with Johnny in her room,

and she wondered if Johnny--or his mother--had told Mr.

Ward that she had slapped the boy's face for being rude

and obscene. Had Mr. Ward inquired about Johnny merely

to test her, to get her to admit that she had done something

wrong?

She shook her head. "No problems. Why do you ask?"

"Just wondering. I was afraid that making you stay

with him alone after school might have been a mistake after

all."

Why? she thought, suddenly worried. Because you don't

think that I can do my job properly? Is that it?

"No, no problems--everything's fine."

"Good . . . I'll see you later this afternoon."

She sighed and watched him as he strode down the

hallway and then folded her arms and walked into the

classroom.

Each young face was upturned and staring at her.

She stood beside her desk and frowned, feeling a wave of

pain in her throat and lower jaw. She wondered if her

chin were as badly bruised as Mr. Ward had intimated.

"You all look bright and cheerful," she announced,

smiling awkwardly at her students. She often began the

day with this happy greeting--it was her way of starting

things off on a positive note.
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"You look like a wreck," Johnny said decisively.

The class snickered and giggled at her.
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"Johnny, move up here to the front desk, please."

Weary of detention hall, Johnny sagged his shoulders

and looked at his teacher with an aww-do-I-have-to?

expression on his face.

She tapped her pen on her desk. "Come on--move up

here, please."

"Why? I like it where I am." Johnny was seated,

as usual, at his desk in the center of the middle row.

He enjoyed sitting there, but if forced to relocate, he

much preferred to move to the back of the room away from

Miss Holloway's desk--not closer to it.

"Now!" she insisted, nervously clicking her pen.

Johnny angrily snatched up his books and papers and

strode to the front desk.

"I don't see why," he grumbled, haphazardly dumping

his materials across the top of the desk. He dropped his

pen and bent down to retrieve it.

"Because I said to, that's why," Miss Holloway

defended, flushing with anger. "That's reason enough."

Johnny snorted. "'Ours is but to do or die.'" He

frowned and slid into the seat, cutting his eyes at her

in disgust.

Miss Holloway raised her eyebrows in mock-wonder.
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"Ohhh, I'm impressed! Another fancy quote your father

told you?"

Johnny hesitated a moment, then opened the dictionary

on his desk to resume copying the words and definitions

doled out to him as punishment.

Miss Holloway glared at him as he riffled through

the pages, trying to find where he had left off.

"You don't like talking about your father, do you?"

Johnny flipped the pages faster, making dry, crackling

noises that sounded like leaves being raked into a pile

for burning.

"He was a high-school English teacher, wasn't he?"

you've got to admit, Margaret, the kid's got a helluva

vocabulary for a boy his age

Johnny located his place and renewed copying the

definitions.

Miss Holloway peered at him, biting her lower lip.

"How long did he teach--seven or eight years, wasn't it?"

Johnny didn't look up, but continued his work.

"Mr. Ward and I had a long talk yesterday. He told

me all about your father."

Johnny diligently worked on and shut up! ignored her.

Miss Holloway folded her arms on her desk. "Mr. Ward

said your father was a very good teacher."

Johnny fidgeted in his seat hey, Dad, (you violated

a trust in me--your own wife--and your job) read me a story,
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will you? and rubbed his forehead while continuing to write.

He made a mistake and roughly scratched through it what's

going to happen now, Jim--what? several times. He hastily

corrected the error you didn't bother to think about that

while you were screwing her, did you! and went on with

his chore.

"Johnny, I'm talking to you. I said--"

He gritted his teeth and shoved the book away from

him. "Why do I have to do this shit?"

Miss Holloway pushed back her chair and placed her

hands on the edge of her desk, ready to rise. Her eyes

narrowed and her bruised chin jutted forward. "Don't you

get rude with me, young man! Watch your mouth!"

Johnny sighed and leaned back in his chair. "This

is stupid!" he argued, dismissing the dictionary with a

wave of his hand.

"What do you mean, 'it's stupid'?" she challenged,

looking him up and down.

Johnny folded his arms across his chest. "Copying

words down out of a dictionary is dumb! I'm Johnny, the

best way to learn is to read not going to get anything

out of copying this junk down like a fool once you learn

a new word, practice using it."

She leaned forward, tensing. "Well," she taunted,

"it's too bad we don't have someone here as smart as your

father was to run things--maybe he could have suggested
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something better!"

Johnny stared at her while she scooted the chair back

up to the desk. Good! he thought. Sit there and stay

away from me!

She cocked her head to one side and gritted her teeth.

"Since you don't like my teaching methods, then obviously

you have a better idea. What would you suggest?" Her

entire manner was condescending, as if reasoning with a

little child.

Johnny studied her. "How about if I make up some

sentences?" he proposed, a thin smile upon his lips.

Miss Holloway's cheeks crimsoned; she angrily stared

at him and bit her bottom lip. She really wanted--and

needed--a cigarette.

"Don't get cute with me, Johnny." She paused to show

him that she sincerely meant what she said. "Now, get

back to work." She glared at him for a moment, then opened

a textbook to occupy her time.

Johnny remained sitting with his arms folded and

glowered at the dictionary. He shook his head "no."

"Can I go to the restroom?"

His teacher slowly raised her eyes and scowled at

him. "No, you may not go to the restroom. You went before

we started detention hall." She resumed reading with a

sour expression.

Johnny didn't move.
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"Can I go to see the nurse?"

"You're not sick."

You are, he thought. "I don't feel good," he

complained.

She continued to avoid his eyes. "The nurse isn't

here. She leaves every day when the final bell rings."

Johnny shifted about in his chair and distractedly

looked around the room.

"Can I go get a drink of water?"

Miss Holloway slid the book away from her. "No, you

may not. You're just trying to waste time. Now--get back

to work!" She lightly pounded the desk with her fist to

give emphasis to each word.

Johnny slumped in his seat and stared at his desk.

Miss Holloway sighed. She thrust back her chair and

walked to the edge of her desk and there leaned her weight

upon one hand, cocked her other upon her hip, and crossed

one ankle over the other.

"Look, Johnny--we can't go on like this all year long."

Johnny cut his eyes at her for a fraction of a moment

Jim, we're through--I can't go on with this any longer!

but said nothing in reply.

"Now, I know that you've had some problems because

of your father--"

Johnny put one arm on the top of his desk and shifted

sideways in his seat what about Johnny--have you thought
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about him? with his shoulders turned away from his teacher.

"--and I know that what happened is troubling you.

But you can't go on taking it out on other people like

this. I won't stand for it."

Johnny tilted his head go on! get out! I can't stand

this anymore! and vacantly gazed at the floor. Her voice

seemed to come from very far away.

She paused. Johnny remained motionless.

Miss Holloway stepped to the front of his desk and

towered over him. "I know what really happened. Mr. Ward

said--"

"You don't know nothin' about it!"

"Yes I do, Johnny. Mr. Ward told me the whole story

yesterday."

"He don't know anything about it either!"

"Yes he does. He--"

"I don't wanna talk about it!" he spat, squirming

in his chair.

"He told me that your father--"

"I said I don't want to talk about it!" Johnny

threatened her with his eyes, both hands pressed hard

against his desk, his muscles taut.

"Well, I think we should talk about it! It'll do

us both good to get this thing out in the open!"

Johnny stood to leave the room, skirting around the

edge of his desk. "I don't have to take this shit!"
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She placed a hand on his chest and stopped him. "No!

No!" She crossed over to the classroom door and shut it.

"We're going to talk about this right now," she declared,

again confronting him. "I'm not going to suffer through

next week--"

"You? What about me? I'm the one who has to put

up with all this bullshit!" he retorted, waving his hand

toward the classroom in general and the dictionary in

particular. "You--"

She cut him short by grabbing his arm at the shoulder.

"I told you before to watch your language!" Her eyes blazed

at him; her lips compressed into a thin, ugly line.

Johnny yanked away from her grasp. "Don't!"

She reasserted her hold as before. "You don't tell

me--"

"Don't!" Johnny yelled, knocking her hand off him

and backing away from her.

"Why, you little--!"

"Go ahead, hit me! Go on--hit me! It's what you

wanna do, isn't it? So go ahead, just like you did

yesterday! Hit me!"

"Shut up!" she menaced, pointing her finger at him.

"Shut up this instant! Or I swear I'll--"

"What?" Johnny dared. "You'll do what? You'll do

nothin', that's what!"

They stared at one another, eye to eye, like two jungle
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cats sizing up each other, ready to pounce.

Finally, Miss Holloway broke the silence.

"Why are you behaving like this? Huh? Why? Tell

me why! Is this the way your father taught you to act?

Is it?"

"Leave me alone about my dad!"

"Is it?" She advanced toward him, her hands on her

hips. "Is it? Is this the way he taught you how to

behave?"

"I said I don't want to talk about it!"

"Well, we're going to talk about it! I know the whole

story: How he got one of his students pregnant--"

Johnny recoiled backward as if struck.

where'd you fuck her--in the back seat?

"--and how he couldn't live with it. How--"

Johnny stalked past her and stepped behind her desk,

intending to leave the room, but she reacted instantly

and cut him off, standing between him and the door.

"--How he couldn't live with it," she confronted,

advancing toward him. "How he couldn't go on, knowing

what he'd done--"

Johnny backed away slowly, his chest heaving, his

face flushed. "Stop it," he murmured what are you going

to do now, Jim? what am I supposed to do--and Johnny?,

his voice quivering.

"--So he killed himself--"
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"Stop it! Stop it!"

His teacher was behind the desk now; he quickly slipped

around to the front of it and dashed for the door.

no! no! no! Dad!

She intercepted him, grabbing him by the shoulders.

"--So he killed himself--leaving you and your mother

to fend for yourselves."

"Go to hell!" Johnny hissed, wrenching out of her

grasp.

"We're getting this out in the open once and for all--"

"Go to hell!" Johnny yelled our sympathies rest with

the bereaved family, but it is not ours to pass judgment

on this poor man, but rather, his eyes filling with tears.

"He committed suicide. He hanged himself--"

Tears streamed down Johnny's cheeks. He could see

his father's discolored face, bloated no! no! please!

with his eyes bulging out, the body turning in a tight

circle, the limbs dangling limp and lifeless. He could

feel his father's cold hand no! no! no, Daddy! no! in

his as he looked up into his unseeing eyes. . . .

"Stop it!" Johnny pleaded, his voice choked in a sob.

"No! It's time we talked about this--"

"Shut up!" He wiped his eyes with the back of a hand;

mucus bubbled out of one nostril. "Shut up, you bitch!"

She grimaced and roughly grabbed him by the shoulders.

"And you found him. He hanged himself, and you found him."
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Her hand clutching his shoulders brought back the

remembrance no! no! I won't let you die! of grabbing

his father's legs and trying to lift him up: the terrible,

heavy weight in his arms I can't, Daddy! and the rough

texture of his trousers against his cheek I'm not strong

enough! and the rancid smell of urine; of collapsing to

the garage floor, exhausted, I can't! I can't! I'm sorry,

Daddy! I'm sorry--I can't do it! and lying there beneath

the swaying body for hours, dazed. He remembered nothing

after that until his mother came home and found him seated

on the garage floor underneath the hanging corpse and

mindlessly playing with a toy truck. He had not even looked

at her when she started screaming. . .

". . . And ever since then you've been acting like

a monster!"

He numbly stared at his teacher's face. Her words

had been lost to him completely, just as everything had

gone blank after his mother came home that night and began

screaming.

Miss Holloway shook him. "Do you hear me? I'm not

going to put up with you torturing me any longer! Do you

hear me?"

He shoved her away from him, hard.

"Fuck you ! "

Her eyes widened as she stepped forward, catlike,

and slapped him across the face. She again grabbed his
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arms and shook him.

"How dare you! You think you can say anything you

want to anybody and get away with it? Well, you're wrong!

You' re wrong! You hear me? You're wrong!" She shook

him relentlessly; his head bobbed back and forth like a

lifeless rag doll. "No more!"

He knocked her hands away, sobbing uncontrollably,

and stepped back, rubbing his cheek where she had struck

him. He glared at her for a long moment.

"You're gonna be sorry you did that!"

Johnny turned and ran to the back of the classroom.

She took a few faltering steps toward him as he climbed

up on top of the counterspace running the length of the

rear wall beneath the windows.

He raised one of the windows.

"What--" she began, realizing with growing horror

what he threatened to do.

He looked over his shoulder at her and smiled. "You're

gonna be sorry you did that!" he whispered between clenched

teeth.

He plunged through the opened second-story window.

Miss Holloway raised her hands in shock and began

to whimper.

Her mind exploded with several vivid images: of

Johnny's lifeless, twisted body on the pavement far below;

of Mr. Ward sitting at his desk; of the fish on his office
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wall with its mouth gaping open; of her father's legs

protruding from beneath her car as he worked on the engine.

She heard the sounds of twisting metal and shattering glass

as she pictured Johnny's head splattered like a melon on

the sidewalk; the man looking at the smashed cars. She

could see his son lying on his back in a hospital with

doctors in white coats surrounding his bed and looking

down at him helplessly.

The teacher clutched her hair in her hands and

staggered toward the window, but she stopped. Crying in

choked gasps, she turned in a dizzy swirl away from the

back of the room and bumped into several desks as she

drunkenly careened down the center aisle, her thoughts

a jumbled mass of bloody forms.

She leaned against the door and pounded her fists

on its surface as she began to moan, building toward a

scream. She shoved against the door, rattling it in its

frame, feeling trapped.

Her hand fumbled to the doorknob and she fell through

into the hallway on her knees and sobbed into the palms

of her hands before lugging herself to her feet. She

tottered down the hall with her hands covering her face,

screaming, completely disoriented.

Zigzagging to the stairway, she leaned against the

wall for support, crying. Then she looked back once over

her shoulder toward the classroom and ran screaming down
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the stairs.

She tripped and fell headlong down the stairwell and

tumbled to the first landing, sprawling there in a contorted

tangle of arms and legs. After a long while, she rolled

over on her side and screamed.

She thrashed about on the floor, unaware of heavy

footsteps approaching. When she felt hands upon her arms,

she frantically grasped at the object before her to keep

herself from falling.

Distantly she seemed to see an enormous fish-face

with a huge mouth and wearing glasses staring at her.

"What in the world--?" Mr. Ward knelt beside her,

futilely attempting to prevent her fingernails from digging

into his chest. He tried to pry her hands from his shirt,

but couldn't, so he gripped her shoulders and roughly shook

her.

"What happened?"

She continued to scream. Her head lurched crazily

from side to side, her eyes wild and glazed.

"He's dead! He's dead! I killed him!"

He stared into her hysterical eyes for a long,

breathless moment.

With extreme difficulty he wrenched her terror-stricken

hands away from him, wincing at the pain.

He left her lying there and bolted up the stairs.
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Johnny raised his head cautiously above the windowsill,

crouching on the concrete ledge outside beneath the windows,

and peeked into the classroom.

It was empty.

He quickly crawled back in through the window and

shut it. He jumped down to the floor from the waist-high

cabinet top and brushed off the front of his jeans and

shirt.

It was dusty out there on the window ledge.

He tucked in his shirt and hitched up his jeans.

Then he rubbed his eyes with his fingertips and ran the

back of a hand several times across his nose.

He straightened up two or three desks on either side

of the aisle that were out of alignment and then stood

beside his seat at the front of the row. He smoothed his

palms briskly across the sides of his jeans and then rubbed

his eyes and face again.

He cocked his head to one side, listening--a

despairing, mournful wailing echoed eerily down the vacant

hallway, occasionally interspersed with sharp, piercing

screams.

He smiled.

Then he hurriedly slid into his seat and opened the
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dictionary on his desk because he could hear solid,

ponderous footsteps running toward the classroom.

Mr. Ward burst through the open doorway, panting hard.

His beerbelly sagged and heaved; his face was pink from

overexertion. He came to an abrupt halt inside the room

and stood perplexed, gaping at Johnny.

Johnny glanced up at him for a moment, then resumed

writing.

"What's going on up here?" Mr. Ward puffed, wiping

his forehead with a handkerchief.

Johnny looked at the principal and then motioned to

the dictionary and shrugged. "I'm doing my vocabulary

words." He bent over his desk and continued writing.

Mr. Ward stared at him for several seconds, then

returned to the doorway and rested one hand on the wall.

He looked off down the hallway and frowned. The caterwaul

was still loud and sharp, gaining in intensity. He shook

his head in amazement and walked back into the classroom.

"What happened to Miss Holloway?"

Johnny shrugged and put down his pen. "Beats me.

She just . . . left."

Mr. Ward sighed heavily and placed his hands on his

hips. "Did she . . . uh . . . did she say anything?"

Johnny rubbed his cheek, considering. "You mean before

she started screaming?"

Mr. Ward took a quick glance over his shoulder and
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nodded.

Johnny reflected a moment before answering. "Nope,"

he replied, again stroking his cheek. "Nothing that made

any sense."

Mr. Ward spread his palms up before him in a pleading

gesture. "Well . . . uh . . . did she seem upset?" he

stammered, realizing that he had just asked a ridiculous

question.

Johnny nodded. "Sort of . ."

"Well, what about?"

"I guess maybe it was about this morning."

"This morning?" Mr. Ward frowned. "What happened

this morning?"

Johnny closed the book. "You know--this morning.

The car wreck?" he reminded the principal.

Mr. Ward thought for a while, frowning, then nodded.

"Oh, yes . . . the accident. What about it?"

Johnny inched the book away from him. "Well . .

you remember this morning when she came in late?"

Mr. Ward nodded.

"And she had this car wreck?"

Mr. Ward nodded again.

"And said that some little boy was hurt?"

He nodded again.

Johnny shrugged. "Well, I guess she couldn't

I don't know . . ." He frowned, searching for the
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right words. Then his face brightened. "I guess she

couldn't live with it--you know, hurting some little kid

like that real bad?"

Mr. Ward stood contemplating Johnny; he started to

say something, but refrained from doing so. He knew he

wouldn't ever learn the truth behind the incident until

Miss Holloway stopped screaming hysterically and came back

to her senses--that is, provided she ever would return

Mr. Ward groaned and wearily turned to leave. "In

all my years as a principal," he muttered to himself, "I've

never had anything like this to happen. Never."

"Mr. Ward?"

He stopped in the doorway and stared at Johnny.

"Is she coming back?"

The principal gazed down the hallway. The moaning

and wailing were weaker now, but still persistent.

"I doubt it," he mumbled, beginning to walk off.

"Mr. Ward?" Johnny called.

Mr. Ward leaned back into the room. "What is it?"

he asked irritably.

"Is detention hall over? I really need to be getting

home."

The principal's shoulders sagged as he looked at his

watch. "It was over some time ago." He glanced down the

hallway. "Look," he instructed, "wait here for a few
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minutes while I . . . uh . . . take Miss Holloway into

the office. Then come on down and wait in the hall outside

my door. OK?"

"Sure . . ."

Mr. Ward walked away.

The boy stacked his books on top of the desk, collected

his pen and notebook, and then walked back to his own desk

in the center of the middle row and put away the materials

in the space provided underneath the seat. From a crouching

position he rose and looked out the window at the clear

blue sky and bright sunshine.

It was a beautiful Friday afternoon.

He strolled back to the front desk where he had been

sitting and picked up the dictionary. He stood for a long

while weighing the book's potential and purpose, then

stepped to his teacher's desk, held the ponderous dictionary

over his head, and dropped the volume onto the cluttered

top of the desk.

"There, Miss Holloway!" he concluded with a self-

satisfied grin. "I've got some words for you!"

Johnny strode at a brisk pace out of the classroom

and headed for the principal's office. He traversed a

few steps but then stopped in the middle of the hallway.

The boy smiled and walked back to the room.

He slammed the door--hard.

Then he ran down the hall and skipped down the stairs.
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It was such a beautiful day. . . .

On the first floor he rounded a corner and slowed

to a leisurely walk as he approached Mr. Ward's office.

Johnny saw Marilyn standing warily, barefoot, a safe

distance from the principal's door. She glanced around

when she heard Johnny coming and then quickly walked over

to him.

"What happened?"

Johnny smiled and shrugged. "Oh, I don't know

"I was inside the front door when the warden carried

Holloway into his office. She was screamin' her guts out

an' pullin' an' tuggin' an' scratchin' an' kickin'--"

She paused in her excitement to catch her breath. "--an'

yellin' her head off about killin' somebody!" She looked

around as if fearing to get caught inside the school

building. "What happened?"

Johnny chuckled. "I'll tell you about it later.

What are you doing here?"

"Waiting for you."

"Oh," Johnny replied, pleasantly surprised.

"Yeah . . . my dad said you could stay over late

tonight and watch TV. You want to?"

"Sure!"

"Good. We've got some homemade ice cream, too," she

added temptingly, touching his arm.
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"What kind?"

"Your favorite: Rocky Road."

"Great!" Johnny smiled. "Sure." He peered at the

office door and frowned as he barely discerned muffled

cries of anguish from within. "Hey, Mare," he prompted

in a stage whisper, "you better go on home before the warden

comes back out."

She looked hastily toward the door. "Oh . . . OK.

You want me to hang around outside for you?"

"No, better not--I may be here awhile."

"Are you in trouble again?" she asked, glancing from

him back to the closed door.

"No, I don't think so. He just wants to talk to me,

I guess."

"OK. I'll wait for you at my house," she said,

scurrying toward the school's main entrance. She turned

down the corridor, but then stuck her head back around

the corner. "Hey, I almost forgot--you wanna see a movie

tomorrow night? My dad's gonna pay for the tickets."

"Sure! Now go on, before you get in trouble!"

She smiled and ducked back down the hallway. Johnny

put his hands in his pockets and stepped to the corner.

He watched her blond hair glinting in the sunlight and

swinging softly about her slim shoulders and looked from

her firm buttocks to her long, lithe legs and down to her

bare feet.
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"No doubt about it," he said appreciatively, leaning

against a wall. "Prettiest girl in the whole school."

Johnny stared down at his feet after Marilyn exited

the building. The wails were still coming from within

the office.

He waited.

He had no idea how long he actually stood in the

hallway, but he finally became restless and began to pace

back and forth in front of the office door.

Come on! he demanded impatiently. How much longer?

The screams became louder.

He flinched, startled, as the office door swung partway

open.

Mrs. Appleby leaned her head out the door and blinked

at him. Her hair was in complete disarray, a fuzzy halo,

and her mascara marred her face in ugly trenches. Several

buttons were torn from her blouse, and the collar was

ripped. The right lens of her wire-rimmed glasses was

missing, causing her to squint. A long, jagged, red scratch

extended from her left cheek down to the side of her neck

like a bloody bolt of lightning.

A nerve-jolting scream sliced out from inside the

office.

The secretary jerked, wincing as if struck from a

blow to her kidneys.

She cleared her throat. "You can go now," she said
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to Johnny, her voice cracking with the effort to speak.

"Oh . . ." Johnny craned his neck to see past her

and asked, "Doesn't Mr. Ward want to see me?"

"No . . . he's . . . uh . . . ina conference right

now. . . ."

"Oh. Does Miss Holloway want to see me?"

A chair from inside the office crashed against a wall.

"No . . . she's . . . uh . . . tied up at the moment."

Johnny shrugged. "OK." He rounded the corner as

Mrs. Appleby shut the door behind her.

He ran down the entrance hall toward the exit. It

was then that he saw the flashing red lights of the

ambulance parked alongside the curb out front.

He banged through the double doors and then held one

of them open for two white-clad men walking up the front

steps. They were wheeling in a gurney.

"Thanks," one of the men said.

"Sure . . ."

"Say, son," the other said, pausing inside the doorway.

"Where's the office?"

Johnny pointed. "Straight down the hall, first door

on your left. You can't miss it."

"Thank you," the man said, not looking at Johnny.

"No problem."

The two men rushed away in the direction Johnny had

given.
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Johnny skipped down the steps two at a time, heading

for Marilyn's house.

The sun was shining brilliantly.

He felt so much better. . . .


