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Jack Erickson

TO START WITH, IT WAS Arty’s idea, not mine. I never would do something as crazy as he did. But that was Arty—always daring the guys to do risky things like smoke cigarettes behind the school, throw firecrackers at cars, or run across the tracks when a train was coming. He was suspended from school for firing a pistol out the window New Year’s Eve. He was a rebel through and through.

I was walking my bike beside Arty to the east side bus terminal, where he picked up the 83 bus to take him home. It was our last school day before summer vacation, a muggy May afternoon, so sticky our clothes clung to our bodies like snakeskin. We were dressed like typical eighth-grade boys: baggy shorts, running shoes, T-shirts, and baseball caps. Next year we’d move to Preston High School across town, something I was dreading, having heard tales of upper-class boys ganging up on freshmen, roughing them up in the halls, and putting foul things in their lockers.

The terminal was four bus lanes behind the intercity bus station, which hundreds of passengers passed through every day. While we waited for the 83, a bus from a nearby town pulled up, the driver straining at the wheel to make the tight turn into his designated lane. He braked hard, eased into the slot, and jolted to a stop. He pulled a lever, opening the door with a whoosh.

A stream of weary passengers filed out carrying newspapers, shopping bags, and cheap luggage. Tall and short, fat and skinny, young and old, all slicing into the sticky, humid afternoon air.

Arty watched the departing passengers and said, “Who are these people? Where do they go? What do they do all day?”

Arty’s eyes got huge, and he came alive. He squealed and pointed at the last man off the bus. “Look at that guy!” He slapped my arm. I recoiled from the sting of his slap. Arty was physical, pushing and shoving like a bully. I hated it.

“He looks like De Niro, doesn’t he? Look!” Arty’s voice broke when he got excited, starting in his normal pitch and then breaking an octave higher like a cat’s screech. “Where’s he going?”

The guy did look like De Niro: thick black hair, scratchy beard, rumpled shirt, and work boots. His face wore a scowl. His dark, hooded eyes scanned the crowd like he was hiding from the cops. He carried a black bag the size of a bowling ball, and he moved through the crowd like a bull, leading with his shoulders, flexing his chest, his feet making sideway moves to gain a step on slower passengers.

A pretty girl in a tight dress walked past, and he lowered his eyes to stare at her swishing rear end. A corner of his mouth curled in a leer.

Arty whistled under his breath, poking me in the side. “Man, he looks tough. Hard as nails. Where he’s going? Let’s follow him. Maybe he’s going to rob a bank or something.”

“Arty, you’re crazy!” I protested. “He could be dangerous.”

Arty shook his head. “He looks like he’s going to pick a fight. You see De Niro in that boxing movie? He’s a dumb fighter who gets beat up bad. Man, his face looks like hamburger at the end.”

I was scared. “What if he sees you?” I said, shaking. “He’ll wallop you and break your arms. I’m going home.”

Arty grabbed my arm and squeezed hard. I flinched. “Stick around. Don’t be chicken. Let’s follow him and see where he goes. He won’t even know.”

The guy disappeared into the bus terminal. Arty grabbed my arm and pulled me and my bike to the bus lanes leading to the street. We came out on the sidewalk just as the man passed ahead of us, swinging his bag and heading down the street. I wanted to run away but was worried Arty would smack me.

The guy walked to the end of the block and turned into a corner bar. Over the entrance a neon sign in blue and red bulbs blinked “Silver Slipper.” The glass window advertised “Beer. Pool. Steak. Burgers.” We put our faces close to the window and looked into the dim interior. A Johnny Cash song about a guy with a girl’s name boomed from a jukebox.

At the bar, the guy greeted an old man with a dark beard and a gut that hung over his belt. He slapped him on the back, said something, and they both laughed. A bartender brought a glass of beer and put it on the bar. The guy grabbed the glass, tipped his head back, and drained it, slapping the glass on the bar. A foam of bubbles slid down the empty glass. Two rough-looking guys carrying pool cues came over, poked him in the arm, and flashed wide grins, their teeth crooked and pitted. Their T-shirts had emblems of motorcycles and eagles over American flags.

The bartender saw us looking in the window and bolted around the bar. He stuck his head out the door, a cigarette dangling from his lips. “Hey, what you kids doing? Get the hell out of here or I’ll call the cops. Scram. I mean it.”

Arty and I jumped back and dashed away, back toward the bus terminal. Arty was cackling as he weaved among the pedestrians, his head tipped back, uttering meaningless gibberish. He stopped at the bus entrance as his 83 bus pulled in.

“Hey, there’s my bus!” I followed behind him, panting from the sprint from the bar. “I gotta go,” he said, his head turning back to me as 83 pulled into its arrival lane. “Why don’t you stay and find someone to follow!” Arty yelled. “Maybe you’ll see a movie star or something.” Then he laughed his hyena laugh—yip, yip, yip.

Arty was crazy. His stunt proved it. I had been scared when the bartender yelled at us, but I felt strangely exhilarated by our brief adventure. I never would have done something like that unless Arty had dared me. I knew I’d never do that by myself.

“I got to go home, Arty,” I yelled back as he stepped up into the bus. “My mom’ll get worried if I’m late.”

Arty didn’t even turn around to wave back. His head bobbed between the rows, slapping the empty headrests with both palms as he headed to the back of the bus.

Man, I thought to myself, that kid’s nuts. The bus driver closed the door and eased the bus onto the street. In the next lane, the 113 bus pulled in, and the driver opened the door. The passengers exited.

Arty’s comment came back to me: “Who are these people? Where do they go? What do they do all day?”

I watched as a mom got off with two little kids, followed by a teenage boy and girl. Then an older woman holding a shopping bag.

I froze. The last person off the bus was a pretty woman. Her long hair was curly and as yellow as corn. I had never seen a more perfect face in my life: full pink lips, round blue eyes, pure white complexion, and a delicate nose like a doll.

She was older than
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