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THE SCREAM




Intro

CYNDI’S PARTY







THURSDAY, JULY
12, 1988

DIAMOND BAR,
CALIFORNIA

Perry’s eyes were
gone, but that didn’t really matter. The old biblical quote had
been set on its head. Perry had no eyes, yet he still could
see.

Let Jesus suck on that
one for a while.

Dr. Wyler’s Wreck
Room was a California dream of exposed brick and stucco, adobe reds
and desert-sand tans. On the far side of fifty, and the man had
style. The Wyler home was typical for the Diamond Bar area: a
gracious, comfortably elegant split-level that oozed organically
upward mobility and San Gabriel Valley chic. Every line, every
curve was clean and crisp and new; every room was tastefully
decorated in opulent woods, burnished brass and natural
fabrics.

But the sprawling downstairs rec room was the
best. There was a well-stocked wet bar across from the wall-to-wall
sliding glass patio doors that led to the pool; there was a Neiman
Marcus dart board and tapestries woven by some nameless Mexican
peasant on either flanking wall. Matte black CapriTrack lighting
above, oak parquet floor below, potted midget palm trees and ficus
trees to either side. The giant Sony Trinitron that filled damned
near one whole corner of the room glowed like a portal to another
dimension. The little driftwood nouveau rustic “Wreck Room” sign
hung askew above enough matching leather sofa modules to
accommodate six swinging couples, and the far corner of the
playland held the most luxurious expanse of veld-green pool table
that Steve Beeker’s seventeen years had yet born witness to.

It was a great place for a party.

Too bad Dr. Wyler and his wife could not
attend.

In the Wreck Room, the post-concert funzies
were out of control. No surprises there. Fifteen drug-crazed
Screamers, Steve noted, doth not a Tupperware party make. They were
dancing to the sonic boom of the Bang + Olufson stereo, making out
or passing out in the corners. They were spilling drinks and
leaving little cigarette burns on the modular sofas, the green felt
plateau, the burnished wood of the bar and the floor. They were
wired on coke and smoke and tequila and beer.

Most of all, they were wired on The
Scream.

“Best fuckin’ concert I ever seen!” Deke
bellowed, and Steve was inclined to agree. Just more quietly. He
prided himself on being a bit more thoughtful than most of the
headbangers he hung out with. But the music they loved was the
music he loved; and it was nice to know that even someone as
monosyllabic as Deke could appreciate The Scream.

Steve looked over at the viddy: MTV was doing
its heavy rotation number on The Scream’s cut “Filet of Soul”, from
their double-platinum debut album. The band had opened the first
show of their coast-to-coast MegaTour with it, less than three
hours ago. The video was great, in itself: all sex and drugs and
rock and roll, the way it should be.

But the visuals inside his head were better.
If he closed his eyes, and was very, very still, he could almost
transport himself back…

…to the sixth row, center, staring
straight up what little there was of Tara Payne’s skirt as she
hip-ground her way to the edge of the stage. He could see the slash
of razor-thin Mylar that obscured the Asian perfection of her
features; he could see the wild black sweat-sheened hair that
whipped like a thousand razor-tipped serpents. Her fine-boned
beauty was almost painful to behold, and her face was matched only
by her form. He had never seen so many curves move so well on one
body. Every gesture was snake-and-mouse time; sixty seconds in and
he was ready to die.

The band thundered up through the changes:
Rod Royale, the imperious lead guitarist, dressed like a crown
prince of darkness in studded leather and lace, cock-strutting his
way across the stage as twin brother Alex did his Amadeus-gone-mad
number on the banks of synths and Gene and Terry laid down the law
in tight-knit syncopation on the bass and drums.

Theirs was the undisputed claim as the
tightest band in the lexicon of postmetal cyber-thrash, but they
were much more than that. They were more than a fashion, more than
a credo. They were magic. They were a way of fucking life.

When Rod and Alex played, yes.

But especially when Tara sang.

On the video, she was
just beginning her leap to the kill…

“I want your body.

No bones about it.

Want you to know that

I can’t live without
it.”

Steve Beeker opened his eyes, caught himself
in the mirror behind the bar. He was pleased to note that he didn’t
look nearly as loaded as he felt. The wraparound shades helped, of
course; so did distance from the mirror, and the long dark locks
that fell artfully across his face. At the ripe old age of
seventeen, he was a five-year veteran of the drug abuse wars. He
could handle his shit.

Or hide what he couldn’t handle.

Which was more than he could say for some of
the boppers at this party: his adorable hostess, in particular.
Cyndi Wyler careened past his reflection, Eddie propping her up,
her lithe limbs like rubber.

“Barbie Meets Gumby,” Eddie muttered, and
laughed. Steve smiled and shook his head. It was true. Like the
party, she was out of control.

Cyndi Wyler was the fifteen-year-old daughter
of the doc. Leaving her alone for the weekend might not have been
the wisest idea. Blond and built like a Nordic pinup goddess, she
was all tits and tan and even, perfect teeth. Had the I.Q. of a
toaster oven. All in all, the most likely candidate for statutory
rape that Steve could imagine.

Especially in the loving hands of Eddie
Hansen: The Cock Without a Conscience. Watching him in action was
like watching a panther toy with its lunch: the outcome was a
foregone conclusion. Steve hoped that they would name one of the
kittens after him.

“Yo, Eddie!” he yelled. Eddie turned. Cyndi
did a centrifugal Snap-The-Whip, teetering at the end of her
escort’s arm. Her blue eyes were blank and shiny bright.

“Now what,” Eddie droned, his face a death’s
head picture of gaunt, practiced arrogance. His hair was high and
black, trailing down long in the back and shaved to the roots above
his temples, in direct tribute to The Screamer look perfected by
Rod and Alex. It gave his features a cadaverous appearance,
offsetting the coldest smoldering eyes in Diamond Bar High. He
turned on one hip, expertly flipping the trailing edge of his black
canvas longcoat back over one leather-clad leg. What his garb
didn’t state outright, his shit-eating grin completed. He was
young, vicious, amoral, and genuinely enjoying himself. He was a
Screamer to the bone.

“You’re not going to sexually abuse that poor
girl, are you?”

“Kinda looks that way, don’t it?”

“Promishesh, promishesh,” elucidated Cyndi.
She giggled, lost her balance, and gravity made its move. “Oops!”
she added, then landed face-first in Eddie’s armpit and giggled
some more.

“So long as she knows what she’s doing,”
Steve counseled. “Look at it this way, dude. Either she’ll love it
or she won’t remember a thing.”

“Or both!” she cried, then began to howl with
laughter. Her arms clung weakly to Eddie’s chest. She quivered and
quaked. He shrugged. Steve echoed the gesture.

“Better get her to bed, before she throws
up”—Steve grinned ruefully as Eddie nodded and turned away, his
tootsie in tow—”you miserable shit,” Steve concluded, just loud
enough to hear. Eddie laughed and headed up the stairs.

The bitch of it was, Eddie really was a shit.
Not in the twenty-four-hour-a-day sense: he was funny, he was cool,
he was gracious with his drugs. It was mostly in the way he treated
girls and other perceived inferiors: humor ’em, use ’em, wad ’em
up, and chuck ’em.

John Masey came up beside Steve, his bleary
gaze following the couple up the stairs. He was dressed in gear
almost identical to Steve’s or Eddie’s or any of the two dozen
other Screamers in attendance, but somehow it hung all askew. It
was fairly clear that Masey was doomed to trudge through life,
perpetually harnessed with the “wrong way” caption to Eddie’s
“right way,” and he damned well knew it.

“Sorta gets to you, doesn’t it?” he said,
swigging off a Grolsch bottle. “Fucker gets all the fine little
foxes.”

“I like to picture him in thirty years, with
a watermelon gut and no hair.”

Masey laughed. He was high enough to picture
it. “Just a good thing Dempsey’s not here. You know how the little
creep is about Cyndi.”

“Yeah.”

Oh, yeah. Steve knew how Perry Dempsey was,
alright. He could still clearly see the flicker off the knife’s
bright blade, even from a three-week distance.

“Why do you think he’s not here?” Masey
asked. “What do you mean?”

The point of the knife had placed a deep dry
dimple in the soft flesh under Beeker’s chin and held it there, for
what had seemed like a very long time. “Eddie ditched him at the
concert. Lost him in the crowd.”

Beeker smiled and looked amazed. It was
common knowledge to everyone in Diamond Bar that little Perry
Dempsey had a man-sized chubby for Cyndi Wyler. “Wow,” he said.
“What did he tell Cyndi?”

“‘Perry found another ride.’”

Steve laughed. Three weeks ago, he hadn’t
found it funny at all. I don’t know what I’d do if anybody ever
hurt her, Perry had said in his quivery little voice. Steve had
chuckled noncommittally, waiting for him to buzz off.

I might do this.

And the knife came up.

Steve, to his credit, had diffused the
weirdness: not reacting at all save to reply ever-so-calmly, I
don’t think that would be a very good idea.

It had worked, somehow. So much for the
entertainment value of insane jealousy. The knife had held
momentarily, grazing the softly stubbled skin beneath his jawline,
as if weighing the wisdom of plowing upward.

Steve waited.

The knife came down. Perry smiled, looking
drunk or drugged or even a little chagrined as he shuffled away.
He’d just jumped another notch on his peer group’s Dipshit
Scale.

“Eddie’s one slick sonofabitch, that’s for
sure,” Masey said.

“And Dempsey’s one stupid one,” Steve
replied, remembering the laugh that had accompanied the knife’s
bloodless slide back into its sheath. Nobody home, one night-light
in the basement. Mortimer Snerd cum Henry Lee Lucas.

And all of that for one harmless bit of
flirting that wasn’t even leading anywhere. Sitting on the stairs,
three weeks ago, at Deke’s house. Playing with her hair a little,
kneading the tequila-loose flesh of her shoulders, making only the
fuzziest come-ons in naughty-joke form… no big deal, right?

Wrong-o, buster. Not if your name was Perry
“Psycho” Dempsey, the I-Was-a-Teenage-Norman Bates of Diamond Bar,
California. Then it didn’t even matter that the girl whose honor
you were defending couldn’t stand to be around you; it was just
full speed ahead, point-first, through the shower curtain…

“Well, fuck it,” John Masey said, clapping a
hand on Steve’s shoulder. Steve jolted back to the present. “I’m
gonna grab me a brewsky and hit the Jacuzzi.”

“Sounds good.”

“Fuckin’ A.”

They slapped skin in the high-five way that
had replaced power grips as the funny handshake of its age, and
Masey headed for the bar.

Well, that was certainly meaningful,
Steve told himself. The loving couple was long gone from view.
Perry was probably still wandering around in the coliseum parking
lot, waving his knife at the shadows. Unless Mommy and Daddy found
him first, that is. If that happened, he’d probably be
crucified.

Steve turned to the picture window, looked
out. A slate path wound through the center of the backyard. He
could see the sauna, the Japanese rock garden, the Jaccuzi and the
swimming pool beyond. Again: Dr. Wyler was not lacking in style. It
looked like there were some naked young people by the pool. That
seemed like his best bet.

It was one o’clock. The night was young.

And getting older by
the minute.

Mary Hatch was the
first one to spot the bone-white Cadillac tooling up Ranchero
Drive.

She was, at fifteen, tall for her age, and
just beginning to fill out. Her breasts would probably never be
large, but they were bound to get bigger than the thimbles she
sported now. Her hips, on the other hand, seemed motherhood bound:
high and wide enough to squeeze out a nine-pounder without even
breaking a sweat. Breeder’s hips, her mother called ’em, and they
ran in the maternal gene pool along with her height and her hair
and her green-eyed nearsightedness. Breeder’s hips. Thanks, Mom.
Looked like shit in a bikini.

But her legs, ahhh…

Said legs were long and lean, like her upper
half; and even though she thought her features too angular and her
behind way too wide, she still got hit on enough to be convinced
that she was attractive.

Mary Hatch was in the bushes, attempting a
technique few women ever truly master: how to pee standing up. She
was not enjoying a tremendous amount of success when the Caddy
careened into view.

She heard it first, actually; her eyesight
was not so terrific, her glasses were down by the side of the pool,
and best of all, she was tripping her brains out. But Ranchero was
the only well-lit street on the hill; she just followed the distant
rumbling until the tiny white blur near the bottom caught her
attention.

This part of Diamond Bar tended to be quiet
at night, Mary knew. She’d lived three doors up the hill from the
Wylers’ for the past seven years. Most of the neighbors rolled up
their driveways by eleven, all the rest by twelve. That was
certainly one reason why she found herself squinting at it.

The rest was somewhat more difficult to peg.
But its effect was far more resonant.

The car made her nervous.

Mary glanced back over at the pool, her
urinary scribbling forsaken. She couldn’t make out any of the naked
shapes… they were, to her, as formless and fuzzy as cloud
formations… but seeing them popped an unnerving gestalt impression,
full-blown, into her drug-enhanced imagination.

Big shape. Little shapes.

Water. Danger.

Shark. The word went off like a thirty-foot
Great White Gong inside her head. Shark. She closed her eyes, and
the pictures became instantly clearer: pictures of rending flesh
and screaming, of dark water boiling in the heat of extinguishing
life. She watched the pictures for a two full seconds. That was
more than enough.

She was no longer nervous.

She was scared.

Goose bumps were crawling over most of her
all too naked self. She felt a sudden, strong desire to be tucked,
safe and warm, in her own little bed. Undressed, so close to the
water, she felt more than vulnerable: she felt like a worm on a
hook.

And the car was coming closer.

The last few drops of pee speckled her inner
calves and thighs; she’d stopped paying attention. Great,
said a voice in her mind. Now you’re pissing yourself. Her
irritation was vague, overwhelmed by mounting panic. She was
thinking about her clothes, her glasses, and her friends. She was
thinking about how far away they seemed, how hard to assemble and
escape with…

No, she told herself abruptly,
sternly. This is stupid. You’re on drugs. How do you spell
paranoia? LSD, and C-O-C-A-I-N-E. It was the voice of
reason.

It was not at all convincing.

And the car was coming closer.

Mary sidestepped the moisture she’d laid and
crept to the edge of the yard. There the hedges were highest,
effectively slicing the Wylers off from the Cronenbergs next door.
It hadn’t been in the scheme of things to surround the place with
redwood fence: it would have screwed with the topography, cut off
the view down the hill. With territorial rights still a high
priority, Dr. Wyler had taken the alternate logical step of
surrounding the hedges with an all-but-invisible electric fence,
which he sometimes boosted to a genuinely dangerous and highly
illegal voltage. She’d seen the effects of it four years ago, when
Cyndi’s dog Astro had taken a flying, Frisbee-chasing leap into the
wire and the Hereafter. Not pretty. She steered clear of it,
grabbing safe hedge branches like periscope handles.

Watching the car.

Coming closer.

And closer.

Until details of the vehicle came obliquely
into focus: big, white, convertible, with a slew of dark figures
jutting up from the seats. She saw these things, as best she could,
in the moments before the car reached the Wyler driveway.

Then she glanced at her clothes, her glasses,
her friends.

And waited where she was.

In the hedges.

Naked.

Alone.

The bedroom was
engaged in a carousel spin, lurching in slow motion through a sea
of Cuervo Gold. Cyndi closed her eyes to blot it out, but the
darkness was even worse. She was the axis at the center of this
merry-go-round, and she wanted very badly to get off.

But she couldn’t, because Eddie was holding
her down, pinning her body to the designer Cannon sheets of her
parents’ king-size bed. He was three years older, four inches
taller, and the almost fifty pounds he had on her was mostly
muscle. He was also not nearly as drunk as she was; chances were
good that the room wasn’t spinning for him.

These were fairly decisive advantages. He had
parlayed them into the removal of her oversized black pig-suede
shirt, the hiking of her bright yellow sleeveless T-shirt past her
nipples, and the unbuttoning of her peg-leg paisley pants. These
were now attempting to slide off her hips, through no effort of her
own.

She was starting to figure out, though dimly,
that maybe Eddie wasn’t the greatest dude in the world, and that he
might not have her best interests at heart. He was gorgeous, yes,
and most of her friends would gladly lube on command for his
attention. But that didn’t change the fact that he looked like he
was about to ride her, and no mention of contraception had been
made.

This wasn’t her first time. That wasn’t the
point. She was starting to reconsider.

Cyndi looked up. In the dim and swimming
light, it was extremely hard to see his face. The fact that he had
twelve of them, doing a Ferris Wheel spin around her vision’s
periphery, didn’t help. She could see the outline of his spiky
black hair, the faint gleam off his wraparound shades, the even
fainter gleam of his carnivorous grin. Somehow, it failed to
reassure her.

“Eddie,” she said. The word came out muffled,
tongue-tied by tequila. He ignored it. His attention was on the
pants he slid down past her ass, en route to her ankles. His
fingers left trails of murky sensation that tingled her naked
thighs. Arousal and trepidation mingled: a single schizophrenic,
slowly spinning in the fog.

“Eddie.” Louder. Still no clearer. Still no
good. She started to struggle. He held her.

“Cut it out,” he said.

“Eddie, stop.”

“Jesus, Cyndi.” Less than amused. “Come on.
The Mighty Godzilla is waiting for you.”

He was on his knees now, sliding up to
straddle her almost-naked hips. His fingers went up to the center
of his chest, where the zipper to his black jumpsuit began. Over
the thudding of the music from below, she heard the gentle
ungnashing of metal teeth. “No,” she said.

“Yes.” The zipper was down to his navel.

“No,” she repeated, but it was closer to a
whisper. The head of the thing that he called Godzilla had come up
for air. It stared at her, cyclopean. The rest followed shortly.
There were twelve of it, doing that Ferris wheel spin: a whirling
penis bouquet, less than a foot from her mouth.

“Your tongue,” he said, “is Tokyo. And the
monster is coming.”

He aimed and leaned forward.

A screeching of brakes erupted directly
outside the window. It might as well have driven a nail into her
ass. She was a foot in the air by the time the raucous howling
reached her ears. So was Eddie. They let out matching howls of
their own. Her forehead, not her tongue, had met the Mighty
Godzilla. He fell over backwards. She fell on her back.

“Ow! Ow! Shit!” Eddie yelled, cupping the
monster’s damaged luggage. She considered saying she was sorry,
then decided that she wasn’t. All that screeching and leaping about
had whipped her adrenaline up to a fine fever pitch. The world and
her body were still out of control, but her mind cleaved through
the murk like a hatchet.

The window was open; its beige curtains
danced in the breeze like suntanned ghosts on a midnight beach. She
crawled across the matching sheets to the windowsill, reached the
foot and a half across empty space without falling over, caught the
sill, hoisted up, and peered over the side.

She didn’t recognize the bone-white Cadillac
idling outside her front door. Nor, at first, were any of its six
passengers familiar: they could have been any of the thirty
thousand Scream freaks who’d hit the concert tonight dressed to
kill. They could, in fact, have been Eddie.

But they weren’t, because Eddie was right
behind her, still moaning and holding his nuts. Cyndi struggled
with her vision, trying to make the many boil back to one, trying
hard to focus. It wasn’t easy. The tequila had not gone away.

Who are you people? was halfway out
her throat when she realized suddenly that maybe she didn’t want to
know, not really, not ever.

But by then, of course, it was far too
late.

“HEY, CYNDI! HOO, BABY! TONIGHT IS THE
NIGHT!” The shadow who screamed it was in the backseat, his
sunglasses pointed straight up at her face. He looked and sounded
vaguely familiar; but the voice had a nasty rasping quality that
was utterly unfamiliar, and the face refused to come clear.

“What do you want?” she hollered down.

“I WANT YOU, BABY! I WANT YOUR ASS!!
EEYAAOW!” They all echoed the sentiment. They got out of the car,
knives flashing in the moonlight.

That was when she dimly realized that maybe
they weren’t kidding.

That was when the real
party started.

He had no eyes. He
didn’t need them anymore. They were just two moist relics of his
past: always filled up with the bullshit reflections that
everybody’d always shined down on him. The wimp. The psycho. The
darling baby boy. His holier-than-thou folks’d have him on
restriction for the next twenty years if they’d found out that he’d
snuck out to hit a Scream concert, and that was all but guaranteed
since his so-called fucking friends dumped him there.

He’d caught a glimpse of them, all right.
Piling into Eddie’s car and laughing, while he fought his way
through the riotous, exiting masses. They’d driven off on purpose,
laughing. Even Cyndi.

Laughing.

And he’d stood out in the bedlam of
over-amped kids and cops clashing and bashing it out in the parking
lot and fucking cried, for Chrissakes. Just cried, from rage and
frustration and the wrath of things beyond his control. Weeping
like a little lost lamb.

And that was when the others found him.

It was as if they’d been waiting there all
along. Just waiting for him to reach his moment of maximum
desperation. He’d stood in the parking lot on the ragged edge of
fifteen year-old doom and watched as the bone-white Caddy slid up.
He watched as the door opened, and the long cool hand reached out
to take him…

They gave him a ride, but that wasn’t all.
Not by a long shot. They took a little, yes; but they gave back
much, much more. In the backseat, with one cold white hand reaching
down to unzip the front of his jeans and another moving up to place
sharp white nails on his fluttering lids, they gave a little bit of
pain. A great deal of pleasure.

And the promise of so much more to come…

He reached up underneath his shades and
touched the still-moist rims of flesh where his baby blues had
been. So what if they were history? Fuck ’em. The pain had gone
with them, and the loneliness, and that was all very nice. In its
place was a new sense of mysterious purpose, a knowledge that
everything was indeed running like clockwork, and now he was
another happy cog in the Master Plan. Tick tick tick
tick.

And as his new friends, his true friends,
piled out onto the lawn all around him, he felt a joy and communion
and a power the likes of which his short life had never known. He
would have what he wanted, both now and forever.

And now was a fine
place to start.

Steve was midway
into a double gainer—feet over head, spinning backward in midair,
the diving board still thrumming behind him—when they came around
the side of the house. He caught a micro glimpse of shadows under
the porch light, moving fast, before the aqua-green underlit water
came up to embrace him. It blew his concentration at a critical
instant. There wasn’t even time to curse.

He hit the water awkwardly, bubbling his
frustration. A thin, chlorinated jet rocketed up his nose. He
choked and made mad thrashing movements toward the surface. The
chlorine-taint burned like a son of a bitch; the pain shifted him
into automatic panic.

His head broke back up to the air. He
coughed, treading water, edging blindly toward the side of the
pool. There were noises that confused him. He opened his eyes, but
they stung and they couldn’t see shit, so he closed them again,
putting up with the confusion until the coughing stopped and his
hands latched hold of the poolside’s cold concrete rib.

And a cold hand latched hold of his hair.

Steve’s eyes came open easily then, despite
the burning bleariness. The first thing he saw was John Masey,
tumbling backward into the pool. Were it not for the blood shooting
out of his mouth, he might have been just horsing around.

But the pool was full of screaming people;
and when Masey bobbed back up to the surface, he just kept right on
bobbing. Steve took a second to digest that before he pivoted on
the end of the wrist that held him, turning to see himself darkly
reflected in the wafer-thin plastic curve of Perry Dempsey’s
shades.

Perry was smiling. Steve’s reflection was
not. Something sharp and shiny and all-too-familiar waved slowly
back and forth in the space between their faces.

“Hey, Perry…” Steve began. He could feel his
flesh goose-bumping. It had nothing to do with the water.

The knife got closer. Perry’s smile got
broader. His grip on Steve’s scalp stayed just the same.

“You’ll never make fun of me again, dipshit.
Whaddaya think about that?”

The words I don’t think that would be a
very good idea flitted vindictively across Steve’s mind,
somewhat worse than déja vu. The point of the knife was getting
closer to his throat. Somehow he didn’t believe that it was going
to stop at the skin this time. He tugged to the left. Perry’s grip
held.

A shrill, pig-like squeal in the same
direction made Steve stare wildly out the corners of his eyes. A
Screamer he’d never seen before had Betsy Waverly dangling inches
above the water. He also had a knife. He was using it to remove
Betsy’s face. A few more bodies were floating beneath her feet.

This time, when Steve yanked, it was with all
the strength in his possession. A handful of long dark locks came
loose: the price of freedom. He let out a little triumphant yell as
he pushed himself backward, away from the wall.

There was a brilliant flash of silver and
aqua-green, brilliantly underlit by the pool. Steve watched it
disappear under his chin, felt the snick and tug of it. The pain
came a split second later, hot on the heels of the cold steel slice
that neatly bisected his Adam’s apple.

Then he was up to his nose in the water
again, the water that met his new aperture and didn’t know which
way to go with it. Blood and water shot down to his lungs and
spritzed back up his nose, intermingled in the sputtering gash. He
tried to scream, got bubbling red and green.

Perry was laughing. Steve wished to God that
he couldn’t hear it. God didn’t appear to be listening. It was the
sound that he carried with him as he sank, the sound that greeted
him as he surfaced.

And sank. And surfaced. And sank.

And sank.

And sank.

Eddie was pissed
when he came down the stairs. His balls hurt, his poontang
strategies were blown, and now Perry and a bunch of assholes had
crashed the party. The only good news was that it gave him an
excuse to hit something. Like a Dempsey, for instance.

There was a lot of noise coming from ol’ Dr.
Wyler’s Wreck Room. The Scream’s showpiece tune was building toward
its climax, with the chanting and the screaming on the record
cranking the speakers way past the blowout point. Then he realized
that the damage wasn’t confined to the airwaves. Things were
actually getting trashed in there. He wondered what kind of rowdy
shit the kids were up to now.

The Scream played on;
it was the only thing going that didn’t piss him off. He paused for
a moment, listening to the haunting chorus of the last song on the
album, “The Critical Mass”…

“When we all come together in blood and
bone

In flashing light, in
crumbling stone…”

“God, this is the
shit,” he told himself. The music swelled.

“The Father spits on all their
fears

The Mother slits the
veil of tears…”

There was screaming on
the album, artfully interwoven with the music, accentuating the
black Armageddonal mass that the song was designed to evoke. He
could almost see Tara, at the front of the stage, her robe slipping
away to reveal more exquisite female flesh than mortal teenage man
was ever meant to see, her belly swelling in hideously erotic
mock-pregnancy, the gleaming dagger in her hands poised to slide
into her navel as the taped voices and the audience chanted…

“Magdhim Dios! Satanas Dios!

Asteroth Dios!
Ellylldan Dios!”

The bass and drums
pounded relentlessly; the voices joined in ecstatically as Tara
slid the knife slowly in…

“Sancti Dios! Omnitus Dios!

Magisterulus Baalberth
Dios!”

It was his concentration on the screams that
ripped the vision from his head, brought him back to the living
room and the commotion downstairs. He had listened to the album at
least a million times.

He was hearing screams… real horrorshow
screams that weren’t on the recording.

Eddie froze; automatically instinct kicked
in. Adrenaline chiseled through the drugs and the anger, assumed
control. His senses heightened. The dull ache in his nuts oozed up
into his vitals. He found himself scoping out every detail of the
room, as if it were the most important thing he’d ever seen in his
life. Touch assailed. Scent assailed.

Sound assailed.

Somewhere in the house, large expanses of
glass exploded: the picture window perhaps or the mirror behind the
bar? There was only one way to be sure, and it was entirely out of
the question. Thuds and screams and wet tearing sounds came
together in terrible, terminal polyrhythms.

People were dying down there. That much was
clear. He didn’t know who, or how, or why. He wasn’t sure that he
cared. A curious calm had settled over him, a silencer muffling the
report of his fear. The words YOU CAN STILL GET OUT OF HERE
impressed themselves upon his brain in twenty-four-point banner
headlines.

He turned and took a glance down the hallway
to the front door. It was open. Curtained oblong windows surrounded
it like Roman pillars. He could see split-shots of the Caddy, still
idling there. It was his guess that it hadn’t been left all
alone.

Then he looked at the fireplace.

God only knew what use Dr. Wyler had for a
fireplace in California: romance, perhaps, or simple savoir
faire. Whatever the case, it had all the necessary implements
in the stand beside it: poker, tongs, dainty shovel in cast iron
and bronze. As he looked at them, the six-inch switchblade in his
pocket seemed not nearly long enough.

All he had to do was step fully into view of
the Wreck Room stairway, snag the little fuckers, and make his
merry way home. By force.

I can’t do it, his mind said. Oh,
yes, I can. Shades of gray argumentativeness erupted between
his logic’s poles. He needed the weapons; he needed to survive. He
was amazed by how succinctly each side of his brain argued its
points.

Then the point became moot.

Someone came up the
stairs.

It took a moment to
recognize Deke Eli, even though they’d been friends since
kindergarten. But it was understandable; Deke’s face wasn’t usually
drenched in blood and terror, and his lower lip didn’t usually
dangle by a thread like a rope of mozzarella in thick red sauce.
The moment of unrecognition was a blessing for Eddie; it lent an
air of detachment to his perception of the seconds preceding Deke’s
death.

Eddie stood, frozen, as Deke tripped at the
fourth step from the top. The third step caught him at mid-shin,
toppled him forward. The top step caught him across the chest,
between armpit and nipple. His face slammed into the living room
carpet.

He lifted his head. It left a skull-sized
splotch. “HELP!” he screamed, his eyes searching Eddie’s and
finding them, holding them.

Then the Screamer came up the stairs behind
Deke. He had one of Dr. Wyler’s lovely metal-sculpture lamps raised
over his head like a bludgeon, upside-down. For one hysterical
moment, it looked as if he were wearing the lampshade on his
head.

Then the lamp came down, and Deke’s head
exploded like a ripe tomato full of brain and bone. It sprayed six
feet in every direction, polka-dotting Eddie from forehead to toe.
Eddie shrieked. The Screamer howled.

The paralysis shattered. Eddie broke for the
fireplace. There was a sofa in the way. He jumped over it, his feet
neatly skirting the glass and brass coffee table. The Screamer was
not nearly so slick. Both feet went through the glass, from the
sound of it, immediately followed by both knees. Eddie sensed this
in the moment before his hands closed around the poker’s handle.
Then he whirled.

The Screamer was framed in the brass and
jagged glass. He looked confused. Blood was smeared across his
cheeks and chin in a clownish, psychotic oval. Blood covered his
gloves. The broken glass had etched fresh gouges in his shins, his
thighs, and his biceps, but they didn’t appear to be bleeding at
all.

Another smell, stronger and richer than the
reek of Deke’s mashed brains, cut into Eddie’s nostrils. A high,
sweet smell, of sick things crawling under the porch to die.

Eddie gagged, but his grip on the poker was
firm. He brought it back in a Pete Rose stance, his gaze trying to
cling steadily to the mirrored black expressionless expanse of the
Screamer’s sunglasses, as if he could see through to read the
intention in the eyes.

“EEYAAOW!” the Screamer howled. Its teeth
were black. Its gums were black.

“NO!” Eddie screamed. Even then, he was
swinging. The poker made a clean connection with the bridge of the
Screamer’s nose. The face collapsed inward with alarming ease. The
shades, deprived of their center of balance, slid off. Eddie saw
what was behind them.

That was when he lost it.

Completely.

“EEYAAOW!” the Screamer
persisted, reaching forward.

Perry found Cyndi
under some Anne Klein originals on her mommy’s closet floor, after
everybody else had been dealt their hands. She was dragged out
easily. Noisily.

Beautifully.

Then his friends came in, and they held her
down on the thick white shag rug. The music downstairs was still
pounding up through the floorboards. The screaming had long since
died off.

“Gonna be my baby tonight,” he said, and then
helped himself to a few of the things she would no longer be
needing.

Her T-shirt.

Her panties.

Her eyes.
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The crowd smelled
blood.

Jake Hamer could see it in their eyes, in the
subtle flaring of nostrils, in the way they surreptitiously licked
at the dry corners of their mouths. It was the high, heady scent of
blood just about to spill, simmering in the air beneath the hot
stage lights, hanging above the studio audience like a canopy of
cannibal musk and expectation.

Thank God, Jake told himself, this
is only a talk show.

Indeed, today’s broadcast of The Dick
Moynihan Show had a true gladiatorial air about it. People had come
to experience a pitched and furious battle—to the death, with any
luck—much as the jolly old Romans of yore had hit the coliseums for
some viscera and wine. Nobody was armed; at least not visibly. This
was lucky for everyone, the Christians in particular.

Though He’d be surprised, Jake
continued, somewhat snidely. His kids are holdin’ their own,
alrightee. Out of the red sand and into the bleachers.

Jacob Hamer was no stranger to the arena. You
could see it in his dark eyes, which smoldered even when he smiled.
You could see it in his barbaric black mane, the ruddy lines of war
in his face, the pumped-up muscularity that his Rock-Star-on-Parade
garb accentuated. At the age of thirty-three, he had done his share
of bleeding: both physical and emotional. Much of the blood had
spilled back in early ’71, at the tail end of America’s adventure
in beautiful Southeast Asia; but there had been much since. He had
a Purple Heart, a Certificate of Valor, and a platinum album on his
wall. He had been a teenage troublemaker, a grunt, and a vet with a
dream. Now he was a band leader, a family man, and a spokesman for
that dream. The more things changed, the more one thing stayed the
same.

He had always been a warrior.

There were five other people on the stage
with Jake. One was Pentecostal, one was Fundamentalist, and one was
merely Catholic. Jerry, on the other hand, believed in money. Yke
(rhymes with like) believed in rock ‘n’ roll.

And I, Jake mused, believe that it
is time to raise some hell.

That evened the scales,
at least in terms of body count: three Christians, three infidels.
Nice symmetry for the studio audience and all those millions of
viewers at home. At least no one can say it wasn’t a fair
fight….

BAH-DAH DAH
DAH-DAHHHH… The taped theme music swelled. Moynihan stepped into
the crowd, which promptly went nuts. It was like the first
thunderclap in an electric sky where the storm had been brewing for
hours: an awesome sound, a slight release, the knowledge that this
was only the beginning.

Dick Moynihan smiled cherubically and just
sucked it all in. He knew how much power was crackling in this
studio, no doubt about it. It was feeding his fire.

Moynihan trod firmly on the trail blazed by
Phil Donohue and Geraldo, from the format of his show to the gray
of his hair to the roving microphone in his hand. He had just the
right combination of boyish charm, wit, intelligence, and good
liberal common-manliness to pull this kind of housewife’s talk show
off in style. Jake had always liked him, found him wonderfully
even-handed. He gave everyone just enough rope without ever quite
letting them hang themselves.

But, boy, did he ever love the smell of
blood.

The applause was steady and loud. Dick waved
his free hand in the air for silence, got it even as his first
words eased out through the speakers.

“How many of you,” he began, “like to listen
to rock music?”

CLAPPITYCLAPPITYCLAP! A vigorous response,
unsurprisingly focused in the pro-rock section of the audience at
his far left. He picked out a handful of sympathetic faces—the cute
redhead and her smug, lucky bastard of a boyfriend; the bald guy
with the enormous handlebar mustache; the executive woman with the
bird-of-prey features—and filed their locations away in his mind.
Play to the crowd was the name of the game. It was a game that he
excelled in.

“How many,” Moynihan continued, “have kids
who like to listen to rock music?”

CLAPPITYCLAPPITYCLAPPITYCLAP! Way more than
half, this time around, pretty much scattered through the three
audience sections. Fewer pro-rockers seemed to have kids than be
them, but not by all that much. The overwhelming sound came from
the middle section: people with kids and no hard, fast
opinions.

“And how many of you don’t like rock music at
all?”

CLAPPITYCLAPPITYCLAP! The pro-rock forces
were just slightly outnumbered by the anti-rockers, most of who
were gathered in the seats to Jake’s right. Awfully crafty of
Moynihan to put the speakers and their opposition directly across
from each other. Jake noted and filed his adversary of choice, a
twitchy little woman in the front row who looked like Aunt Bea from
The Andy Griffith Show. She looked like she’d be fun to piss
off.

“Okay,” the talk show host concluded,
gesturing again for silence. “I’d like to read you some statistics
now, see what you think.” He pulled an index card from his pocket,
made a subtle issue of scrutinizing it. “It says here that
fifty-one percent of our teenagers will have experimented with
drugs by the time they’re thirteen. Fifty-one percent will be
consuming alcohol. Thirty-five percent will be involved in teenage
pregnancies, ninety percent of which will wind up as abortions. And
thirty-one percent will have attempted suicide by the time they’re
fifteen years old.”

Pause for dramatic effect.

“These frightening statistics come to us from
Pastor Daniel Furniss, nationally known evangelist and director of
Liberty Christian Village, a religious community for teenagers with
just the kind of troubles we’ve mentioned. Pastor Furniss contends
that rock music is the key factor in the corruption of America’s
youth.

“Concurring with Pastor Furniss are Joel
Wenker, author of The Knock Rock Handbook; and Esther Shrake, wife
of the esteemed congressman from Vermont and founding member of
Morality Over Music. They all feel that rock music must be
stopped, before it’s too late. And they’re prepared to do something
about it.

“Pastor Furniss has been making headlines
with his Teens for Christ Task Force, which selectively pickets
targeted groups, and something he calls the Big Blaze for Jesus,
wherein teenagers are invited to bring their rock and roll records,
posters, and magazines to Liberty Christian Village every Sunday
night, throw them on the big blaze, and hopefully”—Moynihan added
just a touch of soft-spoken sarcasm—”see the light.” He turned to
the audience with a flourish, voice rising.

“And MOM has lobbied to get sweeping
restraints in place on record sales, on video broadcasts, and on
the airwaves. Congressman Shrake has recently introduced a bill
into Congress that would require the rating of albums, much like
the rating of films; forbid the sale to minors of albums and
concert tickets of acts featuring objectionable references; empower
the FCC to ban airplay of any “adult” material which violates
prescribed community standards; and establish a screening board to
check music videos for references to sex, violence, drug use,
occult practices, or anything that promotes, and I quote”—and Dick
raised his eyebrows just a little as he read this—”‘disrespect for
traditional family-oriented values.’”

He turned toward Esther Shrake, his shoulders
shrugging, his face an open question mark. The floor was obviously
hers. Mrs. Shrake, a trim, chinless woman with wide blue eyes and
neatly tailored hair and suit, cleared her throat. “First of all,
Dick,” she said, “let me say that this is not a censorship
issue.”

A titter rose from the heathen element of the
audience. Moynihan didn’t say anything, though whether this was in
agreement or just the playing out of more rope was impossible to
say. Esther composed herself and pressed on, enunciating every word
as though she were a grade-school teacher driving the point home to
a group of particularly slow children.

“We are simply trying to give parents the
information they need to make an informed choice! Parents have a
right to control the kind of stuff their children are being exposed
to. The legislation proposed, simply gives them the means to
recognize that right.”

It was an impassioned appeal, and it drew a
mixture of catcalls and applause from the audience. Jake rolled his
eyes dramatically and shook his head in disbelief.

Moynihan turned to address the man three
seats to Jake’s left. “Pastor, perhaps you’d like to elaborate on
that a bit.”

“Yes, I would, Dick.” Pastor Furniss’s rich
baritone voice had a hint of hickory-smoked good ol’ boy in it,
friendly and forceful all at once. He was plump and serge-suited,
with a silver-sprayed pompadour and expensive black leather
shoes.

“I’ve got a number of things I’d like to say
on the subject, but let me start with this:

“Your kids are in trouble, people. Your
families are in trouble. This country’s in trouble. And a big part
of it is pouring out of your kid’s stereo system. When he turns On
the latest record by The Slabs or The Scream or Jacob Hamer or what
have you, he is leaving himself wide open for a sound that promotes
sexual permissiveness, drug abuse, alcoholism, disobedience of
parents, rebelliousness, violence, Satan worship, occult practices,
abortion, and suicide.”

Jake looked over at Yke Dykeburn, the
blond-maned giant to his immediate right. Yke was making a
goon-face and jabbing his thumb at Furniss as if to say: Duh, yeah,
wut he say. It would have been difficult not to laugh and Jake
obliged.

“Of course, these gentlemen find it amusing,”
Furniss continued, unruffled. “They’re the ones who are creating
the problems, and reaping the benefits. They, and others like them,
are directly responsible for the death, debasement, and misery
plaguing our youth—”

Boos and applause, in equal frenzied parts,
cut him off. He shrugged, grinned, and nodded in a way that
dismissed his critics and acknowledged his supporters
simultaneously. You can’t say he’s not slick, Jake thought,
and then Furniss got another shot in.

“I just pray that America will be strong
enough to come to its senses, ’cause we’ll be in one heck of a mess
if we don’t get back on the track, and I do mean pronto.” He
deferred, then, to the crowd’s mixed response and Dick Moynihan’s
next comment.

“So, on the one hand,” Moynihan said, “we’ve
got one group saying that the devil is making our teenagers do it;
and whether you believe in the devil or not, you’ve got to agree
that rock music is dangerous in that it promotes destructive and
anti-social behavior in our young people.

“And then”—indicating Jake’s side of the
panel at long last—”we’ve got these guys over here.”

A healthy portion of the audience laughed for
the first time during the show. Moynihan was a master of comedic
timing and the subtle release of tension. Even Furniss grinned,
giving credit where due. Jake had to do the same, despite the fact
that Furniss was the most pernicious rectal grievance in his life
at the moment.

“Let’s start with Jerry Crane, promoter of
the Rock Aid concert being held this Saturday at JFK Stadium in
Philadelphia,” Moynihan said. Jerry cast a tanned and robust nod to
the crowd. He was pushing fifty in style, and it was clear that he
knew it; at the same time, the stress he was under was equally
clear. “Now, in a generation that has witnessed Band Aid, Live Aid,
Farm Aid, Hearing Aid, AIDS Aid, Amnesty Aid, Nature Aid, Space
Aid, and even the Florida-based Gator Aid—a benefit to preserve the
Everglades from developers—Rock Aid is still something of an
anomaly. It is, to the best of my knowledge, the first time that
the rock industry has thrown a benefit concert in self-defense.
They claim that the proposed legislation is the thin end of the
wedge, that it attacks freedom of speech, freedom of the press, the
separation of Church and State…” He let it trail off, hinting that
the litany of accusations was nothing new.

“With Mr. Crane are two men whose rock bands
will be performing at Rock Aid: Yke Dykeburn, lead singer for the
heavy metal group The Slabs, and Jacob Hamer, founder of the aptly
named Jacob Hamer Band.”

Jake’s calculated third of the crowd came
through with applause. It was interesting to note that fewer
Christians than rockers booed the opposition. He tried to imagine
Aunt Bea standing up, raising her fist, and shouting POLITENESS
RULES! at the top of her lungs. Somehow, it didn’t quite jive.
Maybe that was the difference between the good guys and the bad
guys. Or maybe not. Who knew.

“Mr. Hamer,” the show host said. “You came to
notoriety with your recent hit song, ‘TV Ministries.’ Not only is
it enjoying its seventh week on the Billboard charts, it has also
aroused the ire of virtually every evangelical group in the
nation.”

Jake smiled.

Moynihan smiled back. “We’d like to show a
clip from that video, if you don’t mind.”

“Please do.”

There was a pause in
the stage monitors, a second or two of video static that the home
audience didn’t catch… and then the last verse of the song kicked
in, rock-solid and pumping. Peter Stewart, the Hamer Band’s lead
guitarist, appeared on the screen in the guise of a gawky and
ludicrous nerd, lying on his bed, watching television. His hair was
slicked back with sweat and Brylcreem. Enormous horn-rimmed glasses
perched on his beaky nose. He was clad in a white pajama shirt, a
black pajama tie, black pajama pants, and black and white bunny
slippers. A big fuzzy Bible-shaped pillow was clutched to his bosom
as he lip-synched to Jake’s voice…

“I am a sinner, Yes, I’m lost in
sin.

Each night I let the holy angels in.

I do exactly what they want of me;

I give them money and
they set me free…”

The nerd scribbles
checks furiously and holds them out to the screen as an impossibly
long arm reaches out to grab his big fuzzy wallet.

“I have no trouble when I go to
sleep.

I lay me down the Lord my soul to keep.

I work for Jesus by the light of day.

We fight abortions and
the E.R.A…”

Cut to extreme close-up
of Pete, in fish-eye distortion, stamping big red forbidden symbols
on records, tapes, magazine centerfolds, books, newspapers…

“They told me ‘Blessed are the poor and
meek’!

So now I send them money every week.

It’s so nice to be e-van-gel-i-cal.

It’s been so peaceful
since they took control!”

Then came the
thundering chorus, with the visuals jump-cutting rapidly:

“TEE-VEE MINISTRIES!

TEE-VEE MINISTRIES GOT ME!

TEE-VEE
MINISTRIES!”

Cut to the nerd in the
straitjacket, clutching his Bible-pillow and howling as he’s
overwhelmed by a half dozen gorgeous, nearly naked women…

“TEE-VEE
MINISTRIES!”

Cut to the Jacob Hamer
Band in live performance, Jake spinning, guitar in hand, as
Hempstead the sax player ground out his lines over Jesse’s wall o’
synth sound and Bob One and Bob Two thrashed through the beat…

“TEE-VEE MINISTRIES
GOT ME!”

Cut to a hundred black and white bunny
slippers, goose-stepping in unison, then black and white
documentary footage of ten thousand lock-stepped Nazi
jackboots…

 


“TEE-VEE
MINISTRIES!”

And Jimmy Pastor,
pounding the pulpit to bring his point home…


“MINISTRIES!”

And Adolph Hitler,
exhorting the crowd to hysteria…

“MINISTRIES,
MINISTRIES!”

And brownshirts,
burning piles of forbidden books…


“MINISTRIES!”

And Pastor Furniss, tossing a pile of records
into a blazing pyre…

“I think you get the idea,” Dick Moynihan
said, as the music faded and the screen went blank. He needn’t have
bothered.

Because the audience was waving its hands and
wiggling in its collective seat like an assembly of grade-school
kids who all had to pee at once. There was a beehive hum of
mutterance, some hoots and hollers from either side of the
theological fence. They had gotten the idea, alright; and they all
had something to say.

Dick Moynihan moved up the aisle toward the
back of the churning throngs. There was no way of saying where he’d
stop, who he’d pick, what the chosen would choose to say. All that
Jake knew for sure was that the smell of blood in the room was
stronger now. Much stronger.

Much closer to the surface.

Let it come,
Jake thought. Let’s see your best shot,
clowns. I’m ready.

Dick’s mike went
down in the next-to-last row. It came up with a steel-eyed matron
who looked fit to spit nails. “That was the most insulting thing
I’ve ever seen,” she said, staring straight at Jake. “And I’d just
like to know who in the world you think you are!”

CLAPPITYCLAPPITYCLAP! Aunt Bea and roughly a
hundred other people seemed to agree. Boy, were they pissed. Jake
did a spot-check of his people: the redhead and her boyfriend were
smiling and shaking their heads; the guy with the mustache was
laughing his head off and waving his hand at Dick; the eagle-lady
looked as pissed as his opponents. Good for them, he thought. The
salt of the earth, the spice of life.

Then it was time to address the nice lady’s
statement. The applause was dwindling at last.

“Thank you, thank you,” he said, feigning
bashfulness. “And I’d especially like to thank you, ma’am, for
bringing up the word ‘insulting,’ since I’d put it right at the
heart of this debate.

“See, it’s like this: everybody’s got a
different idea as to what they want out of life. Some people like
Lawrence Welk, some people like The Dead Kennedys. Some people kiss
hot and sloppy, and some people like it with their lips sealed
tight. These are largely matters of taste and disposition, from
people who have different ways of looking at the world.

“But then you’ve got your born-again types,
and they’re a very special group. They’ve got exclusive dibs on the
voice of God, you see. It says so, right in their manual.

“Now, Pastor Furniss and his friends are
going to sound very logical and reasonable today, because they’re
in front of a secular audience. That means us heathen folk.

“But let me just read you this “Action-Gram”
that we intercepted just last week from Liberty Christian Village,
and then tell me how reasonable they sound.”

Jake glanced over at
Furniss as he pulled the letter from an inside jacket pocket and
lavishly unfolded it. Furniss was trying hard to conceal his anger
and, yes, sudden embarrassment, but it wasn’t working all that
well. Ha ha, fucker, Jake thought, and then began to read in
a teary, tremulous voice:

“‘Dear friend of Liberty Christian
Village,’” it began. “‘You hold the future of America in your
hands. Without a blessed miracle, every teenager in our great land
could well find himself facing the roasting fires of Hell!

“‘I’m speaking of
the vicious assault on our children’s moral fabric that Satan is
waging through his insidious Murder Music. We must have a
MILLION-DOLLAR MIRACLE immediately—or we will lose the
fight!’”

The first chuckles
began to issue from the pro-rock crowd. Yke laughed out loud.
Pastor Furniss did not.

“‘Satan has hit us
like never before since we obeyed God’s call to “stand in the gap”
for North America’s teenagers. Satan has been hurt as we’ve led the
fight against his life-destroying rock music—a fight others have
feared. Thousands of teens are finding our blessed Savior through
our ministry, and Satan is trying to shut us down before we can
reach millions through our TV specials.’”

The laughter was
getting louder now. Yke’s face was almost as red as Furniss’s, for
exactly the opposite reason. The furious silence of the Chosen was
a palpable, terrible thing.

“‘Please—we must have your help now. The
guillotine is hanging over our ministry.’” Jake couldn’t resist a
throat-slitting pantomime. Several unbelievers howled with
delight.”‘Everything hinges on God using you to be a part of a
million-dollar, ten-day miracle—or Liberty Christian Village, and
our entire ministry, will be gone!

“‘We must not lose
one precious teenager! God has entrusted us with so many lives!
Please help us. Send the largest possible gift you can
TODAY!’”

“One has to wonder,” he
concluded, “what kind of massive assault ol’ Satan was launching
there, and how a million bucks would help; but, Pastor, I’m pleased
to see that you survived.”

Aunt Bea, the nice
lady who’d addressed Jake in the first place, and the other hundred
who’d flapped paws against him were unsurprisingly outraged, but
there was another hundred or so who seemed to agree with him. The
CLAPPITY-CLAPPITYCLAP of their hands slapping was a source of
enormous gratification to Jake as he continued.

“So there you have it, folks: if you disagree
with these people, you’re not just wrong. You’re in league with the
devil himself.

“Which brings us back to the word
‘insulting.’ I think that these pious idiots are the most insulting
people I’ve ever met. They act as if they own morality. They act as
if they own God.

“Well, let me tell you something, people.
They don’t. They don’t own God, they don’t own morality, and they
don’t own this country. At least not yet. But they will, if we
don’t start standing up for our rights.

“And I don’t know about
you, but I don’t want to live in the kind of sexless, joyless,
brain-dead theme park that they’re trying to pawn off as God’s Will
for America!”

That did it. Half
the audience broke out in a flurry of ovations. Jake caught
flickering glimpses of Moynihan through the craning crowd as the
host moved swiftly toward the stage. Dick’s face expressed a
concentrated excitation, the confidence that he had a winner here,
as the creeping theme music went bah-dah dah dah-dahhhh,
insinuating itself into the dialogue and indicating an impending
commercial break.

“OKAY, FOLKS! LET’S ALL JUST CALM DOWN HERE A
MINUTE!” Dick’s voice boomed through the speakers. He wasn’t
yelling—there was a lilt in his voice—but the nascent boom of his
words plowed through the crowd noise like a strike through
tenpins.

Jake panned his gaze back along the
semicircular stage seating, locking eyes with Pastor Furniss.
Furniss was smiling ever so slightly. Jake nodded. They were
opponents of the most severe stripe—they were adversaries, with
every conflict of flesh and will that the word implied—but they
seemed to understand each other like chess players of the very top
seed.

They both knew the game. Well enough to
understand how very badly they needed each other.

Well enough to understand the next round was
only just beginning.

 



STEWARTSBURG,
PENNSYLVANIA

“Oh, la-dies,” Pete
Stewart insisted through the copy of Spin magazine draped
over his face. “Let’s not get too comfortable, shall we? Break
time’s almost over, and there’s still a half a show left to
rehearse.”

“Oh, certainly, Mr. Dedication,” the Jacob
Hamer Band’s irascible bass player replied. His real name was
Robert Epstein, but everyone called him Bob One. “If we find
ourselves slipping,” he muttered, “we’ll just follow your sterling
example.” Bob Two, otherwise known as Robert Baker, tapped tedious
polyrhythms on every available surface that wasn’t his drums.

“Do as I say, not as I do,” Pete insisted. “I
am, after all, de Heap Big Boss Mon ’round heah—”

“Only until Jake gets back,” Bob Two sighed,
between paradiddles.

“—and I have big plans for Saturday. I think
we should start the set with something special, maybe a nice
musical salute to Jim and Tammy Bakker entitled ‘She’s So
Big’…”

“Jake!” Bob Two rolled his eyes and called to
the ceiling. “Hurry! Please!”

“It’s no use,” Pete replied. “You’re all in
me clutches now!” He cackled maniacally, the sound slightly muffled
by the magazine.

Pete and his guitar lay sprawled upside-down
across the sofa, legs hanging over the back. He wore black and
white fuzzy bunny slippers and neon-bright mismatched socks. His
baggy black ripstop pantlegs were crossed at the knees. His rainbow
suspenders covered a black T-shirt that featured a smiling
Shicklegruber and the words ADOLF HITLER
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