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Friday, June 15, 1956

Before Dawn



Prologue

HE opens his eyes. It’s still dark, way before dawn. He’d willed himself to wake at three a.m., and he’s done it. He hadn’t dared to set the alarm. What if someone heard it go off? No, he and his brother must leave the house without anyone knowing. Not his family. Not the neighbors.

Without turning on the light, he dresses slowly, carefully—dark shirt, dark pants—then glances at his dim reflection in the mirror. His face looks the same as usual. A pale oval in the shadows, expressionless. The kind of face nobody remembers.

He smiles at himself. The man you meet at the top of the stairs, that’s who he is: the man who isn’t there. The man you should pay attention to, the man you shouldn’t offend. Vengeance is mine, sayeth the man who isn’t there.

Quietly he opens his kid brother’s door. He’s still asleep, head under the covers even though it’s June and already hot.

He touches his shoulder lightly and whispers, “It’s time.”

His brother sits up quickly, startled. Has he forgotten what they’re going to do today?

“Get dressed,” he says in a low voice.

His brother hunches his shoulders and looks up at him—a kid. Still a kid. Always the baby.

“You can’t back out,” he whispers. “We’re brothers. A team.”

“I been thinking,” his brother says. “I’m not so sure . . .”

His brother is scared. He can almost smell it on his breath and in his sweat. He squeezes his brother’s arm until he winces and tries to pull away. He tightens his grip, hurting him, not caring. “Get up,” he mutters. “You gave me your word.”

“Yeah, but maybe—”

“Maybe nothing.”

His brother looks like he might cry. “They didn’t do anything to me,” he whines.

“What somebody does to me, they do to you. That’s what being brothers means.” He gives him a yank. “Get dressed.”

His brother gets out of bed. He pulls on jeans and a dark T-shirt. Now they look like twins. Neither one worth looking at twice.

Slowly they go downstairs. They hear their father snoring. Their mother mumbles in her sleep. Ordinary, everyday stuff. Nothing unusual. Yet.

In the basement rec room, he goes straight to the stag’s head mounted over the TV, a trophy from his father’s hunting days. Gently he lifts the rifle from its resting place on the stag’s hooves. Nice touch, that—include the hooves so you can display the deer along with the gun that killed him.

He loaded the rifle last night. It’s ready to go.

In the kitchen his brother is waiting, tense, still scared. Together they sneak outside into the darkness. The row houses are silent. Not a light anywhere. Not a car to be seen or heard. He and his brother could be the only people in the world, surviving on their own in some kind of science-fiction novel. Not such a bad idea.

They cross the road and lose themselves in the park’s shadows. They pass swings hanging empty but twirling slowly in the breeze, chains clinking like tiny bells. They pass the sliding board, a sheet of silver in the darkness; the jungle gym, the rec center, a barbecue grill, picnic tables. To their left is the baseball diamond. And the lake. To their right is the woods.

They go to the right, slipping through the trees like Indians, their tennis shoes as silent as moccasins. They cross a small bridge over a creek. The water gurgles. A frog croaks. The water smells of mud and dead weeds.

They stop about ten feet from the bridge, at the foot of a maple tree with low limbs perfect for climbing. Holding the rifle carefully, he scrambles from branch to branch, up into the leaves.

“Can you see me?” he whispers to his brother.

“No.” His brother peers up into the tree. “You want me to climb up there, too?”

“We talked about this yesterday. Hide in the bushes. When you hear the gun, come running. I’ll need you to help me then.”

His brother looks around uneasily. He’s still scared. “It’s so dark,” he says. “Why can’t I stay with you?”

He scowls down at him, frightening him even more with the fierceness of his face. “You’d better not ruin this.”

Stinking with fear, his brother backs away toward the lake. “I won’t mess up,” he says in a shaky voice. “I’ll help you like I promised.”

He watches his brother disappear into the shadows. For a while he hears him crashing through the undergrowth. He sighs. His brother is a loser. Not as smart as he is, not as quick. Slow and clumsy and as nervous as a girl—that about sums it up.

At last the woods are silent again. Except for the birds. They’re waking up and singing like they’re auditioning for a Disney cartoon. So damn optimistic. So cheerful. So happy to be alive. They get on his nerves. He aims the rifle at a mockingbird on a nearby branch. Fingers the trigger. Doesn’t pull it, though. Not because he doesn’t want to.

He leans his head against the tree trunk and breathes in the smell of damp woods. It’s like when he was little and his father took him hunting and they waited in a tree for a deer to step out of the bushes. Patience, it takes patience.




Part One

The Day Before


 


  Thursday, June 14




Party in the Park




NORA

DESPITE the summer heat, I’m sprawled on my bed, radio turned up loud to get the full benefit of Little Richard singing “Tutti Frutti.” Dad’s not home from work and Mom’s outside hanging up the wash, so there’s nobody to scream “Turn that radio down!”

The window fan blows warm air on my face. I close my eyes and drift off into a daydream about Don Appleton, a boy in my art class. I’ve loved him since eighth grade. Not that he knows it. Not that he loves me. Anyway . . .

The car radio blasts “Tutti Frutti,” and the wind blows through my hair. Don smiles at me as he slides one arm around my shoulder, and I move closer to him, till I’m practically sitting in his lap. The way Cheryl rides with Buddy, her hand on his thigh. He kisses me and someone blows a horn at us. “You’re so pretty,” he whispers. “I really like you.”

Up ahead is the frozen custard stand. Peggy Turner—Don’s real-life girlfriend—is there with her friends. They all stare. They can’t believe Don is with me. Right in front of them, he kisses me again, and then he—

“Nora, phone!” my little brother hollers up the steps. “Phone!” Jolted out of my daydream, I holler back, “Who is it?” I’m too hot to move.

“I don’t know,” he yells. “Some girl.”

Dull from the heat, I go downstairs and take the phone from Billy.

It’s Ellie. “A bunch of kids are getting together in the park tonight,” she says. “Can you come?”

My mood suddenly improves. “Sure,” I say.

“Sleep over at my house,” she says. “We’ll walk to school together tomorrow. Last day! Yay!”

“Who’s coming?” I cross my fingers and hope Ellie will say Don, Don will be there. Which is silly, because he isn’t in the same crowd. Don’s on the basketball team. He dates cheerleaders and majorettes. He lives in Dulaney Park, the rich part of town. I got Mom to drive me by his house last Halloween, just to see what it looked like. I was scared he might see me, so I crouched on the floor and peeked out the car window. His house was all lit up. Some trick-or-treaters were ringing the doorbell, and I told Mom to drive on in case Don came to the door.

“All the kids will be there,” Ellie says. “Paul, Gary, Charlie, Cheryl, and lots more. You know how our neighborhood is.”

“More exciting than mine, that’s for sure.” As I speak, I see Mr. and Mrs. Clements drift past our house, their little dog trailing behind them. They’re old. Their dog is old. Old houses, old people—I guess they go together. Not a person on our block is under forty except Billy and me. Boring, boring, boring.

Ellie lives a mile away on the other side of Elmgrove, in Evergreen Acres. It used to be woods when I was little. Block after block, street after street of row houses built after the war for veterans and their families.

Everybody’s young there, even parents. Most of the dads fought in Europe and Africa and all those islands in the Pacific. My dad was too old for the draft, but Ellie’s father was in the navy. Joined up after Pearl Harbor, the first guy in his town, he told me.

And the kids there—dozens of them, from babies to teenagers. Bikes and wagons and sandboxes in every yard, hopscotch games drawn on the sidewalks, toys scattered on front steps, baby carriages and strollers on porches, ball games in the street, dances in the rec center, souped-up cars with loud radios. It’s never boring on Ellie’s street.

 

After dinner, I toss what I need into my overnight case, kiss Mom, make a face at Billy, and follow Dad to the old Buick parked in the driveway. He grumbles about driving me over there, but I’m thinking he doesn’t really mind because he can have a beer with his buddies at the Starlight on the way home.

When we’re near Ellie’s house, I tell Dad, “Just let me out at the corner of Thirty-Third and Madison. Then you won’t have to bother with turning around and all.”

He glances at me and nods. I hope he hasn’t guessed how much the old Buick embarrasses me. Not only is it out of style, but it has dents on the side and the paint is faded and dull. Inside, the drab ceiling liner sags and the upholstery is torn and frayed. The scratchy old army blanket covering the back seat is disgusting. In the heat, it smells like dust.

Worst of all, the radio’s broken. If my parents ever think I’m responsible enough to get my driver’s license, I can’t possibly take my friends anywhere in a car that doesn’t have a radio.

The thing is, Dad’s an automobile mechanic. Not that you’d guess it. He’s English, and he has a posh accent to prove it. Most people think he’s a college professor at Towson State. Sometimes I let them go on thinking that.

Anyway, he keeps the Buick running like a top—to quote him. What does he care what the car looks like? What’s important is the engine.

“Here?” Dad pulls over on the shoulder and stops.

I open the door, eager to escape before anyone sees me getting out of the car. “That’s Ellie’s house right there, three doors down.” I point at the brick row houses, each with its own small yard and its own chain-link fence. Where I wished we lived instead of in a poky old bungalow down at the wrong end of Becker Street, two doors up from the train tracks.

Ellie’s waiting at the door, ready to go. Like me, she’s wearing short shorts, a sleeveless blouse, and scuffed white Keds. Her red hair is pulled back in a curly ponytail. “Dump your stuff in the hall,” she says. “The rec center just opened.”

Mrs. O’Brien sticks her head out of the kitchen and smiles. “Good to see you, Nora.”

“You, too.” I smile at Ellie’s mother. She’s dark-haired and sweet-faced, younger than Mom and fun to be around. Best of all, she makes me feel welcome. Special, even. Ellie’s friend. Catholic like Ellie. Not the kind of girl you worry about. A nice girl.

In other words, a boring girl. A flat-chested, tall, skinny girl. Not the kind to sneak out or smoke or be a bad influence.

“Gary’s bringing his records,” Ellie tells me as we leave the house. “He’s got everything—Fats Domino, Little Richard, Shirley and Lee, the Platters, Chuck Berry, Bill Haley, the Crew-Cuts, Bill Doggett.”

We cut across the ball field to the rec center, a low cinderblock building backing up to the woods. In the daytime, it’s a summer camp for little kids who sit at picnic tables and weave misshapen potholders on little metal frames, string beads on string, squish clay into lopsided bowls—the same old boring craft projects I hated when I was little. The kind of stuff adults think is creative.

At seven thirty, the sun is low enough to cast long shadows across the grass. The rec center’s white walls reflect the sky’s pink light. I hear the Penguins singing “Earth Angel.” The song transforms the hot, dusty park into a place where a boy could fall in love with you—or break your heart.

“Oh, no. Look who’s here.” Ellie grabs my arm and points at the parking lot beside the rec center. Buddy’s sitting on the hood of his old black Ford, smoking a cigarette. Hair smoothed back into a perfect ducktail, white T-shirt with the sleeves rolled up to hold a pack of Luckies, Levi’s low on the hips, motorcycle boots even though he doesn’t have a motorcycle. A cool cat, that’s how he sees himself. Short and skinny and weasel-faced, that’s how Ellie and I see him.

“Why’s he hanging around here?” I ask. “I thought all the graduates went to Ocean City the minute they got rid of their caps and gowns. It’s what I’m doing next year.” I picture myself lying on the beach, getting a good tan. A boy walks toward me—Don, of course, by himself for once. He sees me, he smiles, he—

Ellie says, “I hope he’s not planning to start something with Cheryl.”

“She broke up with him at least a month ago,” I say. “I thought it was all over between them.”

Ellie shakes her head. “For her, but not for him. He calls her all the time. She won’t talk to him, she tells him to stop calling her, but he keeps on doing it. Her parents won’t let him near the house, so he parks his car down the street and watches for her to come out. She won’t go anywhere unless Bobbi Jo or I go with her.”

“I didn’t know that.” I’m thinking how much in love they used to be, always together—CherylandBuddy, BuddyandCheryl. I’d seen their names carved on a tree in the park and scratched in cement on a new sidewalk. I’d thought then it was true love, it would last forever.

“There’s lots you don’t know, Nora.” Ellie drops her voice to a whisper, her eyes widen. “Remember that black eye she had last April? Buddy did that.”

I stare at Ellie, horrified. “She’s never told me anything like that.”

“She walks to school with me almost every day now. She tells me stuff then.” Ellie pauses. “Actually, I wasn’t supposed to tell anybody about the black eye. So don’t mention it, okay?”

I glance at Buddy, still lounging by his car. “I hate him.” And I really do. I feel my hatred, I taste it, dark and bitter.

“Me too.” Ellie’s voice rises. We stand there and glare at Buddy.

He turns his head, sees us, and waves. He doesn’t know what we know. We look the other way and pretend not to notice him.

Behind us, we hear Cheryl calling, “Wait up!” She’s with Bobbi Jo, Ellie’s neighbor. They run to catch us, backlit by the setting sun, one a little taller than the other, both blond, Cheryl’s hair in a long ponytail, Bobbi Jo’s short and curly. They’re both wearing white shorts and blue shirts. I can’t help noticing that Cheryl’s shorts are tighter and shorter than Bobbi Jo’s. Her blouse is also cut much lower, lots lower than I’d dare wear. But then, I don’t have as much on top as she has. They’re both wearing too much bright red lipstick. Cheryl’s idea, I think.

While we’re waiting, I avoid looking at Buddy. “I thought this was a get-together for our class,” I whisper to Ellie. “Bobbi Jo doesn’t even go to Eastern—plus she’s only fourteen.”

Ellie looks surprised. “Don’t you like Bobbi Jo?”

“Of course I like her. It’s just that . . .” Honestly, it’s just that when Bobbi Jo’s around, boys notice her, not me. But I’m not about to admit that to anybody.

Cheryl slings her arms around Ellie and me. “Hey, you all.” She’s wearing enough perfume to knock you over.

“He’s here,” Ellie hisses, not looking in Buddy’s direction. “Damn, damn, damn.” Cheryl glances at Buddy, still sitting on the hood of his car, still smoking, still watching us. “I was hoping he wouldn’t come.”

Buddy doesn’t move, but he stares hard at Cheryl. Some of his friends have joined him. Like Buddy, they wear tight Levi’s and white T-shirts. Vincent, Chip, and Gene. My father would never let me date guys like them. Not that I’d want to. Their droopy eyes and curled lips scare me.

With an eye on us, Vincent says something to Buddy and laughs. Buddy doesn’t even smile. He just keeps watching Cheryl. It’s creepy the way he looks at her with that cigarette hanging out of one side of his mouth, like he thinks he’s Marlon Brando or something.

“He’s going to ruin everything,” Cheryl says. “I hate him.”

“We won’t let him near you,” Bobbi Jo says.

“We’ll be your bodyguards,” Ellie says.

“Or to be more exact,” I add, “your Buddy guards.”

We laugh, draw closer together, and walk toward the rec center, arms linked. We’re a gang, all four of us. Buddy and his friends aren’t going to ruin our fun.

But maybe it won’t be fun. Maybe it’ll be like all the other parties. Everyone will dance except me. I’ll be the wallflower, hiding in the girls’ room trying not to cry, wishing I was home, wishing I hadn’t come. My mood plunges, I feel like leaving now, before anything bad happens. But of course I can’t leave. What would the others think? I have to stay even if I end up crying in the girls’ room.

Gary stands by the record player. He’s got a stack of forty-fives ready to go. At school he’s the guy who runs the movie projector in science class. He sets up the microphone when it’s needed. He does sound effects for school plays. I wonder if he ever feels like I do. Maybe he’s just pretending to like being the disc jockey while the other kids dance.

A few couples are slow dancing to “Unchained Melody,” one of my pretend songs for Don. Slow and dreamy and romantic. Perfect for slow dancing. I dedicated it to him once on a late-night radio show: “To Don from a secret admirer.”

When the disc jockey read what I’d written, I almost died of mortification. What if Don guessed I was his secret admirer? I was scared to go to school the next day, but he acted the same as always, kidding me about the picture I was painting in art class. “A masterpiece! But wait, is this horse crippled?”

Nora—a nice kid, but who likes nice kids?

I watch the couples hold each other tight, swaying slowly as if they’re dancing underwater. As if they’ ll die if they’re separated. Cheryl and Buddy used to dance like that at parties in Ellie’s basement rec room. Not anymore.

At least they’d been in love. Maybe it didn’t last long, but still . . .

“Hey, Nora.” Ellie nudges me. “Let’s get a soda.”

The four of us head to the cooler. We don’t want to stand around looking like we’re waiting for someone to ask us to dance. There aren’t many boys here yet, and the ones who are here have partners. Or, like Buddy and his friends, they’re leaning against their cars, smoking and watching the scene.

“I thought there’d be lots more kids,” Bobbi Jo says, obviously disappointed.

Cheryl looks around and shrugs. “It’s early.”

Before we finish our sodas, kids start arriving. Cars pull into the parking lot, radios blaring. Doors slam. The concrete floor fills with dancers, jitterbugging now to “Maybelline.”

That’s when Ralph Stewart shows up. What’s he doing here? He’s from Don’s neighborhood, a basketball player, a big wheel, not the type to hang out in our part of town. I crane my neck, hoping to see Don follow him in, but it’s just Ralph. He stands there, scanning the crowd.

“Oh my God,” Cheryl whispers. “He came! I asked him, but I didn’t think he’d really come.” Her face is red. I can almost hear her heart beating faster.

I glance at Ellie. She doesn’t look surprised. This must be another secret they shared walking to school.

With a big grin, Ralph saunters over, takes Cheryl’s hand, and leads her into the crowd of dancers. Cheryl laughs, tosses her ponytail, moves fast, hips shaking. Ralph matches her every move. He’s so cute, I think. Maybe not as cute as Don, but almost. How does Cheryl get boys to like her? What’s the secret? Will I ever figure it out?

Suddenly Buddy’s beside me lighting a cigarette, his eyes focused on Cheryl and Ralph. “What the hell is Ralph Stewart doing here?”

He asks like it’s my fault, like I should apologize. My face burns and I shrug. “How should I know?”

“Cheryl invited him.” Bobbi Jo leans past me and grins at Buddy. “They’re dating, if you want to know.”

I stare at Bobbi Jo. I thought Ralph was going steady with Sally Smith. She wears his ring around her neck. I’ve seen it. Suddenly I feel like I’m not really part of Ellie’s neighborhood. I don’t live here, I don’t walk to school with Cheryl, she doesn’t tell me her secrets.

I glance at Ellie. She’s shaking her head, sending signals to shut up, but Bobbi Jo ignores her.

“Cheryl thinks he’s going to ask her to go steady tonight,” she tells Buddy. “He might even give her his class ring.”

“What do you know about it?” Buddy sneers. “You should be home playing with dolls or something.”

Bobbi Jo’s face turns red. “I’m almost fifteen,” she says. “I know plenty.”

“Don’t make me laugh.” Buddy starts to walk away just as “Maybelline” ends and Wild Bill Doggett comes on with “Honky Tonk.” The music has a deep dark driving rhythm that you feel inside. You want to dance, and not just ordinary jitterbug—you want to use your body in strange new ways. Twist and sway and move your hips. I can’t explain the effect it has on me—it’s almost scary.

I wish I had the nerve to go out there and dance like Cheryl and Ralph—not exactly the dirty boogie, but pretty close. At the junior prom, a bunch of wild kids from Holly Court got thrown out of the gym for doing it. The look on the chaperones’ faces was really funny. You’d have thought it was the end of the world.

Boys whistle and shout as Cheryl boogies. She shoots a look at Buddy like she’s taunting him. Making sure he notices her short shorts and tan legs and low-cut top.

“That bitch,” Buddy mutters. “Just look at her. I could kill her.”

Cheryl whispers something to Ralph. They both look at Buddy and laugh.

“Oh, come on,” Ellie says to Buddy. “Don’t you ever watch TV? They do stuff like that all the time on the Milt Grant show.”

“Not like that, they don’t.” Without another word, Buddy walks away.

“Honky Tonk” ends, and “Tutti Frutti” starts. Paul asks Ellie to dance and Walt asks Bobbi Jo. That leaves me sitting there by myself as usual. Just as I’m thinking I’ll go the girls’ room, Charlie shows up. “Come on.” He sticks out his hand. “Let’s dance.”

I take his hand and follow him into the crowd. He’s shorter than I am. But he’s funny, and I like him the way he likes me—as a friend. Dancing with him is a whole lot better than crying in the girls’ room.

“Gary,” Charlie shouts, “put on Little Richard next—’Long Tall Sally.’”

As soon as “Tutti Frutti” is over, Gary drops the needle on “Long Tall Sally,” and Charlie and I laugh. It’s his song for me—he’s dedicated it to me more than once on radio show call-ins: “And now, for long tall Nora from short skinny Charlie, here’s Little Richard singing ‘Long Tall Sally.’”

Ellie thinks Charlie likes me more than he lets on, but I don’t believe it. I want him as a friend, not a boyfriend. Someone to have fun with. Besides, I can’t imagine kissing a boy shorter than I am.

Charlie spins me in close. “Oooh, baby!”

I laugh and step on his foot. When he spins me, I bump him with my elbow. He does a dirty boogie move and I imitate it. “Oooh, baby,” we shout.

By the time the song is over, we’re laughing so hard we can’t dance. It’s dark now. A few couples drift away from the shelter’s lights toward their cars, toward the woods. The night air is hot, humid, heavy. An almost full moon has just risen over the dark mass of trees. Somewhere in the shadows a mockingbird sings, almost like a nightingale, I think.

“Unchained Melody” is playing again. I picture myself with Don, dancing, slow and close, his cheek pressed to mine. He’d be singing to me and me alone, his lips pressed to my ear, his breath a tickle on my cheek. Why can’t life be the way I want it to be? Just once?

But it’s only Charlie I’m with, and we’re walking back to the picnic table, talking about chemistry. I’m scared I’m getting a C or even worse and he’s telling me not to worry so much.

He’s right, I do worry too much. All the time, about everything. Chemistry and math are just little things on my worry scale. I worry about being too tall, too skinny. Sometimes I have weird thoughts and then I think I might be secretly crazy. What if I crack up someday? Lose my mind? Go nuts? What if I end up in Spring Grove Insane Asylum? The people there howl when the moon’s full, at least that’s what a boy in my math class told me. He should know. He lives on the street that ends at the asylum grounds. There’s a big iron gate and a guard in a little booth and a tall fence with spikes. I’d be afraid to live on that street.

Do other people ever worry about the kind of things I worry about? I glance at Charlie. Not him. He’s still talking about chemistry and how much trouble he’ll be in if Haskins gives him a C.

It’s just me. There’s something wrong with me, with my brain or something. I might have a tumor, I might die young before I even graduate from high school.

We sit down beside Walt and Bobbi Jo. I try to push the heaviness in my head away. I smile, I laugh, I pretend I’m just like everyone else. The Great Pretender. I’m good at that. Acting normal.

While Gary chooses the next record, Cheryl and Ralph join us. Her face is flushed, her eyes bright. She’s holding Ralph’s hand.

Over on the other side of the rec center, just where the rec lights meet the dark, Buddy is watching her. He’s looking at Cheryl like he hates her.

Cheryl notices Buddy and holds Ralph’s hand tighter.

Ralph grins at Bobbi Jo. “Aren’t you a little young to be out this late?”

“Less than two years to go and I’ll be sixteen,” Bobbi Jo says.

“Yeah, but when you’re sixteen, we’ll be eighteen,” Ralph reminds her. “You’ll never catch up with us.”

“I can pass for sixteen right now,” Bobbi Jo says. “I told that cute guy at the Esso station I was sixteen and he believed me. He wants to take me out, but I know what my father would say if he showed up at our front door. He won’t let me date.” She pouts for a second and then smiles at Ralph.

How I wish I had dimples like hers. But maybe they wouldn’t look as cute on me. Maybe my face is the wrong kind for dimples. Too long maybe, too plain.

Ellie and Paul come over. “It’s too hot to dance,” Ellie says. “Look at my hair, it’s all frizzed up and I’m roasting.”

“There’s a cure for that.” Cheryl drops her voice low. “Ralph’s got a couple of six-packs of Rolling Rock. We’re going over to the playground. Want to come?”

I glance at Ellie. If we get caught with beer, we’ll be in a lot of trouble. She looks a little worried, but she says, “Count me in.”

Bobbi Jo grins. “Me too.”

Me too, me too, me too . . . I will if you will . . .

We walk across the baseball field lit by lights from the rec center. Our shadows stretch out toward the woods, long and thin with impossibly small heads.

For maybe the first time in my whole life, I’m doing something really reckless. Beer. The nice kid is going to drink beer. Maybe the nice kid will get drunk. Maybe the nice kid will make out with somebody. Who knows what the nice kid might do on a warm, dark summer night?
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NEAR the playground, a bunch of guys are playing pickup basketball. Thud, thud, thud, the ball bounces. Thwang, it drops through the net. Somebody curses. Somebody laughs.

Buddy joins the boys on the court. Did he follow us across the field? Must have. My arms prickle a little. It scares me to think about him skulking behind us. He’s stupid and mean and I don’t like him. Don’t trust him either. Those squinty eyes of his, that narrow foxy face.

Why can’t he just leave Cheryl alone? Can’t he see she doesn’t like him anymore? She likes Ralph. No, she loves Ralph. Anyone can see it in her face, in the way she looks at him. Maybe Ralph’s looking at her like that too, but I’m not sure. Boys are harder to read than girls.

Except for Buddy, who still looks like he hates Cheryl. But he used to look at her like he loved her. Which I think he did. But she stopped loving him and that’s the problem. It seems to me, if I was ever lucky enough to have a boyfriend, I’d never stop loving him. True love forever. That’s all I want. Isn’t that what everybody wants?

Before Cheryl sees him, Buddy slips away from the basketball game. Walks up behind her, grabs her arm, forces her to turn toward him, his face close to her face. Close enough to kiss.

Ralph and Paul have gone to get the beer out of the car. Bobbi Jo, Ellie, and I stand there paralyzed. We don’t know what to do.

“You cheating little bitch,” he mutters. The veins in his neck stand out like cords. His face is red. His hair is in his eyes. He looks wild, crazy, mad enough to do anything. Hit her. Strangle her.

“Get your hands off me.” Cheryl doesn’t look scared. Just angry. She tries to yank her arm free, but Buddy holds tight.

I look at Ellie and Bobbi Jo. We should do something, say something, but we just stand there like we’re watching a play. Not something real.

Suddenly Ralph is there, his hand on Cheryl’s other arm. “What the hell’s going on?” he asks Buddy. “Let her go.”

Buddy’s grip on Cheryl tightens. He scowls at Ralph. “Go back to Dulaney where you belong.”

Ralph’s face reddens. “This is a free country,” he says. “I can come here anytime I want.”

Buddy lets go of Cheryl and she moves closer to Ralph. “Leave me alone,” she says. “Get the hell away from me.”

The boys face each other. Ralph’s taller than Buddy, but Buddy’s arms look strong. He has the look of a guy who knows every dirty trick.

The other kids crowd around them, pushing each other, shouting, egging them on. “Fight!” a boy yells. “Fight!”

The night is turning into a movie, the kind James Dean and Natalie Wood would be in. It excites me in a strange way.

Cheryl looks pleased to be the center of it all. She flips her long blond ponytail this way and that, staring at Buddy as if she’s daring him to fight.

Then Charlie steps in between Ralph and Buddy. He’s shorter than either of them. Skinnier. His shadow slants across the basketball court.

“Why don’t you just forget it?” he asks. “If a fight starts, some nosy SOB in the neighborhood will hear it and call the cops. They’re always prowling around here looking for trouble. They’ll spot the beer and arrest us all.”

Ralph scowls at Buddy. “Just leave Cheryl alone. She’s not your girl anymore.”

“She can go to hell for all I care.” Buddy picks up a beer bottle and turns to his friend Gene. “Let’s get outta here.”

Followed by a couple of other guys, they walk over to Buddy’s car. Before he opens the door, Buddy turns back and shouts at Cheryl, “If you died tomorrow, I wouldn’t shed one tear.”

Revving the engine, he drives away with a screech of tires that leaves the smell of burning rubber behind. I can hear the old Ford with its rusted-out muffler long after it disappears.

“Nice going, Charlie,” Ellie says. “I really thought they were going to fight.”

“Me too.” Cheryl sounds a little disappointed, I think. She squeezes Ralph’s arm. “I was hoping you’d beat the crap out of him.”

Ralph laughs and puts his arm around her. “Come on, let’s get a beer.”

“Good idea,” Charlie says. “How about you two?”

Ellie and I look at each other and grin. We’re almost seventeen, with one more year of high school, the best year, ahead of us. We’re practically old enough to buy beer legally. Well, in five years, actually.

“What about me?” Bobbi Jo asks.

“Wouldn’t you rather have Kool-Aid?” Charlie asks.

“I’m not a baby,” Bobbi Jo says. “Give me a beer too.”

Walt puts his arm around Bobbi Jo. “Aw, let her have one.”

Charlie opens the beer and hands us each a bottle of Rolling Rock. Little bottles, not enough beer to make you drunk.

“Just don’t tell your father,” he says to Bobbi Jo. “I don’t want to go to jail.”

“Why would I tell him?” Bobbi Jo asks. “I’d be grounded for life. Or sent to a Catholic girls’ school in Switzerland.”

“Saint Bernard’s Academy of Lost Souls?” Charlie asks.

For once I get the joke, but Bobbi Jo doesn’t. “No, I think it’s Saint Ursula of the Alps or something like that.”

The beer has a harsh taste. Sour. I don’t really like it, but I pretend to. People say some things are an acquired taste. Beer must be one of them.

Ralph takes beers for himself and Cheryl and hands a bottle to Paul. “Damn,” he says. “That’s almost the last of it already.”

“After we finish these,” Paul says, “I’ll collect some money and buy a case.”

We sit around the table, laughing and talking, remembering funny things from our junior year and making plans for senior year. And after. When we’re finally free of public school. Paul and Charlie and Walt are going to hitchhike across the country after we graduate, working odd jobs and seeing places like the Grand Canyon and Old Faithful. They’ll be home in time to start college.

Ellie and I have an idea we’ll get waitressing jobs in Ocean City and spend the whole summer at the beach. We’ll get great tans and save enough money for fall clothes. We’ll start college dressed like Seventeen models.

Cheryl’s uncle has already promised to hire her as a typist in his welding business. Boring, maybe, but she says he’ll pay her a good salary. Ralph says he and Don might spend the summer lifeguarding in Bethany Beach.

My mind drifts. Bethany’s not far from Ocean City. Maybe Don and Ralph will eat at the restaurant where Ellie and I wait tables. I’ll be tan, my hair will look good, Don will ask me to meet him on the boardwalk when I get off work. We’ll walk on the beach, wade in the surf, the moon will be full . . .

“You guys will have so much fun,” Bobbi Jo says glumly. “All I’ll do next summer is babysit bratty kids.”

“You need another beer.” Ralph hands her one.

When I finish my second bottle, I decide I like the taste after all. I also like the silly feeling I’m getting, a sort of numbed drowsiness that makes me happy and relaxed. My mouth feels funny and I wonder if I’m doing that curly thing with my lip that Daddy does when he’s drunk.

“Ellie,” I whisper. “Are you drunk?”

She laughs. “I think maybe. How about you?”

“I’m so drunk I can’t get up.” We both start laughing like this is the funniest thing I’ve ever said.

Bobbi Jo sees us laughing and joins in. “Me too,” she says. “I’m drunk too!”

“You guys are ridiculous.” Cheryl gives us a superior look. “Nobody gets drunk on two bottles of Rolling Rock.”

“We do,” I say. That makes us start laughing again.

Cheryl puts her arms around Ralph and kisses him. “They aren’t drunk,” she says. “They just think they are.”

Ralph laughs. “Let’s see you three walk a straight line.”

We reel across the basketball court. I’m laughing so hard I keep snorting, which makes me laugh harder and snort more. In a way, I’m play-acting, not really drunk but definitely not my normal self. I feel like I could fly if I tried hard enough. The future is mine, the world is beautiful, and the fireflies in the trees flash a code I can almost understand.

I grab Ellie’s hand and she grabs Bobbi Jo’s hand and we dance around the basketball court singing an old song we sang when we were kids. “Up in the air, junior birdman.” We can’t remember the words, and we start laughing again.

“Okay, okay,” Charlie shouts. “You’re drunk. Or you’re crazy. Come on over here, Long Tall Sally. Sit down before you fall down.” “We need more beer,” Ralph says.

Paul collects some money and he and Ralph leave for a liquor store on Route 40. The guy there never asks for IDs, Ralph says. He lets you buy anything you can pay for. Simple as that. You just have to know where to go, and Ralph knows—he knows where to go and what to do and what to say. I wish Don was here and I knew what Cheryl knows, so I’d be sexy and he’d fall in love with me.

While they’re gone, some other kids from the neighborhood show up. One of them has a portable radio. When Ellie and I hear Shirley and Lee singing “Feels So Good,” we sing along. I’m always Shirley, singing high, and Ellie’s always Lee, singing low. We have that song down perfectly.

“God, will you two just shut up?” Cheryl says. “You sound like cats in heat or something.”

Ellie and I look at her, look at each other, and keep on singing until the song’s over. Cheryl isn’t the queen of the world. If we want to sing, we will.

Louise Weeks starts jitterbugging with her boyfriend, Harry. They know the Baltimore dance steps, too. Soon we’re all dancing, trying to imitate their moves. Since there are more girls than boys, Ellie and I end up dancing together, which is fine when the music’s fast and we can twist and twirl and swing and do the dirty boogie.

Cheryl and Bobbi Jo sit at the picnic table, talking. Cheryl’s probably telling Bobbi Jo not to get as silly as Ellie and me. The next time I look in their direction, I see a boy leaning over the table, talking to them. It’s too dark to see who it is. I hope it’s not Buddy.

The song ends, and Pat Boone starts singing “Ain’t That a Shame,” a really bad steal from Fats Domino. Ellie and I groan. We hate Pat Boone—he’s such a goody-goody. We like bad boys, Elvis and Jerry Lee Lewis and the Big Bopper and Little Richard, the baddest of all, with hair a foot tall and long, painted fingernails and crazy ways.

I hear Cheryl laugh and say something to the boy. I can’t make out the words but her voice is sharp, nasty-edged. He moves away from her. In a second, the dark woods swallow him up.

Ellie and I go back to the picnic table. Even though it’s almost midnight, it’s still hot, the air heavy with humidity. Down in the woods, I hear a frog croaking in the creek.

“Who was that guy you were talking to?” Ellie asks Cheryl.

She shrugs. “Some stupid jerk from my history class.”

“He wanted Cheryl to dance with him, and when she wouldn’t, he started bugging me.” Bobbi Jo laughs. “Cheryl called him Crater Face. She said his clothes were ugly and so was he, and then she told him to get lost.” She dissolves in giggles, and Cheryl lights a cigarette.

Still laughing, Bobbi Jo says, “You should’ve heard Cheryl. That guy won’t bother us again.”

“It’s not my fault he’s a faggot,” Cheryl says.

“The beer’s here,” somebody yells.

This time, they hand out National Bo in tall, long-necked bottles. Bigger bottles last longer, I guess.

It’s my third beer. I must be drunk. I must be really bad, too. A very bad girl. A juvenile delinquent. Before I know it, I’ll be in a home for wayward girls.

We dance again. This time I’m with Charlie, and the Platters are singing “Only You.” I let him hold me tight, I feel his body press against me. I don’t care that his head is on my shoulder instead of the way it should be, my head on his shoulder.

The next thing I know, I’m letting him kiss me and I like the feel of his lips on mine, even if I have to bend down a little.

Then the song ends. We draw apart and look at each other. Charlie says, “Whew, Long Tall Sally,” but for some reason I start laughing. I laugh and laugh. I laugh so hard I’m scared I’m going to wet my pants.

Charlie stares at me like I’ve hurt his feelings, but then he starts to laugh, too, and everything is okay. We’re still friends. Just friends. Even though for just one second I felt the tip of his tongue slip between my teeth.

Ellie and Bobbi Jo surround me. “Do you have to pee?” Bobbi Jo whispers, her beer breath in my ear.

We slip away from Charlie and head for the woods. “Bobbi Jo was scared to go by herself,” Ellie says.

I don’t say it out loud, but the woods are scary even with three of us. Behind us the playground is washed bright with moonlight, but here between the trees, blackness swallows us up.

Suddenly Bobbi Jo grabs my arm. “What was that?”

“What was what?” I whisper.

She looks over her shoulder at the dark trees. “I thought I heard something.”

Now I think I hear it too—a snapping branch, a loud rustle in the underbrush. I shiver and tell myself I’m being stupid. What could happen to us in the park?

“I didn
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