
  [image: Cover]


  BILLY


  By Whitley Strieber


  [image: ]


  A Macabre Ink Production


  Macabre Ink is an imprint of Crossroad Press


  Digital Edition published by Crossroad Press


  Smashwords edition published at Smashwords by Crossroad Press



  Digital Edition Copyright 2015 by Whitley Strieber


  LICENSE NOTES


  This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to the vendor of your choice and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


  Meet the Author


  [image: ]


  Whitley Strieber is the author of The Wolfen, The Hunger, Communion, Majestic and many others. Most recently, he has published Solving the Communion Enigma and the Alien Hunter series. His weekly radio program Dreamland appears on Unknowncountry.com.


  DISCOVER CROSSROAD PRESS


  Visit us online


  Check out our blog and


  Subscribe to our Newsletter for the latest Crossroad Press News


  Find and follow us on Facebook


  Join our group at Goodreads


  [image: ]


  We hope you enjoy this eBook and will seek out other books published by Crossroad Press. We strive to make our eBooks as free of errors as possible, but on occasion some make it into the final product. If you spot any problems, please contact us at publisher@crossroadpress.com and notify us of what you found. We’ll make the necessary corrections and republish the book. We’ll also ensure you get the updated version of the eBook.


  If you’d like to be notified of new Crossroad Press titles when they are published, please send an email to publisher@crossroadpress.com and ask to be added to our mailing list.


  If you have a moment, the author would appreciate you taking the time to leave a review for this book at whatever retailer’s site you purchased it from.


  Thank you for your assistance and your support of the authors published by Crossroad Press.


  The author gratefully acknowledges permission to reprint from the following:


  “You Always Hurt the One You Love” and “Into Each Life Some Rain Must Fall,” copyright © Alan Roberts Music and Doris Fisher Music.


  All rights reserved.


  “I Get Along Without You Very Well,” copyright © 1938 and 1939 by Famous Music Corporation, copyright © renewed 1965 and 1966 and assigned to Famous Music Corporation.


  “Do I Worry,” copyright © renewed 1968 Leonard-Worth Songs. Used by permission of Bobby Worth.


  FOR THOSE CHILDREN


  BILLY


  Part One


  BY REASON OF DARKNESS


  1


  Suddenly he was there, remarkable and perfect. The next instant he had disappeared into the crowd. Barton gazed after him, but not for long. People noticed you watching children. He walked on.


  As soon as he felt it was safe he turned around and overtook the boy from behind.


  He had no intention of being carried away yet again by his natural enthusiasm. Another mistake would be too much to bear.


  On this particular day he was searching Crossland Mall for the fourth time. He’d been in Stevensville for a disappointing week; he’d been thinking of giving up on Iowa altogether.


  He stopped at the mall bookstore and retraced his steps. Now he could safely get a good look at the boy from the front. And what a remarkable face he saw. There was fire in the eyes, along with a boy’s natural softness. The face was the sort you could look at for hours; such beauty was a kind of food. His fair cheeks were pinked by the sun, his features at once gentle and sharp, and yet full of dignity. His nose was graceful, but there was also a sweet bluntness to it. His lips were as red as if they had been blushed. The boy’s hair was strawberry blond, his skin like cream. His brown eyes were touched like the hair by subtle flame. The expression was affable, with an edge of mischief around the eyes—and yet there was also something else, almost a sense of command. That was so interesting.


  The child held his head proudly. The tip of a smile played across his lips as he encountered another boy, obviously a friend. By comparison this other child was a shadow.


  Barton watched carefully as they went into a video arcade. His target established himself in front of one of the machines. This was a bit of a disappointment. Perhaps this child was not the extraordinary creature that he seemed. But his looks! God.


  Barton had to be extremely careful with this one.


  He could do wonders for the right boy, of that he remained convinced. The last time was so awful that he’d made the decision to change his ways. He’d sealed that decision by mixing his own blood with an innocent’s.


  For hours a given relationship could be so good. His heart opened, the boy’s heart opened and they were truly father and son. In those times he would have given his life for his boy.


  But inevitably the relationship changed. The boy sneered, he cursed or even spat. Then the truth came out: the vicious punk had despised him all along.


  Ending a life properly was a craftsman’s work. You had to do it with the dedication of a lover, the care of a professional, the considered pace of a libertine.


  You didn’t necessarily want to. But once the relationship had collapsed …


  Obviously the boy in question couldn’t be set free.


  These thoughts, brief as they were, led him to other, darker ideas, tempting notions from a diabolic corner of his soul.


  He found himself imagining that lovely face wet with tears, the eyes pleading, the voice shrill, and his own hands moving as if under the control of the terrible instrument that they held.


  The image was so vivid and horrific, it made him shake his head and gasp. The floor rocked. He put a hand to his mouth to force back the sickness.


  Barton had secret knowledge: when skin burns it smokes; a pierced lung sucks.


  He had to will himself to calm down, let the bad thoughts fade away.


  OK, take it easy, he told himself. All that’s wrong with you is that you’re very excited by this child. He’s a treasure and nothing bad will happen. No, with the right boy, there will be no bad part.


  Barton was stable.


  This time he would do everything exactly right.


  In the past he’d picked them up off the street. “Your mother told me to come get you and take you home.”


  “I’m with the police, son.”


  “There’s been an accident, we have to take you home now.” It depended on how young they were and how neglected they looked. “Want to take a ride, go to McDonald’s, get some candy?” And to the saddest, shabbiest of them: “Want to be my friend?”


  Timmy had gone for that one. Jack had fallen for the police gambit. For that ruse Barton had worn a blue jacket and some insignia he’d bought at an army surplus store.


  The current problem was going to be much more challenging. This child was happy and bright and might not fall for a simple lure, which meant that one could not be risked. If he wanted a specific boy, he only had the one chance. He’d tried forty kids before he got Timmy—who had been flawed, of course. When he’d trusted to chance, he always had problems. He had finally accepted the fact that he could not get a perfect child unless it was by careful choice.


  To be certain that the child was right he was going to have to make a closer approach, risk some brief interaction with him.


  There were benches for parents in front of the arcade. He sat down, pretending to tie his shoe, and looked the place over as he did so. It was very ordinary: a deep room with fifty or so games and a lot of noise. There were maybe ten kids listlessly pumping the machines.


  Only one child looked as if he was standing in a shaft of light.


  Barton ached to try a street ploy, but that was not the prudent course. Instead he would proceed slowly and carefully. First he would go outside and sit in his van for ten or fifteen minutes, then re-enter the mall in dark glasses and wearing a different shirt. If he was lucky, he could have a brief conversation with the child. Tone of voice, vocabulary, expression—they would reveal volumes.


  He did not want a coarse child, a bitter child, a delinquent child. This one must not be bruised. He must be intelligent, well adjusted, good of heart.


  Then it would work.


  He returned to his Aerostar which he’d parked not far from the mall’s main entrance. To fill the time he enjoyed one of his secret pleasures: he wrote about the boy on a yellow pad. Usually he just wrote a description, which gave him the enjoyment of calling the child’s image vividly to mind. Other times he might write a letter, or simply repeat the name again and again, such as “Timothy Weathers” written until it seemed a kind of sweet penance. But he didn’t yet know this boy’s name.


  “Dearest Child, I would like to ask you if I can be your new father. I know it sounds crazy and you love your dad, but just please listen to me for a second. I don’t have a boy and I can’t, and I’d give you every single thing you could ever want. I won’t ever punish you. You make all the decisions. I work, I’ll earn the money for us.”


  He stopped writing.


  It would be so beautiful!


  “There is something so marvelous about you. Thinking of you now I can smell the grass in the back yard, see that wonderful old elm that was almost my second home in the summer. You make me feel so good, so deeply happy.


  “I know you are a magnificent human being. I can help you fulfill your great potential. I can take you out of this wretched cultural desert and help you to flourish and become the great soul that God meant you to be.


  “Let me love you, serve you, become you.”


  He stared at the last two words. That wasn’t what he meant at all. “Become you”—what was that supposed to mean? Barton wasn’t crazy. He crossed them out. In their place he wrote: “enter your life.” Now that was precisely correct.


  “Oh, my God,” he said, “he’s so incredibly special.”


  Obviously he had already fallen in love with this child. Oh, he would be such a good father! He could do it, he would be just wonderful.


  Barton tore the paper into tiny bits. These he put into a plastic bag which he would eventually pour into some dumpster somewhere behind a gas station. Although he had no evidence that anybody was investigating him, the possibility was always there.


  That was why he’d quit making his acquisitions in California, and partly why he was working rural areas. Small towns were so open, and their police departments usually had very limited resources. Also, his experience was that small-town America produced better-looking, sweeter, smarter children.


  Another important consideration was location. He was always careful to choose towns close to the interstate. This wasn’t only because of the need to leave quickly, but also because the citizens of such towns were used to seeing strangers passing through. One more wouldn’t arouse anyone’s suspicions.


  His watch told him it was time to go back. The capture itself was always nerve-wracking, but these new preliminaries made the whole process much worse.


  Barton said to himself, “You don’t have to do it.”


  He groaned so loudly that a man walking past his van glanced his way. OK, you’re losing it again. So take a deep breath, imagine every muscle in your body is melting. That’s better.


  The thought of losing this boy was just unbearable.


  Barton told himself he had to be strong. He must stick to his plan. What if the boy was rotten inside, foul-mouthed or dirty-minded? He certainly didn’t want any of that, not anymore. This child had to be right.


  The next step was to get back in that mall and make the final decision. If it was in the affirmative he would then locate the boy’s home, find out his name, and get some idea of his family situation. To some extent poorer was better, and it helped if the family was new in town. It was easier to get kids who had unhappy homes, but that had been his mistake in the past. They might look fresh and beautiful, but too many of them were grim and sullen and rotten with greed, the vicious little bastards!


  Looking first to be sure nobody was near the van, he pulled off his tan knit shirt. Then he took the blue button-down out of his small suitcase and put on the dark glasses.


  His clothes changed, he got out of the van and moved quickly toward the mall entrance.


  Noon was approaching and waves of heat rose from the cars in the lot. Barton was sensitive to heat. The other kids had called him “Leaky,” he sweated so much. That and “Fat Royal.”


  That was a long time ago—longer than it felt. But mentally Barton was never far from his own childhood. He kept going over things. People who remembered childhood fondly were lucky; they were the ones who had put the pain to rest.


  Crossing the pavement, he bowed his head against the sun and was grateful to push through the doors into the air conditioning.


  In the old days, department stores had smelled like malls did now. It was the perfume of merchandise. The smell always took him back to the days when his gang—well, not really his, but the gang he was in—used to ride bikes down to Woolworth’s on Main and Mariposa where they had a comic book rack and cap guns and toy soldiers and a lunch counter where you could get a hamburger and large Cherry Coke for seventy-five cents. He wasn’t really in the gang, of course, but he rode with them. Or rather, he took the same route. The guys would all sit at the counter; he would be in a booth nearby.


  Remembering those days, he smiled a little. Mom had given him one thorough strapping that time he got caught shoplifting those Uncle Scrooge comics. If he’d only managed to pull it off and gotten one for every member of the gang, maybe then they would have taken him in.


  Mom had laid it on right in the middle of the living room. Then they watched Have Gun Will Travel, and he lay there on the floor where she had left him.


  He passed Midplains Savings and Wilton’s Jewelers, its main window literally jammed with ceramic brooches illustrating flowers and little hats and lady bugs. In another window there must have been a couple of miles of gold chain.


  The mall was moderately crowded. When he was in crowds Barton was compulsive about looking into faces. He was also sensitive to the aesthetics of skin. Smooth, pale skin inspired him. He loved to brush a soft arm or beautiful hand. To taste its salt sweetness, to inhale its miraculous variety of scents—of such things he dared only dream.


  Another pass by the video arcade and he saw the boy again, still at his moronic game. Barton took a deep breath, stopped walking and closed his eyes for a moment.


  Now came the frightening part: he went into the arcade.


  There was a skeeball game in the front, and beside it a locked display case full of cheap trinkets and candy. Each item was marked with some ridiculous number—fifty skeeball coupons to get a miniature Whitman’s Sampler, a thousand for some cheap sunglasses.


  The electronic games all depicted murder and mayhem, brawls and violent death. They promoted machismo and reinforced unconscious racism. Little thought was required. Rather, they demanded what the streets demanded: dexterity and feral cunning.


  Barton moved closer to the boy. His heart began to pound and his underarms to grow damp despite his powerful antiperspirant. He could see the boy’s back moving as he breathed. The boy wasn’t a fantasy anymore; he was a human being in a black-and-white-striped T-shirt and black shorts.


  The vulnerability of children could be extraordinarily intimidating. Barton wasn’t a predator, he was a romantic and did not like to see himself as an exploiter. Getting close to kids also meant seeing their imperfections, which could ruin everything … or it could be delicious.


  On the side of this boy’s perfectly white left hand there was a small brown mole. Farther up his arm there was another. These were not fatal imperfections, like Jack’s relentlessly foul mouth or the black birthmark on Timmy’s thigh. Rather, they enhanced the child’s beauty in an almost poignant manner.


  Watching this sensitive child play Space Harrier was like watching an angel hitting on a bottle of booze.


  Barton moved closer. The boy’s skin shone in the arcade’s lurid fluorescence. It was all Barton could do not to touch the warm smoothness of his hand, to let his finger brush across the mole.


  As the boy’s Space Harrier game ended Barton put a quarter into the RPM machine beside it. This was a two-person game. In a quavering tone, he asked, “Want to race?”


  “Sure.”


  Wonderful voice! Soft, yet richly melodious. And a real surprise: this voice was kind!


  The boy came over and dropped a quarter into his side of the machine. He barely reached Barton’s shoulder.


  Even though Barton tried his hardest, he was bested three times in a row, which he found lovely. Nothing was said until the end, when the boy looked up at him and with a sparkle in his eye said, “Want to play for money?”


  Barton smiled. “This is already costing me.”


  The boy laughed and went over to his dark-headed friend. A moment later the friend’s brittle, sneering voice drifted back: “Just some queer.”


  The boy glanced quickly at Barton. There was apology in his soft eyes.


  The boy’s friend had, in addition to his pimples and his coal-black hair, the extended face of a horse.


  Suddenly it hit Barton: I’m being seen by a potential witness! He had to get out of here, even if it meant losing the boy.


  That was a monstrous thought! In his few minutes on RPM he’d fallen far: he could hardly bear the thought of letting the child out of his sight. But prudence demanded that he leave at once.


  The van was stifling. He started the engine and turned the air conditioning on high.


  The locals were all talking about how hot and dry a summer it had been. The corn was stunted, and the farmers wanted rain. Barton had learned to talk about it, too. Every morning he read the Stevensville Iowan, and when the waitress served his breakfast he might say a few words about the weather.


  This way if she was ever questioned she would review the past few days and say, “No, officer, I don’t remember anybody unusual at all.” She would not say, “Gee, yeah, now that you mention it there was this guy that ate here a few times. Real quiet. Never said a word. Kept his head down.”


  Never mind waitresses, though; here was a strong, direct witness: “Yes, officer, there was this guy in the mall who played RPM with him.” And then would follow the description, the IdentiKit portrait, the poster.


  Thank God for dark glasses.


  He pulled out of his spot and sped to the nearest exit. Once on Lincoln Avenue he headed for the Burger King. Eating would pass the time.


  He entered the order line behind a blue Camaro. Three girls were in it, ages sixteen to eighteen. He wished that he could say something to them about their smoking, offer them some help with their addiction. They were all so young!


  He watched them order Whoppers, fries, shakes, desserts. Their blonde heads bobbed as they talked, the driver’s skin gleamed in the sun as she worked the microphone button.


  If he got to a child in time, he was convinced that he could transform anyone of sufficient intelligence into a cultured human being. With the right care, the soul would bloom.


  “A Whaler and a small dinner salad with blue cheese dressing,” he said when his turn came at the order window. “And a glass of iced tea.” Not “icetea,” like they all said. “Iced. Tea.” In the English language it was two words.


  As the Camaro left the takeout window he drove up and got his things.


  With his food on the seat beside him he accelerated into traffic.


  He fought the desire to go back to the mall earlier than was safe.


  Please don’t leave, son. Dad had called him that, and he enjoyed pretending to be Dad. Power was the greatest aphrodisiac.


  He made himself go out on the interstate to kill a little more time before he attempted to relocate the child and follow him home.


  Grueling hours of search might be necessary this time around. He just didn’t know. This was all new to him. And as far as getting the boy—his idea was more a fantasy than a plan. Would it work? He had no idea.


  Driving along, nibbling nervously at the Whaler, his thoughts returned to the boy. Wasn’t that a wonderful voice? Just exceptional. And that extraordinary face. The word “handsome” did not suffice, and “pretty” was demeaning. This boy had a quality of the miraculous about him.


  Even to glimpse such beauty was a privilege.


  Barton himself was not beautiful and never had been, but he had made himself into a worthy soul.


  The rich white clouds reminded him of the past. He had looked for shapes in the clouds, and had seen the Flying Dutchman there, and his mother had said, “There’s a gallows and an old man hanging, and the wind is tearing off his head.”


  High summer: heat waves coming up off the fields, mirages on the roads, girls in clingy cotton dresses. His friends would ride out into the hard land, and he behind them, Fat Royal pounding his old Huffy to keep up.


  In the heat of the day they would take comic books and Cokes down by Salado Creek and read and sip their cold drinks and talk of the matters of those days.


  The van hummed on the highway. The Whaler tasted of plastic, as if the heat of the day had melted some of the container into the bun.


  A summer had come when he was the only child who hadn’t moved away or gone to camp or gotten too old to spend time down at Salado Creek. Eventually he’d had to face a hard fact: childhood was not eternal.


  When the flowers had blown from the trellis in the back yard that autumn, he had become possessed by a soft, cloying anguish that had never since left him. He did not pine for his childhood because it had been beautiful. It hadn’t been. What he wanted was to somehow escape the pain.


  Alone by the Salado, he had first experienced the sort of fantasy that could still make his stomach churn with revulsion even as it stirred his desire.


  In the fantasy he was carried naked to the creekside by the other boys. They laid him face up on the bank, with his head dangling over the water. He could see the sky above and the gently swaying cypress trees, and then they would push his head backward until it went under. Desperate, fighting the water that was forcing its way up his nose, he would be dimly aware that somebody was handling him where they shouldn’t be.


  The fantasy was wrong, it was a sin. So intense were his efforts to suppress it, more than once he imagined jamming a red hot soldering iron into his brain.


  What he wanted now was a pure relationship with a child to prove the goodness that was in him. He could be a good father and a very special sort of a friend. He had to show that to himself. By giving joy to a child, he could heal the wounds of his own childhood. That was his great quest.


  So on and on he went, searching for the perfect relationship with the perfect child. He dreamed of looking back one day and saying of that child: I made him happy. Then all would be well.


  The closer the boy was to perfection, the more he brought back memories from Barton’s own past: the blowing trees, the voices, the easy laughter of the old days—and Fat Royal and Let’s Fuck Leaky and oh God, if only he could repair the past! The saddest memories are those that just miss being wonderful.


  To get closer to kids he became clever in their ways. He learned to form friendships with them using a combination of kindness and firmness. He learned about their fads and fashions. He was aware of the importance of Nintendo, and of the differences between Super Mario Brothers 2 and Super Mario Brothers 3. He knew all about Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles.


  When it was good with Timmy, the child had kissed him as he might have his own father.


  Dad had died as quietly as a moth rising into the sky. “I love you, Dad!”


  Barton had stood over his father’s still body, and spoken those exact words.


  At the graveside he had read one of his own poems, and Mother had said, “What a lovely thought.”


  Each Sunday since the death she put a single sprig of lilac on the grave. Her grief had been so intense for so long that it had come to seem like a sort of grim pastime.


  Again and again Barton tried to puzzle out why he did what he did. Was it Dad’s fault, or Mother’s? Was it his? Had something terrible happened that he had forgotten, or was it an accumulation of little disappointments that had done it? The other children had been awfully damn hard on him. Every time he thought about it, he got so fucking mad!


  But he wasn’t dangerous.


  He prayed for the new little boy. “God, let him survive.”


  If only the black room didn’t exist, if only he never took them there, if only—


  A child needed him.


  2


  Because he had other things on his mind, Billy wasn’t really working at Space Harrier. The American Legion was sponsoring a short-story writing contest with an Iowa theme, and he intended to win it. His main inspiration was that first prize was the amazing sum of five hundred dollars.


  He also had an idea. It was stimulated by a summer reading assignment recommended by Jim McLean, his English teacher. The inspiration was Kafka’s The Metamorphosis, and the idea was that your typical Iowa farmer would wake up one morning and discover that not only had he turned into a giant bug during the night, so had all the other farmers. And they were hungry for corn.


  Billy was excited about his story, so excited that he’d failed to better last night’s crop of teenage records in Space Harrier.


  As far as digital games were concerned, he much preferred Dungeonmaster on his Amiga computer. He was already deep in level ten and the way he computed the probabilities he had a fair chance of surviving until the game ended.


  He wondered what would happen when it did. When you beat Super Mario Brothers all Mario did was lie there and sleep. Not a very big deal considering the magnitude of the achievement.


  He worked alone; deep Dungeonmaster levels were too hard to crack with a bunch of kids arguing about every spell you cast, and then getting pissed off when they weren’t allowed to take a turn.


  Jerry Edwards was already sulking over Billy’s performance on Space Harrier. Acing games for the brain-dead like that was boring to Billy, but to Jerry it was the equivalent of climbing Mt. Amanda herself in the backseat of her parents’ Vulva station wagon. Being an undumb kid in a place like Stevensville was even more inconvenient than it had been in the last town, Iowa City. Iowa was not a state of genius, his dad said, but it made up for it with a big heart. Whee.


  At least it was better than New Jersey had been, where drug dealers were always after you, sometimes even chasing kids down and forcing them to do crack.


  Dad had been fired from the school in Jersey before he was fired from the one in Iowa City. That was how Billy ordered his past: from firing to firing. Dad had a mind of his own, and was therefore canned on a routine basis.


  Dad could yell and wave his arms with excitement about LaFollette and Gus Hall and the House Un-American Activities Committee. He was capable of scoffing openly at everything from the CIA Charter to the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, a Vietnam-era travesty only he had not yet forgotten. It was all pretty embarrassing, but the way he loved the hell out of you made up for it.


  “Stevensville is a very tolerant, very Midwestern place,” Dad said. “I hope to last at least two full semesters.”


  Billy had disgusted Jerry by abandoning Space Harrier in midgame. Three minutes after Jerry grabbed the controls, the Game Over sign came floating into the foreground.


  Billy whipped through level after level in Afterburner while putting his short story together in his mind. Waves of planes came at him. He jinked and jigged, dove and climbed, and thought how great it would be to be really weird like Kafka. I mean, Gregor Samsa just plain turned into a giant bug. His mother hurled an apple at him and it got embedded in his back. He was even crunchy like a bug, but too huge to step on. His family was very embarrassed.


  That was such a good story. When his own family went down to Des Moines in July Billy had taken a super-sharp Xerox of Kafka’s picture to have a KAFKA LIVES T-shirt made at the Shirtworks.


  His story was going to just totally turn everybody’s stomach which would be incredibly fun. It would be the best-written submission, he was confident of that. But would it win? Only if the judges had the courage to recognize the best. It would certainly go into the fall issue of Stevensville Junior High’s literary quarterly, the Biblion. Gum-popping goddesses would read it and say, “That was really, well, sort of unfiltered.” They would also say, “That Billy Neary is so outa tune.”


  Suddenly Billy crashed. He stared at the screen, watching the smoke rise as his jet plowed into a town. That was what you got for plotting a short story while playing a game whose moves were measured in hundredths of a second.


  To cover his embarrassment, he instantly turned away from the screen. He had a reputation to protect.


  “You screwed up, Neary. I saw you!”


  “And you’re gonna tell the world.”


  “Naturally!”


  “I’ll do you a favor sometime.”


  “You blew level ten. I can’t believe it.” Jerry grabbed Billy’s head, rapped hard on the top of it. “Yep. I thought so.” He rapped again. “Hear that? Sounds like there’s wood in there.”


  The headlock was pretty painful, but Billy knew to give no sign. “Implying that I’m a woodenhead. I’m crazed with laughter.”


  “No, man, that sound means you have a brain tumor.”


  “My middle name is Melanoma. If you break my neck I’ll vomit all over the warts on your chest.”


  Jerry dug his knuckles deeper into Billy’s head. “I will seriously retaliate.”


  Jer ought to know that Billy’s threats were on the level. “Remember the toilet caper, boy.” Billy had flushed a Baby Giant down the toilet at Cinemas Three and gotten Jerry blamed for the explosion.


  “I damn well do remember it, you smug son of a bitch.”


  “Now, now, children don’t talk like that.”


  “The fuck they don’t.”


  “Let me go or I put a time bomb in Lacy’s mailbox and you’ll take the heat.”


  “Lacy’s in bed with my dad.”


  “So are most of the other men in town. You know you can’t afford heat from Lacy.”


  Jerry released him—not because of the threats, but because something else had interested him. “There’s that queer you pussywhipped on RPM.”


  “That’s no queer, that’s Lacy’s twin sister.”


  “Don’t speak that way about our police chief. It’s unpatriotic.”


  The stocky man’s eyes slyly turned. Billy felt himself being scrutinized.


  “You could probably make a couple of bucks off that guy, you let him suck you off.”


  “Thank you, Jerry, but I can do without your kind of money.”


  “Your problem is, you got no head for business.”


  “Give no head for business, you mean.”


  “Is that funny, or just dumb?”


  “Brilliantly hilarious.”


  “Dorked out.”


  It was lunchtime, and Billy was hungry. His finances were so low that lunches at Burger King or McDonald’s had come to seem lavish, so he decided to head home for peanut butter and jelly or—if his mother was in her gourmet mode—a grilled cheese sandwich.


  Billy left the mall, unlocked his spectacularly ancient Schwinn from the rack and went pedaling off. He loved this bicycle, especially the fact that it was old and rather low-tech. Reverse chic appealed, especially in a town packed with glittered Hard Rocks ridden by kids in glittered British Knights and Nike Airs. Also, riding a plain old bike and wearing plain old clothes pleased his plain old dad.


  He took the usual route home, swerving briefly into the Burger King parking lot to spy out the society, even though he was fairly sure that Amanda and the other observables hadn’t heaved their butts out of bed yet, knowing their established summertime routine. Most of them would be embarrassed to do their Egg Beaters before two-thirty at the earliest.


  Despite the certainty of physical abuse, he intended to declare his love to Amanda at the next opportunity. He would then accept the beating from Jerry. Amanda had already made an observation about the enormous Jerome that was probably fatal to Billy’s hopes: “He has hair growing on both sides of his chest.”


  “William, my little twelve-year-old super-dork,” Jer had said, “give up. She’ll never buy into your girlish looks.”


  “I’m sure she’ll love your wit, your brilliance.”


  “She’ll love the fact that I’m thirteen and a half and I can get a hard-on that works.”


  “Gee, does it work a lot?”


  “Only when I make scuzzbags like you chew it. Look Billy, if you talk her up somehow or other, I’ll eradicate your face.”


  “Why so worried? Feeling insecure?”


  “I like to kill guys like you, Billy. I really do. The last thing Iowa needs is more brains.”


  “Brains mean money, dear child.” Except, of course, in a case like Dad’s …


  “I don’t have brains. I come from a dumb family. My dad can hardly even run an automatic elevator. That’s why we live in a little town, because there aren’t any around here. But he owns a piece of this mall and a piece of the Sears mall and about six thousand acres of corn. And never forget, schoolteacher’s son, that he is on the Board of Ed.”


  “Which explains why the Board of Ed has nothing to do with brains.”


  “Why should it? Clearly, school isn’t about learning. It’s about winning basketball games.”


  “Will I have a sense of humor too, when my hard-ons start working?”


  “They never will, junior. They never will.”


  So it went. The day would probably come when Amanda would forsake Jerry, but not for baby-faced Billy Neary with his old bike, old car, old clothes and cheap Walkman.


  He would never admit this to Jer or any other living soul, but he was beginning to wonder what it was like to reach puberty. He knew all about it of course, thanks to his father’s stentorian and incredibly embarrassing sex education “conversations.” But what was it really like?


  It was just noon when Billy wheeled into his driveway.


  A single place was laid at the red Formica table that dominated the kitchen. Mother had indeed produced a grilled cheese sandwich, but it was for his older sister. He slid half of it into his mouth while an unsuspecting Sally was rummaging in the fridge for some Hi-C.


  “You thieving creep!”


  “Slip of the tongue.” He laid open his cheese-filled mouth. “Excellent cheddar,” he said.


  She took a swipe at him with the ice-cream scoop, which had been lying in the sink. Then she stared at it, her eyes widening with horror. “My Heathbar Crunch!” she gasped and ripped open the freezer. “Dad,” she yelled, “you’ve been eating my Heathbar Crunch that I bought with my own money!” Throwing the ice-cream scoop over her shoulder she flounced out. “I hate men!”


  Dad had not stirred from watching the Orioles slowly if ineptly defeat New York. “One to nothing and it’s the top of the ninth,” he commented as Billy passed through the den. He was working on a huge bowl of Heathbar Crunch.


  “I ate her lunch. You’ve got her dessert. Retaliation is possible.”


  “She’s scared of me, I’m much too large and awful. She’ll take it all out on you.”


  “I’m going down to the basement to work on my short story.”


  “Have a plot yet?”


  “Iowa farmers turn into giant bugs.”


  “Didn’t I read that headline on the Weekly World News down at the A&P?”


  “Dad, it’s based on Kafka.”


  “Throw Kafka at the American Legion. They’re sure to give you five hundred bucks for that.”


  “Well, it would be fun to write.”


  “What about doing something topical? Flag burning, for example?”


  “I’m scared of matches.”


  “My God, a player has hit the ball. Oops, it’s a foul. Kind of an interesting half-second there, though.”


  Billy was careful to lock the basement door against a raid from his sister.


  Sitting down before his beloved computer, Billy decided that his day was going pretty well. It was afternoon and the basement was cool and there was a large Butterfinger hidden behind his computer bench. There was also a beer there, but that was part of another scenario. Bring Amanda down, impress her with his ultra-boss computer, sip a little brewski, then, well, connect faces. Billy Neary and his Flying Fantasies. He sighed, then flipped on the computer and loaded Pro Write from the hard disk. The white screen stared at him. “It was a dark and stormy night,” he wrote. Nah, not clichéd enough to satisfy the American Legion.


  “When Bob Hughes woke up one morning from dreaming about his corn, he found himself changed in his bed into a huge corn borer. All that was left of that farmer was his toupee.”


  Oh, man, this would be an awful lot of fun, but Dad was right that it wouldn’t win the American Legion contest. He hit erase and sat staring at the blank screen.


  “Young Freddy Krueger had a deep love of his country, and especially its beautiful flag.”


  A yuckish story idea, yes, but Dad had closed the loan window in July and Billy was down to smelling other people’s breath after they ate their hamburgers. His last ever candy bar was two feet away from his trembling fingers. He had to write a winner.


  “He would defend his flag with his life. To a true patriot like Freddy, it meant everything. And everything else, too.” Maybe he’d better change the Freddy Krueger. They probably wouldn’t make the connection to the Nightmare on Elm Street movies, but why take the risk? He’d call his character Martin Bormann. They’d never in a million years pick up on the fact that he was one of Hitler’s dearest, sweetest thugs.


  While he stared at the screen, Billy’s hand moved toward the Butterfinger.


  The thing was, he wanted to have fun. A story about the flag was not fun; it was a chore. He killed ProWrite and played around for a while with the birdsong he had recorded the night before. All summer he’d been trying to get that bird to reply to him. Whenever there was enough moonlight to keep it awake, it sang on the wire behind the house. Billy sang back, but so far the bird had never responded. He had been recording its song in hopes of better imitating it. Now he was comparing the digital image of the birdsong to his own efforts. Slowly but surely he was getting closer to the bird’s notes. It would be so extreme to have a conversation with a bird. Of course, it would just be sounds. He didn’t know any vocabulary. He could imagine it translated:


  Bird: “The moonlight-t-t-t is so sw-e-e-et!”


  Billy: “I have a t-t-tortilla in my e-e-ear!”


  Bird: “What an asshole is he-e-e-re!”


  He became absorbed, and when he became absorbed the world around him just plain ended. Hours passed. His sister took down the bucket of water she had carefully positioned above the basement door and spent the rest of the afternoon making pecan divinity for the specific purpose of hiding it from both of the damn men.


  Slowly, carefully, Billy was crafting his reply to the bird. He was producing deep music, amazing sonorities that were at once beautiful and weird.


  Shadows came out from behind the furnace, from out of the disused coal cellar, down the steps that led to the storm door with its rusted hinges and loose lock.


  Since it was a summer Saturday night, dinner was free icebox, no call and no formal table. At six he sucked up the Butterfinger, counting on it to sugar-high him through until about nine, when Jer would show up and they would hit B-King. Jer had promised to treat him to a small fries.


  Finally there was no light in the basement but the pale glow of his monitor. It was past eight when Billy leaned back from his work and rubbed his eyes. He noticed with mild interest that there was a pair of legs visible beyond one of the basement windows.


  Somebody was standing there. Dad? Jerry, inexplicably wearing gray slacks?


  Never mind, it didn’t matter.


  But it did.
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  Barton had felt sick when he saw the sea of kids in the video arcade. In only thirty minutes the place had filled up. Kids must have been pouring in steadily almost from the time he left.


  He should have stayed; he’d never catch sight of his boy in this crowd. But he’d been seen, he’d had no choice.


  Even now it was perfectly obvious that he was looking for somebody. He went down to the bookstore. Absently, he paged through a new novel, Fire. God, what an upsetting title. People did not know how much fire could hurt unless they had seen somebody being burned. If a person is burned extensively enough they start feeling cold. After a really thorough session they shiver like they were in a freezer—not that Barton had any knowledge of that.


  There was such a thing as a wild scream. When a person knew that their agony would only be ended by death, that is how they shrieked. The black room had the most expensive ceiling tiles you could buy, and the cinderblock walls were double-thick. It swallowed screams.


  If there is one place on earth where you can do absolutely anything you want, you are free.


  A steam iron.


  Barton’s stomach churned. He put the book down. Again he made a run past the arcade. He rolled along casually, watching out of the corner of his eye.


  And there he was, the angel being manhandled by the bigger boy who’d been with him earlier. Barton was livid. Had the situation been different he might have intervened. Then the muscle-boy saw him. As he moved off, he just glimpsed himself being pointed out to the angel. Damn, that wasn’t supposed to happen even once, let alone twice!


  Uneasy about lingering in the mall, he had returned to his van yet again. He gripped the steering wheel, staring into the void of the parking lot. Stevensville might be a small town, but Crossland Mall was huge, designed to serve this whole part of the state. What was he going to do?


  He’d definitely been noticed again.


  Then a miracle had occurred. God must love him: he saw his boy coming out of the mall by himself. Barton was so excited he couldn’t get his engine going. As he sat furiously grinding the starter the child moved toward the bike rack.


  Barton’s thoughts had flashed back to the first time he had seen Jack, on an October afternoon. Yellow leaves had been running in the streets and skywriters scrolling an enormous Pepsi ad across the blue of heaven. That had been at the Mill Run Mall in Tappan, California.


  The engine ground to life, and for the first time Barton thought he might get this child.


  The boy finished unlocking his aged bike and started for the exit. Despite the risk of losing him, Barton waited a full thirty seconds before following. He had to submit himself to the discipline of the quest. You had to know how to breathe, how to move, how to empty your mind and concentrate with total attention. Finally he started off, moving with the gliding slowness that most drivers adopt in mall parking lots. He wanted to jam the gas pedal to the floor.


  By the time he caught sight of the boy again he was already turning onto crowded Lincoln Avenue. Accelerating smoothly as he slipped into traffic, Barton cruised past the child. He kept him in sight with the special wide-angle rearview mirror he’d bought for just this sort of maneuver.


  He’d bought it when he was following Timmy. The technique was to get ahead and let the child catch up.


  Poor Timmy. He had been—


  Not now, Barton. He was on the hunt. It wasn’t time for memories. He coached himself: breathe in, breathe out. “Control your breath and you control your soul,” said those who were spiritually aware.


  The boy rode into the Burger King parking area. Quickly maneuvering the van, Barton cut into the far end of the lot. As he wheeled around he expected to see the bike cross right in front of him, but there wasn’t a sign of the boy or his bike.


  Barton looked out toward the street just in time to see the Schwinn disappear beyond some parked cars. As fast as he dared he left the lot. The boy was far down the street, pedaling hard. What did this mean? Surely the child hadn’t seen him. Of course not. Boys changed their minds in an instant. Very well. He would keep his eyes on the bike. It was at least a quarter of a mile away—and just then it had turned a corner. To keep the boy in sight, Barton had to gun his motor. So much for caution. He covered the distance to the side street in a few seconds.


  Hicks Street. He looked down its tree-lined expanse. No bike. Damn. The boy must live in one of these houses. Unless—it was also possible that he had made the next corner and turned again. Barton moved to the end of the block. There he was, just disappearing up a driveway. In a moment Barton was cruising past 630 Oak. He had him. The boy walked his bike into the garage and dropped it onto an equally aged girl’s bike. The child knew this place well. Barton was virtually certain that the boy lived here.


  Next Barton checked the property for signs of a dog. What he glimpsed of the back yard revealed that it wasn’t enclosed. There was no doghouse. He spotted no telltale heaps of dog feces, no spots of dead grass indicating that a dog had urinated there.


  At the end of Oak, Barton turned onto Maple, then went up Elm to Hicks. Then he drove down the six hundred block of Oak a second time.


  While the condition of the yard suggested that there was no large dog present, a smaller pet might still lurk within the house. When he penetrated he would bring a hammer, raw meat, and a plastic garbage bag for the animal’s body.


  If people like him got caught it was because they were careless.


  He could assume nothing, trust nobody.


  He had never met another person like himself, but he had studied their failures in newspapers and magazines. He’d even done volunteer work for Missing America, a large support group for parents of missing children. He needed to get inside the mind of the parent and the police detective as well as the child.


  He knew the law. He knew exactly what would trigger FBI involvement. He also knew police, and what telltale signs would make them suspect a runaway. If they thought a boy had left home on his own they would quietly downgrade the case.


  Abduction by strangers was rare. In most places it was a sensational crime, not forgotten for years and years by the community. Etan Patz, abducted from SoHo in New York in 1976, was still being hunted.


  Because Jack was listed as a runaway, everybody had forgotten about him. But Timmy was on those damnable posters all over the country.


  Barton had mixed reactions to that. The prospect of being investigated made him wake up sweating in the night—and yet the idea also caused a deep, illicit tingling.


  Most guys like him took their kids right off the street. Barton had done that in the past, but his new method was far more subtle and extraordinary than simply luring a kid into the back of a van.


  He drove slowly past the target house. Suddenly he became aware that his pants were soiled. There was a stain on his thigh. How long had he been wearing these pants? He couldn’t remember. It could have been since last week, since Timmy. Revolted, Barton tried to pull the cloth away from his skin. He inadvertently turned the wheel. The van swerved badly.


  There—another moment of inattention. Somebody might have noticed the white van that swerved the day before Johnny So-and-So disappeared. And under hypnosis the witness might remember the license number of that van.


  It was so easy to fail.


  He headed back out to the interstate, driving quietly for a time, to calm himself. He would have to live with the stain. It was probably just grease anyway.


  He took an exit ramp about ten miles from Stevensville and drove down under a bridge where he had already scouted a good place to park the van.


  He thought over what he had seen. The family lived in a lovely old neighborhood, but their house was visibly shabby. In addition both of the kids’ bikes were old, and the station wagon in the garage had seen better days. These were good signs. A poor child was easier to dazzle.


  So he was part of a family of four or more. Unless the target had a brother whose bike Barton hadn’t seen, it was likely that he would have a bedroom of his own in that big old Victorian house.


  Barton looked at his watch. One-forty. He would not return to Oak Street until after dark, sometime between eight and eight-thirty. It would be his first chance to check out the house on foot. If they had their name on the mailbox, that would be when he would learn it.


  Since it was likely that he could act tonight, he would have to check out of his motel now. Following his plan, he would start driving west immediately after making the hit. He’d sleep in Colorado and Utah, living in the van until he reached L.A., which would be on the fourth day.


  It was a hard drive but he’d done it before in that time, without ever once exceeding the speed limit. The idea of getting stopped for speeding with a kid in the van was too horrible to contemplate.


  Maybe he was pushing too hard.


  He probably should have taken the week on Maui before coming out here. As it was, he was going to have a hard time convincing Gina that his extended absence was in any way legitimate, let alone forgivable. She had to give in, though. It would be suicide to fire such a popular employee. In his own very small way, he was a star.
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