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Dedication

 


As with all my other works, this book is
dedicated to Michele, who believed.

 


Matthew 10:16—

 


"Behold, I send you out as sheep in the midst
of wolves, therefore be wise as serpents and harmless as
doves."

 


King James Version, Holy Bible

 



Chapter One

 


The bunk creaked and groaned as Stephen
Mitchell rolled onto his back, but he hardly heard the sound. Years
of sleeping on the upper bunk with his younger brother Mike on the
lower bunk made him immune to the noises of the California night.
Mike's soft breathing, the moans from the bedstead, the musical
chirring of the crickets in the ivy and the calm hum of the breeze
were all the mixture of silence to him.

Stephen didn't usually have trouble falling
asleep, but this was a special night, the night before the day he
had been thirsting for and dreading his whole senior year of high
school, and especially this past summer. College, but not just a
trip over to Valley State or even to UCLA to continue school, to
continue life as it had always been with Mother, Father,
Grandmother, Brother, and friends. College was far away in
Tennessee. Two thousand miles, give or take a few, and that whole
journey began tomorrow at seven minutes after ten AM. Stephen
pushed a leg out from under the covers. His feet hung over the end
of the bed. They had been hanging over that way since he was
fourteen. He'd gained a few inches since he first noticed he was
too long for the bunk, but they had crept up on him in such a way
they made no difference. He had been long and skinny since he could
remember. A kid named Dennis Conover had called him 'Stork' on the
first day of first grade and the name stuck. It bothered him a lot
at first. He hoped to lose it when he transferred from public
school to Hardtwick Christian Academy in sixth grade, but he
couldn't shed the name even then. His new classmates looked him
over like he was some strange animal, and Lance Stanley, the class
wise guy, said, "He looks like a potato with pencils stuck in for
legs."

"Mr. Potato Head, only walking," Joey
Cushing, Stanley's best friend agreed.

"Betcha he stands on one leg when he sleeps
like one of those pink birds at the zoo," Stanley said.

Stephen was almost mad enough to fight, but
he bit back the urge. Fighting on his first day would get him sent
right back to public school and that was something he didn't even
want to consider. He hated that place much more passionately than
he wanted to mash Lance Stanley's slightly hooked nose all over his
smirking face.

"They are called flamingos," Stephen began
with a light contempt in his voice. He'd used this tactic before—a
sort of verbal jujitsu. See where the other guy is going and give
him a strong pull in that direction. "I'm no flamingo, I'm a stork.
Storks build big nests in chimneys. Dutch people think they are
good luck." He ran his eyes up and down Stanley's form and, with a
good deal more contempt than before said, "You probably think they
bring babies," then turned back to the book which was open on his
desk.

Stanley didn't quite know how to cope with
this kind of verbal jiggery-pokery. He thought maybe he had been
insulted, but he wasn't sure and he didn't have time to come up
with a riposte because Mrs. Hudson, the steely eyed, steely haired
teacher, stepped into the room.

Stephen was pleased with having shut
Stanley's mouth but the outcome of it wasn't much to his liking. He
wound up with the nick-name he had hoped to leave behind.
Consequences. There were always consequences, he told
himself as he lay awake. He closed his eyes, tried to force sleep
to come, but he found himself staring at the reddish haze inside
his eyelids. That was dull. At least with eyes open there were less
dull shadowy lines in the ceiling and walls.

He reached into his underwear and scratched
his groin. The itch went away but Stephen felt a thickening in his
loins. Blood was trickling into him, making him harden. He hadn't
wanted that to happen, but there was hardly any way he could touch
himself anymore without the stirrings. Sometimes when he went to
pee the very act of opening his fly and taking himself out to do
what must be done caused his penis to harden.

It embarrassed and shamed him, though he
mostly covered it well. There was a knot of guiltiness about it
that he hated, but that was with him almost constantly. It
intensified when he tried to ignore it and the desire to satisfy
that hunger was almost unbearable. It wasn't so much the act of
stroking and fondling himself that had guilt with it as it was the
pictures, like movies, which unreeled behind his eyes as he did it.
Naked girls who wanted him, who touched him, who offered themselves
to him. Sometimes they were blank-faced strangers who conformed to
the idea of voluptuousness he had formed. "Dirty Magazine" women
with large breasts and legs coyly closed. There was never any hint
of pubic triangle hair in those pictures. Some artist with an
airbrush erased any such hint of humanity from them. Other times
his fantasies were more specific. Girls from school whom he slowly
undressed before making savage thrusting love to them. In ways
these girls were like the others. Somehow he could never picture
the reality of what a female human looked like between her legs. A
mental airbrush wiped out the detailing.

This time Stephen's mental movie was Sherry
Kinert. She was a junior when Stephen was a senior. She was pretty,
but not beautiful. Her long brown hair hung fetchingly down before
her breast all the time. He had taken her out to a movie a couple
of weeks before.

The date came about rather strangely. During
all the summers since Stephen was fourteen he had worked for the
school he attended during the winter. Hardtwick Christian Academy
was constantly building on land acquired through gifts. It was
being built by those most concerned with it, the students and their
parents. Stephen started working by donating his labor. After a
month of coming in every day five days a week, Harry Elton, the
school supervisor, hired him at below minimum wage.

This summer was different from all the
previous summers. This summer, for the first time, a girl was hired
on. Sherry Kinert. Stephen found himself working with her, painting
the inside of new classrooms. They talked as they worked and after
hours of painting and talking they began to talk very intimately.
Stephen found himself admitting to his desires and fantasies and
hearing Sherry's admissions. Her admissions brought the question,
"What would you do if a guy tried to put his hand down your pants,
Sherry?" The question caused his loins to thicken, but he didn't
even try to hide the growing lump in his faded, paint-spattered
jeans.

"What do you mean, Steve?" she asked, not put
off by the question and apparently not noticing the rising in his
groin.

"I mean, would you let him?" Stephen asked.
His mouth was dry and there was a burning at the back of his
throat.

Sherry stroked paint on the wall for a moment
then said, "It would depend on the guy. If I liked him a lot and
was pretty sure he wasn't going to hurt me or go telling his
friends—maybe."

She looked over at him and the serious
consideration she had given the question showed in her clear golden
eyes. She didn't give any other indication, neither a "come along"
nor a "hold it buster," just the thoughtful, considering look.

They stopped painting for a moment and stared
at each other, embarrassed to have been so frank. Both blushed
under the speckles of light green paint on their faces, then went
back to brushing paint on the wall with a little more vigor than a
few moments before. They painted quietly for the rest of the
afternoon, only speaking in short non-committal sentences.

 


~ * ~

Stephen thought a lot about that conversation
over the next few days, but didn't do anything about it until the
following Thursday. At the end of the day Stephen and Sherry were
side by side laving their hands and arms with paint thinner to get
the green off when he said, "Would you like to go to the movies
with me?"

She looked at him and he saw remembrance of
their conversation flicker through her golden eyes. No answer more
firm than she had given him Monday showed in the shadowed
remembrance, but the conversation danced there for a moment and
then was gone. "What's playing?" she asked.

He shrugged. "The Bible is over at the
Cathay Circle."

Stephen considered carefully which movie
because he knew Sherry's parents were very strict about movies and
such things. He knew she would have to clear it with them and if
the rating was anything but G or PG they wouldn't let her go.

"Long way to go," she said. "Clear over on
Wilshire."

He shrugged again. "Doesn't matter."

She began wiping her hands and arms on a big
rag that used to be a shirt. "Okay," she said at last. "But not
tonight. I gotta go with Jane Curtis to a prayer circle tonight. I
promised."

"I figured tomorrow night anyway." With a
sudden sinking feeling he asked, "You weren't going with the youth
group to Disneyland were you?"

The trip had been the talk of the young
people's Sunday school group for weeks. Stephen had considered
going but decided the twenty bucks could be better spent
elsewhere.

"No. I just didn't feel like going."

"Me neither," he said, relieved.

She offered the paint rag to him. "When does
it start?"

"Seven-thirty, I think. I'll have to look in
the paper and tell you tomorrow."

"Okay," she said, nodding. Her hair, which
had been tied up in a red bandana, was now loose. It shimmered in
the afternoon sun. Reddish sparkles winked at him.

Stephen didn't know exactly what he had in
mind when he picked Sherry up Friday night. All night Thursday and
all day Friday mental pictures flashed behind his eyes—Sherry lying
naked, beckoning. Sherry in a high necked, long sleeved
floor-brushing white dress that might have been a bridal gown. The
shimmering of the sun on her hair. The speckles of green paint on
her pretty face with one large dot on the end of her small,
well-shaped nose. Her legs, shinning as she sat at a school desk,
her skirt ridding up just a little more than was decorous. He had,
once accidentally, looked up her dress at Sunday school and seen
the satiny blue panties she wore. That picture skipped in and out
of his mind more than any of the others.

Sherry didn't say much on the drive over
Laurel Canyon from the Valley to the Wilshire district. She didn't
sit close to him, but she didn't hug the other door either. There
was no feeling of apprehension or coldness between them. She simply
sat looking out the windows and glancing at him occasionally. She
wore a burnt orange skirt and a white short-sleeved blouse and she
carried a light beige sweater against the cool of the Los Angeles
evening. Her hair was brushed smooth and shining, tied away from
her face with a velvety ribbon not quite the same color as her
skirt.

"Do your folks put an eleven o'clock curfew
on you?" Stephen asked, as they crossed Hollywood Blvd.

"On weekends," she said. He voice was a
melodious low soprano. "School nights I have to be in by nine."

"My folks used to be pretty strict about it
too," Stephen said. "Midnight and no later or there was some
serious explaining to do, but they've let up on me some this
summer. Guess it's because I'm going off to school. I still try to
come in on time though. No need causing problems if it can be
avoided."

"When are you going?"

"Couple of weeks."

They drove in silence until he turned onto
Wilshire, then she said, "Tennessee is a long way off."

"Couple thousand miles."

"I've never been out of California. I can't
really feel how far that is," she paused. "Is it exciting to be
going away like this?"

He shrugged, maintaining an exterior
off-handedness he didn't really feel. "It isn't like I'm going
someplace completely strange. My uncle is Dean of Students and my
mom graduated from Mason. I know people there."

"I'd still be so excited I couldn't stand
it."

He shrugged again.

The movie was a dog for the most part.
Perhaps it had only seemed so to Stephen because he couldn't keep
his mind on the story. The freeze frames of Sherry kept clicking
through his mind. As Noah danced and played his pipes to lead the
animals into the ark, Stephen reached out and took Sherry's hand in
his. She didn't resist and her hand was warm and slightly damp. She
didn't squeeze his hand, but she didn't let go either, though it
was awkward to stretch with her other hand to reach the popcorn he
held in his free hand.

They held hands through the rest of the film
never letting go until he opened the car door for her. She sat
closer to him as they drove toward home, not against him but
closer. Neither spoke as they wove through the turns on the
Hollywood side of the canyon road.

Stephen had a tightening knot between his
stomach and loins. He could feel the coldness of his hands on the
steering wheel. An agony of indecision grew more frantic as they
drew closer to the crossing of Mulholland Drive and Laurel Canyon.
It was almost a panic when the turn was within sight, but when they
reached the traffic light the decision almost made itself. He
turned left onto the dark road that ran along the ridges of the
Hollywood Hills.

Stephen had been to Mulholland drive a few
times before with Jan Melton when they were going steady, but it
had never been like this. With Jan he had always kept everything in
check, even holding her out of his fantasies by force of will. She
had been something special to him and he didn't want to sully that
specialness so they never did anything more than hold one another.
He hadn't even tried to tongue kiss her, much less what he was
thinking about now with Sherry. She had suddenly become special to
him too, but in a different way. There was no love, or even
infatuation, just a set-apartness that he couldn't define.

Stephen turned into a short dirt track
shielded from the road by trees and shut off the engine. He left
the radio playing softly. Before them was the expanse of the Los
Angeles basin, covered with twinkling lights only a little obscured
by the light smog that was almost never absent. He scooted over
beside her, put a slightly trembling arm around her and kissed her
gently.

Sherry was stiff at first, as though she was
totally unpracticed at kissing, but soon she began to relax and
respond a little. She stiffened a little again when he traced the
tip of his tongue along the curve of her lips, but when the new
sensation mellowed a moment she relaxed again and was ready when he
hesitantly pushed his tongue into her mouth. She opened her lips
and accepted it. In a little while she thrust her tongue into his
mouth. After several open mouthed kisses it only seemed natural to
bring his hand around in a smooth caress of her breast. He wasn't
sure whether she felt his touch through her blouse and bra, but he
was sure a moment later when he squeezed the resilient flesh.
Sherry pulled away a little. She made no move to stop him or to
protest, but he could see the questioning in her face. It battled
with a look he couldn't quite make out. He knew it wasn't "cut it
out, buster" look, but he couldn't read what it was. Then she
turned her face up for another kiss and as he gave it to her he
squeezed and caressed her breast again. His hand warmed with the
round glow of her and he moved to unbutton her blouse. It wasn't
the smooth opening of a practiced hand when he embraced her and
tried to unhook the bra it defeated him. Sherry pulled away,
reached behind her back and the bra went slack. Her breasts were
free.

Sherry's hand was suddenly warm on his thigh.
The feel of it brought Steven to raging hardness. "Are you sure?"
he asked.

She hesitated a moment then nodded.

Stephen had never shown himself to a girl He
was not sure now of whether he should go ahead, but her hand was
magnetic, mesmerizing. He slowly undid his belt and pulled down his
fly, then freed himself from his straining jockey shorts.

She stared at his hardness by the dim light
of the radio dial then hesitantly reached out to touch him. As she
did so he leaned in and held the creamy weight of her breast in his
hand, then leaned down to kiss the cherry nipple. He felt it stir
beneath his lips.

They kissed again and held each other.
Stephen had never felt such warmth and comfort from anyone. Her
arms were like a cloak around him, holding in closeness and warmth,
but at the same time drawing shivers of wanting from his deepest
self.

After a few moments Stephen decided to go all
the way. He'd asked her what she would do if a guy tried to put his
hand in her panties. Now he decided to find out. He slid his hand
easily beneath her skirt, up her stockinged legs and onto her bare
thigh feeling her legs relax into a slight openness. She kissed him
and laid her head back onto the seat as he felt the satiny
smoothness of her panties then up to the elastic top. He pushed his
fingers under the waistband and down.

Sherry's breath came in long sighs that were
almost moans as they held each other. "Oh, Steve. Oh, Steve."

The music on the radio faded down and a voice
laid over it said, "Twenty-Twenty News, at eleven twenty. In
headlines, President Johnson addresses the press as Washington
police break up anti-war demonstrations in Lafayette Park."

"Oh, God, Steve," Sherry gasped in
recognition of the time. She hesitantly turned her hips away,
bringing his fingers out of her panties. "We've got to go Steve.
We've got to go or my folks will ground me till next year."

Stephen blinked, reading what she meant on
her face. She was late, yes, but she wanted him more than she knew
how to cope with and it frightened her. It frightened him too. Had
they continued a little longer he might have gone beyond what his
strict convictions could have accepted. He reluctantly drew his
hand from beneath her skirt and put himself back in his clothing as
she closed her bra and buttoned her blouse.

They drove to her house in an awed ecstasy of
silence. They worked out no story to shield their lateness and it
was agreed between them that no explanation would be forthcoming if
her parents questioned her. Stephen walked her up the driveway and
onto the lighted front porch. It was twelve-forty-five. There was a
light on inside the house. Sherry unlocked the door and stood just
inside it.

"Are your folks still up? I'll apologize to
them and take the blame."

Sherry listened a moment, heard nothing and
said, "I think they're asleep." She reached out and took his hand,
squeezing it tightly. "It was as much my fault as yours," she said,
smiling with a sweetness that sent a chill down Stephen's back. He
kissed her chastely, lips closed, passion carefully, tightly reined
in and she responded the same way.

"Good night, Steve," she said. "Thank
you."

He smiled. "No, thank you."

She stepped farther inside and closed the
door.

Stephen let the screen door close quietly and
headed for home. As he drove a cold feeling of guilt began to
develop in his belly, but he fought it back. There was nothing
bad about it. He thought. It was beautiful. For a few
minutes we were as close as two people can be.

The memory of it became precious to him over
the following days. He put it away like a treasure to be held and
loved in private moments.

The following Sunday, Sherry and Stephen
spoke only friendly words of greeting to one another, but when they
smiled the message of shared treasure passed between them. They did
not go out again. It wasn't anything they decided, but they both
seemed to know that the moment could not be caught again without
tarnishing their shared treasure.

 


~ * ~

 


Stephen didn't have to be called to the
breakfast table. He'd barely slept. He rose, put on his worn
bathrobe, and went to the kitchen.

"Mike up too?" his mother asked, glancing up
from the sizzling bacon.

"Nope, still snoring."

His mother smiled. Her teeth were slightly
crooked, but she smiled so seldom almost no one noticed. Her hair
was cut short and seemed shorter at the moment because it was done
up in pin curls and covered with a heavy net cap. She was almost
fifty but there was no gray in her jet black hair. The only sign of
age was the slight sagging of the flesh under her eyes and chin and
the thickening of her body.

"He's not on his way to college," she
said.

Instantly there were tears in her eyes. Not
sadness, not joy, but some emotional mixture of the two.

"All right, Ma, cut that out," Stephen said
gently and put his arm around her waist.

"I know, I know. Silly woman," she said
lifting the corner of the apron she had on over her housecoat and
wiping her eyes. "I'm just so proud of you I can't help it."

Stephen was embarrassed at all the spilled
emotion. He covered it by going to the coffee pot and pouring
himself a cup. "You want some now?" he asked his mother.

"Don't have enough hands," she answered.

Stephen carried his cup to the table and sat
down in what was usually his father's chair.

"Did you sleep at all?" she asked.

"Not much. I'll sleep on the train. No
loss."

"I thought you were having trouble. I saw
your light on about two. Figured you were still reading or
something. What were you reading?"

"Origin of the Species. It's enough to
put a rock to sleep, but I could have been reading the phone book
last night and it wouldn't have helped."

His mother glanced at him quizzically,
careful to keep any look of disapproval from her face. She had
nurtured Stephen's curiosity and desire to read when he was a
child, but the fruition of that nurture wasn't exactly what she had
in mind. Instead of studying the Bible and those things pertinent
there too, Stephen became omnivorous in his reading. He always
seemed to be swayed more by secular books than religious books. In
fact the religious books would have gotten pushed aside altogether
had she not constantly slipped them in on him. With his penchant
for the secular his decision to study for the ministry surprised
and pleased her.

Truth be told, Stephen had chosen divinity
studies more out of desperation than anything else. He didn't
actually want to be a minister. He wanted to be an adventurer. He
had been pretending to be a soldier of fortune for as long as he
could remember, besides which there were many inconsistencies in
the religion he'd grown up in.

The secular books he was allowed to read,
even those not philosophical in nature, made much of his religious
training seem wrong and benighted. History books told him of the
crusades, the inquisition, the constant persecution of "God's
chosen people," the Jews, all of which seemed to make a mockery of
the teachings of Jesus. The Christian meek who would inherit the
earth seemed suddenly to be armed barbarians who killed
non-believers and believers alike if they did not agree with some
particular interpretation of the teachings of Christ. Unsurity
notwithstanding, Stephen was marching ahead to Mason College
carrying the standard of the Lord.

A faint sound of music began and it grew
louder as Stephen's father carried a portable radio from the
bathroom toward the kitchen. "Well," he said when he saw his son
sitting at the table, "pretty early to see you."

There was a tension in his voice he couldn't
conceal. It had been there for a long time, but seemed more
noticeable this morning than usual. Maybe because he was about to
be free of it. That "being free of it" was another reason this
summer had been hard.

His father's grip seemed to tighten as his
time to leave grew closer, and the tightening brought chaffing,
which brought rebellion. Disagreements degenerated easily into
screaming arguments and less than a week ago the argument had
almost degenerated into a fist fight. Stephen couldn't even
remember what it had been about now, but it had ended with his
father saying, "Anytime you think you're big enough you just come
on," as he lifted his hands into a rough fighter's stance. Stephen
looked at him, seeing the silvery grayness of his hair, the
leathery, tough appearance of his face and the still firm muscles
of the tanned arms. In spite of all the friction between them
Stephen still admired his father. Admired the fact the old man had
been a Marine during the war and landed on many Pacific Islands.
Stephen had asked him about the war, but his father would never
speak of it.

I could take him, Stephen thought.
I could take him, but it would be tough. He's still strong.
He'd seen his father throw bundles of shingles weighing a hundred
pounds onto each shoulder and climb a ladder without touching the
ladder with his hands. Roofers had to be strong and agile to keep a
job, but the strength and agility of the old man didn't scare him
much. He was strong, thirty-five years younger and no stranger to
fighting. The Sylmar neighborhood where they lived saw to that. He
learned to fight viciously, and win very early. He gazed at this
father that day and felt the eyes of his brother, his mother, and
his grandmother boring into him from their places around the den.
Hands down, arms rigid at his sides, he had swallowed and walked
out of the room, then on out of the house toward the rugged brown
hills a few blocks away. He climbed a steep jaggedly rocky path to
a sheltered depression he and Mike had discovered years before and
sat down.

I should have killed him, he thought.
I should have killed him. But when the rage began to die he
recognized that he'd done well to walk out. It was an honor to his
father and mother just as the commandment said.

The memory faded when his father came into
the kitchen and said, "You ready to go?" He poured himself a cup of
coffee.

"Just have to put my shaving kit in the
overnight bag," Stephen answered, rising and moving to his usual
chair as his father came to the table.

"Mike up?"

"No."

"Yes, I am," Mike called from the bedroom.
"Do I have time to get a shower before we eat?"

"No," his mother answered, then called,
"Grandma, are you up?"

"Yes, Lenora. Be there in a minute."

Her voice had a slight quaver in it. The
quaver was not from age, but from Parkinson's disease, which was
becoming gradually worse year by year. Her hands trembled
constantly now and her facial muscles had a slack quality that
allowed her chin to quiver as though she were always on the verge
of breaking into tears. She bore it gamely, not blaming anyone or
anything. It appeared not to have shaken her rock of faith in the
mercy of God and the power of Jesus.

Mike came in wrapped in his checkered robe,
his hair sticking up like the spikes of a hedgehog. Like all the
Mitchells except Grandma he was tall, but he'd gotten his mother's
propensity toward fleshiness rather than the disproportionate
length of limb and stringiness of his brother and father. He was
fourteen.

"Why don't you go comb that hair?" he father
demanded.

"'Cause I'm just gonna mess it up again when
I get in the shower."

There was a whiney quality edged into his
voice but it was only a thin cover of the resistance already
forming in him. He ran his fingers through his hair, not helping it
much.

His father grimaced but didn't pursue the
matter.

Lenora sat down and called, "Come on,
Grandma."

"I'm here, I'm here," Grandma answered coming
through the door and settling in her usual place.

"James, ask the blessing," Lenora said.

All joined hands and bowed their heads as the
head of the house ran through the standard grace. They all answered
"Amen" when he finished and began passing eggs, bacon, grits, and
gravy around. A pan of biscuits didn't last long as Stephen, Mike,
and James took two each, split them, and ladled gravy over
them.

Lenora didn't make biscuits often now. She
seldom had time between getting people ready for work and school
and getting ready to go to her own bookkeeping job, but it made her
feel a quiet warmth, a tie with the family's southern roots to see
her men avidly eating them.

"The time is seven a.m.," the radio announcer
said. "Time for the morning report." He continued into a summary of
the news reporting heavy fighting around Tae Gu and another rocket
attack on the airport at Long Bin.

"We better get a move on," Lenora said. "If
there's any showering and such to be done."

 


~ * ~

 


Later, as Stephen wiped off the mirror Mike's
shower steam had clouded, his brother asked, "What was it like when
you went to get your draft card?"

Stephen thought a moment. "Nothin' much to it
really," he said, raking canned shave lather off his face. "Just
went in and talked to a guy at the counter. He gave me some stuff
to fill out. I filled it out and took it to this other guy. He
called me in a little while, asked me some questions, said my card
would be in the mail in a couple of days, and that I'll get my
classification in a couple of weeks. Said I had an IIS student
deferment, and sure enough it was."

"What kind of questions?" Mike asked over the
hiss of the shower.

"Was I a communist plotting to overthrow the
government, and did I have any distinguishing marks on me."

They shaved and showered in silence for a
couple of moments until Mike stepped out of the shower began drying
himself. "You gonna have to go in the army?" he asked.

"Not so long as I stay in school."

"Would you go if they called you?"

Stephen swished his razor through the warm
water in the sink before answering. He'd considered this several
times. He was convinced that America was right to be fighting in
Vietnam, but he also realized his conviction might be more a result
of the constant conservative bombardment on the subject he got at
school and at home. He smiled a little grimly thinking about
Hardtwick conservatism. He'd been a target for it often during high
school because he made no secret of the fact he was a Democrat and
from a family of Democrats. His best friend, Rick Lamb, who was
just a little to the right of Genghis Kahn politically, needled him
by calling him "Libby", which was short for liberal though Rick
knew Stephen was a pretty conservative Democrat.

"Yeah, I'd go," he answered. "I think I may
go anyway if the war isn't over by the time I get through with
school."

"Volunteer?"

"Yeah, volunteer."

"I hope it's over before I turn eighteen,"
Mike said, folding the towel and hanging it on the bar. "I don't
think I want to go."

Stephen looked at his brother. The honesty of
the statement and the clearness of the conviction made Stephen
wonder about his own bravado. "You better not let Dad hear you say
that. He'll be on you like a bad case of flu," he said.

"Yeah."

Stephen washed the stray bits of lather off
his face, dried it, and put the razor into his shaving kit. "Anyway
it'll probably be over pretty soon. The commies can't keep taking
losses like they have been. Marines at Danang counted eight hundred
bodies. Said that probably wasn't half the casualties because the
Viet Cong carry away their dead if they can."

"Mr. Lawson says those body counts aren't
accurate. Says they're jacking up the numbers so it looks like
we're winning."

"Mr. Howard, John Birch Society, Lawson of
Hardtwick Academy, and the Valley Tabernacle Church said that?"
Stephen said sarcastically.

"Yep. He's really down on President Johnson
and the war and stuff."

Upon thinking about it, the thought wasn't so
strange. Howard Lawson had been teaching Stephen's geometry class
when Mrs. Compton, the principal, brought them the news President
Kennedy had been shot. His was the only dry eye in the room when
Mrs. Compton returned to say the president was dead. Lawson hadn't
smiled or said anything, but there was something in his attitude
that let everyone know he wasn't sorry about the assassination. It
made Stephen bitterly hate Lawson. He could accept the fact many of
the people at Hardtwick didn't like Kennedy's politics or his
Catholicism, but not to feel some kind of sorrow or regret that a
human being who had been the leader of America was dead was almost
the same as having committed the murder.

After that Stephen had to grit his teeth
mightily just to talk to Lawson and he considered the height of
hypocrisy for Lawson to talk about Christian values and quote
scripture against hate, which he did constantly.

"Well," Stephen said. "You gotta take
anything he says with a grain of salt, or a whole box of salt,
especially about politics. The war will probably be over before
either of us have to worry about it."

Mike shrugged, "Yeah, I guess."

They went out. Stephen put his shaving kit
into the scarred overnight bag and closed it. He looked at his
watch. It was a quarter to eight a.m. Guess there's nothing to
do but get dressed and wait, he thought.

 



Chapter Two

 


The train platform wasn't crowded, and they
were there with time to spare. Stephen checked his luggage through
to Memphis, Tennessee, where he was going to stop in for a few days
to visit with his grandmother Conners, two aunts, and an uncle who
lived there. He hung onto the overnight bag and guitar case.

James Mitchell wondered aloud why Stephen was
carrying the old silver-toned guitar.

"I don't know," Stephen said. "I like to pick
at it," and he wasn't bad. He played many of the songs popular on
the radio, mostly those by Simon and Garfunkel. He found the guitar
a useful tool in social situations, too. He used it to hide behind.
With it he could sit down, begin playing, and have people gravitate
to him without having to say a word. His father didn't pursue the
matter. He played guitar himself and enjoyed 'picking at it'
himself. He had shown Stephen the first few cords.

The five of them stood around on the platform
outside the day coaches not knowing what else to do until train
time.

"You got everything you need?" Stephen's
father asked.

"Yes, sir. I think so."

"Well if you find anything you need, write us
and we'll send it along," his mother said.

"Yes, Ma'am."

The conductor called the all aboard and
Stephen looked toward the train door. "Guess this is it," he
said.

"Well, then, bye," his father said and shook
his hand warmly.

"Bye, Dad."

"Do good in school. Study hard so you don't
have to shingle roofs for a living." He grinned and suddenly all
the tension of the last months melted away.

It will probably come back next summer
when I come back, Stephen thought, but for the moment it was a
relief not to feel as though they were constantly at war.

He shook hands with his brother, hugged his
grandmother then turned to his mother. He embraced her and felt the
slight quaking of the tears she was holding back.

"Be a good boy," she said. "Listen to your
Uncle Morton. He's a wise man. If you have any trouble or anything
go to him like he was us."

"Don't worry, Mom. I'll do fine. Pray for
me."

"You too," she said. "And remember Matthew
10: 16 & 17."

They separated and Stephen took a final look
around at them, then picked up the guitar case and the overnight
bag and climbed aboard the train. He didn't look out the window at
his family as the train pulled out. There was such a feeling of
giddy freedom boiling in him he feared deflating it by seeing the
reality of his leaving. He was marking them off from the rest of
the equation of his life, closing a parenthesis on them.

Stephen found his seat and arranged himself
in it before he thought about what his mother said. Matthew
10:16-17. He didn't have to look it up to know what it said. Jesus
was sending his disciples to preach on their own for the first
time. He was instructing them. Warning them what waited for them in
the world. "Behold, I send you forth as sheep into the midst of
wolves. Be ye therefore wise as serpents and harmless as doves. But
beware of men; for they will deliver you up to the councils and
they will scourge you in their synagogues." The warning didn't make
sense to him. It sounded as though his mother thought he was going
off to be the prodigal son or something. I'm studying for the
ministry, he thought. When he applied it that way it made some
sense, but it still didn't feel as though that was exactly what she
had meant. After a while he left it alone, but it left a residue of
hostile depression in his mind.

When the train was well out of LA, Stephen
got up from the seat that would be his home for the next three days
and went exploring through the several cars of seats like the one
he was in and into a car that had stairs running to the upper dome.
He didn't stop, but promised himself he would come back there to
have a look at the country when they got farther from the sprawl of
Los Angeles. The next car forward was the dining car and the next
after that was the club car. Stephen stopped there, figuring he'd
located everything he really needed to know about. Since he hadn't
passed any first class compartments on his way they were probably
ahead of the club car, and the train crew might not welcome his
poking his nose into first class.

The club car was the closest thing to a bar
Stephen had ever been in. That gave it a wicked excitement he
savored. He considered trying to buy a drink of hard liquor, but
put the idea aside knowing if the man asked him for proof of his
age he would be embarrassed enough to want to crawl under a table.
There was an unreasonable fear attached to that. If the barman
found out he was only eighteen he would bring the train to a
screeching halt and put Stephen out. He knew that was stupid, but
it didn't help him put the fear aside.

The barman, a tall thin Negro with light skin
and reddish blond hair, looked Stephen over then went back to
washing glasses as Stephen sat down. He looked up several times in
the next few minutes then said, "Ain't no waiters. Serve
yourself."

"Oh. Sorry, I didn't know," Stephen mumbled,
embarrassed by his ignorance. He got up and stood before the bar.
"Do you have Coca-Cola?"

"Sure," the barkeep said, putting down his
bottle brush and drying his hands. He turned and opened a chest
cooler and took out the red can. "Want a glass with ice?"

"No, thank you."

"That'll be a quarter."

"Uh, could I have a pack of cigarettes too?"
Stephen asked. He didn't know exactly why he asked for them, but he
saw the rack of tobacco and suddenly he wanted to smoke. Perhaps it
was just an exercise in giddy freedom, or the result of thousands
of hours of TV ads.

"What kind?" the barman asked.

"Huh?"

"What brand of cigarettes?"

"Oh, uh, Marlboro, I guess."

"You sure?" the Negro asked. His face was
unmoving, but he did not try to keep the taint of
elder-brotherness/scorn out of his voice.

"Yeah, I'm sure," Stephen answered stonily.
"Marlboro, and some matches."

The barman looked at him a moment then pulled
the cigarettes out of the rack and a book of matches from under the
bar. "Seventy-five cents."

The price sounded high to Stephen but he paid
it without protest. He went back to the table where he had been
sitting, pointedly looking everywhere but at the barman as he
opened the drink and the cigarettes. That lousy nigger, he
thought as he lit the smoke, doing his best not to let his hands
quiver. He dropped the match into the ashtray, and sipped from the
coke can. Stephen had no reason to hate blacks, just as he had no
reason to buy the cigarettes. Both had just happened as he dragged
at the acrid tobacco and sipped the now too sweet cola.

Stephen didn't know many black people. In
fact the only one he could really say he knew was an old man named
Davy with whom he had worked his summer jobs at Hardtwick. Davy was
a cement finisher. Stephen had been told he was a very good one,
with an eye able to see highs and lows of the concrete slab even as
it was being poured. He worked hard and demanded those working with
him work hard as well. Stephen rather admired Davy and laughed as
he thought of Davy shouting "gimme a hat full" to the drivers of
the cement truck when a little more "mud" was needed. Stephen
didn't really remember any others, though there had been some
associated with his father when Stephen was a little boy and the
family had lived in Arkansas, but those others were just vague
memories. Silhouettes from the past. No, Stephen had no reason to
dislike black people, but the attitude of the barman had pinked him
and taken a little of the shine off the giddy freedom he felt
before.

 


~ * ~

 


The words of the Paul Simon song "The Sound
of Silence" drifted up to him as he sat in the dome car.. The
afternoon sun swung back and forth down the aisle of the car as the
train ducked beneath the hills of the right of way.

The music came closer as whoever it was
brought the radio up the stairs into the dome car. Several older
people around Stephen showed their annoyance at the interruption of
the music, but Stephen welcomed it. It fit the mood of dark
apprehension that had settled on him in the club car.

"This seat taken?"

Stephen glanced up at the silhouette of the
young man with the radio. The hair was slightly long and the
clothes looked scruffy.

"No, it isn't taken."

The young man plopped down and put the radio
beside him. He lit a cigarette, took a long drag, then let the
smoke waver out.

Paul Simon finished the last raindrop cords
of "The Sound of Silence" and some disc-jockey's voice began the
sales patter for something Stephen ignored.

"Going far?" the young man asked.

"Tennessee. How 'bout you?"

"Chicago."

"North and south," Stephen said. "You live
there?"

"Naw. I go to the University of Chicago. Live
in LA."

"That's not an LA station is it?" he
indicated the radio.

"San Jose, I think. Maybe not. They haven't
said yet. I just found it a few minutes ago."

 


~ * ~

 


Four young women came into the dome and stood
just up the aisle from Stephen and radio man. They looked around
and spotted four seats together toward the front.

"Boy, did you see the tits on that blond?"
Radio said.

Stephen nodded, faintly disgusted with
himself and his seatmate, at the same time stirred by the
women.

"The other one—the other blond…" Radio went
on in an ecstatic whisper, rolling his eyes. "Boy, I'd like to get
my hands on that round little ass of hers...hey there's a seat by
them. I'm going up there." He stood, taking his radio. "See ya," he
said and moved toward the girls.

He sat across the aisle from them and in a
little while Stephen saw him lean across the aisle. He began
talking to the four of them. They all laughed.

A pebble of envy formed in Stephen's stomach
as he watched radio man talking and laughing with the girls. He
wished he could be as quick witted and suave as Radio appeared to
be, but stepping up and beginning a chat with a totally strange
woman was beyond him. That was where the guitar would have come in
handy, but it was downstairs. Besides, he felt more like being
alone at the moment. He stared out the window and absently lit
another cigarette. Darkness was coming and it looked darker through
the tint of the dome car windows. He let his mind drift over the
brown hills that were slowly giving way to scrubby evergreens.

"Is anyone sitting here?" a feminine voice
asked.

Stephen looked up. The girl was about his age
and had nothing to call a second glance to herself. She was heavy
and her hair was cut far too short for her round face. She wore
glasses, which would not have been bad had they not been the kind
with thick rims turned up like a cat's eyes at the corners.

"No, no one. It's free."

She stared myopically at him for a moment as
though trying to determine his character from the way he looked
before sitting down. At last she sat and squirmed around in the
seat for what seemed a long time before she settled to stare out at
the darkness.

Stephen was glad she wasn't the talkative
kind. He didn't want to talk. After a little while he laid his seat
back and closed his eyes. Freedom, freedom, freedom. The word
whispered through his mind, printing itself on the inside of his
eyelids, but the unfetteredness was almost gone now. What had felt
like a release into life now seemed more like being prodded to
march down a long dark tunnel toward unknown and perhaps hostile
territory.

 


~ * ~

 


Stephen ate dinner in the dining car, paying
what he thought to be an outrageous price for inferior food and
slow service, but the meal cheered him all the same. The coffee was
good. It seemed the most natural thing in the world to take out the
package of Marlboros and light one. He didn't inhale the smoke.
He'd tried that earlier only to find the smoke burned his lungs. He
coughed so hard several people turned to look at him. The smoke now
tasted all right as it mixed with the taste of black coffee.

The stars had begun to come out when Stephen
left the dome car to go to dinner. Now he finished his coffee and
went back to the dome to have a look at the sky. He went up the
stairs quickly and sat down where he had been before. The car was
almost empty and as he sat the three people who had been there
left. The sky was crusted with shimmering stars and Stephen spent
minutes looking up in silent awe. The universe was talking to him.
God was calling him.

Radio and one of the blonds with whom he had
been talking came up the stairs. They didn't notice Stephen as they
passed, going a couple of seats ahead before they sat down. He
could hear them murmuring softly, but couldn't understand what they
were saying. A smoky smell, not tobacco, drifted back to him. It
was sweetish and vaguely unpleasant, but not enough to make him
leave. I wonder if it's grass, he thought. Maybe, but they'd
be pretty dumb to light up here. If the conductor caught them he'd
probably throw them off the train, or have a cop waiting at the
next stop.

Stephen knew about marijuana but he steered
away from it. At school that had been easy. With a total enrollment
of ninety the teachers knew everyone and their habits so thoroughly
anything out of the ordinary would not stay hidden long. He had
learned much more about grass on the streets of Sylmar than in
school. Some of his friends were trying it, especially the Turros
brothers, Leonardo and Philippe. Stephen had met them through a
fight. Lynn and Phil, who hated their Spanish names, had come
strutting down the street with a couple of their friends looking
for trouble one day. Stephen had been playing basketball in his
drive, but was now sitting on the curb with the ball under his
legs.

"Hey, where'd you find my ball,
gringo?" Lynn, the elder brother, said to him.

"Not yours, pachuco," Stephen
answered and saw all four hesitate a moment at being called 'bad
boys' in Spanish by this Angelo.

"No, I think it's mine," Lynn continued. "I
think I want it back."

Stephen stood with the ball in his hands.
"Okay, come and take it," he said

"Maybe I gonna kill you too," he said,
grinning.

Stephen shrugged, stepped hard toward Lynn,
and put a chest pass that would have knocked over a wall into him.
The pachuco wasn't ready so the ball knocked him
back. Stephen stepped in tight, hit him on the chin with a sloppy
right cross. Lynn went down. The other three piled on, but without
much conviction. In a little while it was over with no one much the
worse for wear. A couple of days later the Turros brothers came
around and started playing basketball with Stephen and Mike. They
became friends and after school hanging buddies.

Later, Lynn and Phil started hanging out with
some real pachucos who were pretty bad people so the
friendship dwindled. The Turros brothers started smoking grass.
They offered Stephen some, but he refused and took some hard
ragging for it. He hadn't seen much of them in the last months. He
heard Lynn was in the Army or on his way there.

The odor of grass faded and the voices got
softer in the starlight. The dome car was empty except for the
three of them. After a while the conductor called up the stairs
that the dome car would close in fifteen minutes. Stephen didn't
move nor did Radio or the blond. In a bit the conductor came back,
hung a chain across the stairs, but he didn't come up to check that
the car was empty.

Stephen didn't know why he stayed, but there
was a sense of imminence that would not let him go. No feeling of
danger or doom, but something was going to happen. He felt it in
the pit of his stomach.

There was a slowly growing silence from the
other two. An occasional rustle of movement then a sigh that was
almost a moan from the girl. She stood up and stepped into the
aisle. Stephen could see her by the light of the stars. She lifted
her skirt and slid her panties down and off.

"Come on," she said quietly to Radio.

He stood up into the aisle, dropped his pants
and jockey shorts as she lay down, legs open, in the aisle. They
coupled quietly with only short sharp breaths and soft cries
accompanying their rhythmic movements. In a few seconds Radio's
body stiffened and he drew several sharp breaths before letting all
his weight down on the woman beneath him.

Stephen watched, fascinated, appalled,
burning with excitement and bitterly ashamed that he had stayed. He
closed his eyes as if to
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