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  THE OTHER WORLD


The grocery carts were scattered  over the lot. He could already feel his hands forced against the hot bars. Goddam people, Pete thought, leave ’em anywhere. He packed the last sack with bananas, cereal, and Cokes. Then he glanced up at the booth and, of course, Mr. Raney was giving him the nod. Pete nodded back, wiped his hands on his apron, and stepped outside. The sun hit him full in the face. He couldn’t find a breath of air that wasn’t wet or heavy or yellow. He started rounding up the carts. The scenery wasn’t so bad today. A band of girls was heading home from the Dairy Queen. They carried foamy whipped sodas and chocolate-dipped cones. They wore shorts. Tight. Their legs had soft white hairs. He liked one of the girls. Ruby Lacy. Her tongue darted out to save the melting chocolate. He felt his stomach get all tight. He jerked the baskets away from the Buick just in time, but the old man still yelled, “Watch where you’re goin’, will ya?” Back inside, Pete chose to stock the canned milk so he could bend down and see up the girls’ skirts. Ray was left with the higher shelves. “Better keep the radio down, old man Raney might come around any minute.” But Ray kept flipping stations. Sweet and creamy pop sounds. There was a special song he was looking for. Something about love on a rooftop. “That’s a real old one,” Pete insisted. “No, it ain’t. I hear it in the halls at school all the time.” “Just keep it way low ...” Canned milk cans. Pete wiped his forehead.
At dinner, no one spoke much. Florence wiped the pudding off Michael’s chin. “Mom,” Pete said. Florence smiled and raised her head. “How long usually before a first paycheck?” She fed another spoonful to the baby. “I don’t know, dear. I just don’t know.” Pete stared. He hated her hair that way, those thin beige strands swept up into an old-fashioned bun. His father finished his ham steak. His brother James sat dreaming into space. “I mowed the entire lawn today,” Rich Grady said. “You boys can do the trimming. Is it a deal?” “Sure, Dad.” “Yeah, Dad.” Pete thought bitterly that James didn’t even have a summer job—why, he should do all the trimming himself. “Where is Carol tonight?” Florence asked James. “She’s studying for her biology exam.” “That girl is such a good student.” Florence got the last of the bean pudding down the baby’s throat.
At ten, Pete wasn’t sleepy. There wasn’t much to read except the encyclopedia. He chose Vol. 15 MARY to MUS and almost choked when he came upon a big color picture of “MODERN DRAMATIC MASKS—Mural paintings by Wladyslaw T. Benda showing the dramatic use of masks as they are employed in grotesque painting.” His blood swelled, his heart beat swiftly. There was a naked woman surrounded by eight creatures and a lion. But the eight creatures were part human. Pete was stunned to see some had webbed feet and hands, some had long noses and gaping mouths, and one was a skeleton with wings. The naked woman stood in the middle and they were staring at her, ready to prey upon her. Some had nice strong bodies, they looked awfully well-built to Pete, and their muscles rippled under red satin. She wore a peacock plume for a headdress. She was naked, running suspended, one foot suddenly immobile. His mother came into the room, and Pete slammed the encyclopedia shut. “Your grandmother may be coming to stay the weekend.”
The weather wasn’t any better and the carts were spread about as usual. Pete and Ray flipped a coin to see who would collect them. Today it was Ray. At lunch, Pete sat in the back and talked to Weedy who cut meat. Pete was working on a big provolone hero Gladys Morgan made for him. “That looks good,” Weedy said. “Pretty tasty.” “Know why I say that, kid?” Wham. “No.” “Because it don’t have no meat in it.” Wham. Two chicken legs, big ones, severed from the body. “Sometimes I sure get sick of this. Wait till they start giving their orders. These people, they don’t know what they want.” That picture kept coming back to Pete fast as waves in a rainbow. Wham. In waves.
Florence ironed her blouse. “James, there’s nothing better than doing simple things. Nothing in the world. Your mind doesn’t get a chance to wander. First a shirt, then an apron, then a dress, then some linen. No time to wander, James. And if it does, even for a moment ... it only wanders above.” She did Michael’s things, bibs, and overalls. “Bibs that don’t come clean as they should,” she sang.
Pete watched TV at Robby Martin’s house. It was a color TV. The woman’s face was blue with green fringe around it. Pete fiddled with the dial. The color was still a little off. Better now. Soon, though, her face got blue again. Pete slammed his fist against the table. “Why in hell did you do that for?” Robby asked. “I don’t know.” “Well, look out. You’ll splinter the wood, then I’ll get blamed for it.” “Shut up, anyway.” “Make me.” Pete jumped off the couch and tackled Robby, knocking him to the floor. He pinned him down and pressed on him with all his weight. “Get off—you’re killing me!” But Pete rubbed his face into the rug. “Give ...?” Robby spluttered. “No ... I can’t get my breath!” Pete didn’t realize he could pin Robby that easily. He didn’t realize his own strength. Robby’s face was bright red and he was struggling in vain. Pete was a foot from the TV screen. She was in front of him and had started to sing. There was a chorus of men behind her in white coats giving those toothy smiles. “Get up—you’re killing me ...” Close-up of her face. Green with blue fringe. Pete felt himself getting hard. He felt for a minute she was under him. Then he realized it was Robby still squirming. Pete rolled off, embarrassed that Robby might have felt him get hard. But Robby didn’t say anything. Nothing. He just lay there panting, gut heaving, her picture above his head. Then they cut away to some man talking.
It was the summer of ’77. Hot, humid, the clouds turned upside down. There was a drought that brought ants and mosquitoes. His legs were covered with bites. The locusts were swarming this year too and jumped at him from out of the blue. Pete switched on a fan and watched lots of TV, old horror movies, locked in his room alone at night. His favorite was White Zombie with Bela Lugosi as the evil voodoo master, “Murder” Legendre. Legendre’s piercing eyes alone had the power to turn the chosen ones into his zombie slaves to serve him forever in the afterlife.
On Sunday, Pete begged off going to church, much to the distress of his mother and the anger of his father. But like Legendre, he used his willpower for his own benefit, this time to bring on a fever of 101. If you wanted something bad enough, all you had to do was to make yourself sick and then you could get what you needed. The thermometer didn’t know how to lie like he did. He snuck out of the house to catch a rerun of The Texas Chain Saw Massacre which he’d been too young to see last year during its first run. He sweated the fever out of him there in the movie house while he was glued to the chainsaw-wielding Leatherface and his murderous rampage. “Your fever’s gone?” his dad asked after getting back from church. “You must have sweated it out in your sleep.” “Yep.” Florence said glumly, “You missed a sermon on the spreading menace of homosexuals pushing their bold agenda to convert children to their way of life.” Legendre’s murderous eyes fixed on his chosen victims. “Yep.” “Did you pray at least—from your sickbed?” They’d prayed in the chainsaw’s terrible shadow. “Yep.”
“Happy birthday!” “Happy birthday, son.” “Happy birthday, Pete.” “Sixteen candles for my child.” “For our strong boy, Mama.” Ribbons. Sweaters. Butterscotch ice cream. A hunting knife from his father. “Sixteen candles for our big boy.” But later in his room, Pete trembled as he fingered the package he had hidden under his mattress—the only birthday present he really wanted. And he had given it to himself. He had sent away three weeks ago using one of those order blanks from the back page of a comic book. He had bitten his nails past his skin in those weeks, waiting. Finally, his grandmother had answered the door on a rainy afternoon to find the postman holding the carefully wrapped parcel. She paid the C.O.D. charges, dried off the package, and left it in his room. He had saved this moment for when he was in his bedroom alone and everybody else was asleep. He cut the strings with his birthday knife. There they were. His new masks. Remarkably lifelike, supple. Seven of them. Leatherface, “Murder” Legendre, Superman, the Creature from the Black Lagoon, a death skull, a salivating wolf, and a laughing fat lady. The last ones were cheapo plastic jobs, and the laughing fat lady looked downright shabby. He slipped on Leatherface and turned to the mirror. Real lifelike. Covered his whole face. He pictured himself stepping right out of The Texas Chain Saw Massacre and held an invisible chainsaw above his head. Then he tried the death’s-head. Vacant eyes, rotted, corn-colored teeth, and a black widow crawling from the left socket. He hadn’t realized he’d unzipped his pants and been jerking off, but now his hand was covered with sperm, and a tiring kind of thrill engulfed him, encouraging him to whisper aloud, “If there were seven steps to hell, I’d take them.”
Florence tapped the table. “She’s a Godsend, that woman.” “Who?” James and Pete asked. She tapped the table again emphatically. “Anita Bryant. Look at her picture on the cover of Christian Family ...  it doesn’t matter whether or not she’s married to that good man who’s always by her side, because a pious woman like that is really the bride of Christ. She exudes—well, she simply exudes ... holiness ... ness. That sounds sacred, doesn’t it, that double s at the end? Holy is one sound, but ness is another. She and Reverend Falwell are trying to put a stop to this sickness that you, of course, wouldn’t know exists if it weren’t for her and the sermons at our church.” “Yes, I do know, Mother,” James replied. “When two people of the same sex love each other. Carol doesn’t think there’s anything wrong with that.” Florence raised her eyebrows. “She doesn’t?” she asked in a wondering tone. She did think so much of Carol but then she didn’t know everything. “Well, I do think it’s wrong. And so does Anita Bryant. She’s actively involved in the Save Our Children campaign. These homosexuals are out there, just waiting to corrupt and prey on boys like you and Pete. Steal your innocence and introduce you to a world of perversion. You need to be protected from those sick souls who’d ply you with all kinds of demonic influences given half the chance. I’ve had a talk with some other mothers in the neighborhood and we’re going to open a local branch of Save Our Children at our church to protect you and all the other neighborhood boys.” She paused. “Some of these sick men could be walking the streets of our town, not that you’d recognize their faces. They work in secrecy, in the dark.”
He cut off the head of the chicken and wiped his brow. “Eating meat today, huh, kid?” “Yeah.” “Well, I’m gonna swipe me some lime Jell-O—California Jell-O salad, I think it’s called. Don’t give me away, huh?” “Sure, Weedy.” Pete looked out through the two-way mirror at the meat market. He had been told to keep his eyes open for shoplifters during his lunch hour and if he caught one he’d make ten dollars. He hoped that once he might catch a young girl but he hadn’t yet. There he was again. That poor boy with dirt on his face and his legs all scarred. He had an expression of a fox, caught and wounded, but who somehow enjoyed being in the trap even though he hurt. His presence upset Pete. He always seemed to hang around the store in the afternoons. Barefoot and usually bleeding. From what, Pete couldn’t figure out. The kid couldn’t have been more than nine. One day Pete saw him bend over by the Cokes and Pepsis and set his toes on fire. Pete couldn’t believe it. Struck a match and lit his toes. When Pete pounded on the glass, the kid blew on his flesh and a little grey puff of smoke came up and the kid ran. He was raving mad, Pete decided.
Florence looked into her baby’s eyes. “You’re baptized at last. Praise be God’s.” Pete shut the encyclopedia. Ruby Lacy, Ruby Lacy. When you see me next you’ll be half crazy.
She lived at 1485 Wyoming Street in a small wood house with a ton of acorns on the roof. There was a rotting tree next to it from which a family of squirrels had easy access to the roof. Pete knew her father had deserted her mother years ago and that just the two of them shared the house. Her mother worked until five and Ruby usually got home at four after an ice-cream cone with her girlfriends. The house was not on a busy road so there was nobody to see him peeping in the windows. The squirrels kept kicking the nuts off the roof with their back feet. Once when a car passed, he bent over and picked some up. He could hide his face that way. Ruby had gone from her bedroom to the bathroom and Pete took the opportunity to climb in the window. He stood behind her door and put on Lugosi’s “Murder” Legendre mask. He could hear her flush the toilet and go into the kitchen. The high tinkling of the spoon told him she was making a glass of iced tea. He figured there was no other sound in the world quite like that. Footsteps. She was coming. When she had crossed the room, he kicked the door shut behind her. She turned to see a stranger in a mask holding a knife casually in front of him. The glass of iced tea dropped from her hands. Shattered. She forgot to scream. Her feet stepped back and forth on the glass. The voice said, “Take your pants off and you won’t get hurt. Call for help and you’re dead.” Ruby pulled down her blue jeans, going back and forth on one foot then the other. “Now lie on the bed.” The mask looked stern, brows crossed somewhat apprehensively, the hypnotic eyes boring into her. In a minute, he was on top of her, spreading her legs. He pinned her hands behind her and held them with one hand, with the other he beat her. Pete was behind the mask and he felt himself slide into her. “Please do anything, just quit hitting me.” Once she pried a hand loose and dug him with her fingernails as hard as she could. But “Murder” Legendre’s face didn’t bleed. No defense.
At home, Pete put the mask under the mattress and changed clothes. He took a shower. He felt he never wanted to do that again, at the same time wanting to do it all over again. He knew no one had seen him. He was a quick jogger. People saw him run home every day after school.
Ruby didn’t come back to class until November. Pete was never more excited than on the day she returned. Her face was still bruised, but what was worse, she could hardly move without crutches, her feet swathed in heavy bandages. The cuts. He couldn’t resist going up to her between classes. “Ruby, what in the world happened to you?” She answered with a restless look in her eye. “I was in a car accident.” “Oh,” Pete sympathized. “Not too bad, I hope.” She paused. “Oh, no, it looks worse than it is.” Pete knew there had been a couple of other “car accidents” since Ruby’s and that he had been responsible. He wondered why they hadn’t admitted what had happened. Soon the fact that they kept it a secret made him angry. He wanted to put a hole into somebody so deep it would burn right through their clothes.
Wham. “Today your sandwich makes me puke,” Weedy said. Even though school was back in full swing, Pete managed to keep his job part-time. Though he regretted the cold days, he never regretted the extra money.
There was only a thin layer of frost on the yard and it wasn’t cold so Pete thought nothing of sitting there after dinner. James came up behind him acting like it was the craziest stunt he could imagine. “What do you think we have heaters for, anyway?” “When I get cold, I’ll come in.” James sat down on the steps. “Gee, you can even see your breath.” Pete just wished he would leave him alone. “Pete, did you know I was accepted at college for the fall?” “No ... that’s wonderful.” “Well, you see, I’m the first one in my family to go. I am proud about it. Now Carol and I can go together.” James looked into Pete’s eyes. “Pete …” “Yeah?” “Well ... I hope you don’t think I’m trying to be nosy ... but ...” Pete suddenly got very cold and he shivered. He shifted weight. “What do you want to say to me, James?” He was surprised to hear his voice shake. “How are your grades this semester, any better?” Pete let out his breath. “Yeah, much better.” “That’s good, because you want to go to college like me, don’t you?” “Yeah, I do.” “That makes me happy. Mom and Dad weren’t too sure about it, whether you wanted to go or not, but we all want you to go to a good college with values, good morals, no, I don’t mean to say that, but someplace that isn’t, you know, I don’t know ...” “It’s not for another year, anyway.” “But we have to think ahead and keep our grades up.”
It was the first time her parents had been away the whole year. They had gone up north to see her mother’s sick sister. They planned to be back by Tuesday. She couldn’t go with them because of student teaching. James drove Carol home. Pete could see him take her up to the door. Her figure shone in the headlights. The garage smelled like spilled milk instead of oil. He wiped his shoes against the wood to be sure they weren’t sticky. She let herself in and then James drove away. Pete slipped on his mask. He’d chosen Leatherface; he liked it best at night because it was so scary. It even scared him sometimes. Carol sat at the dining room table, grading papers. Pete figured his paper was with the rest. He crawled in her bedroom window, then crouched in the hall. When she got up to go to the kitchen, he sprang at her full force. Carol never talked much about that night. As far as he knew, she never told James the truth. She had slipped and fallen and broken her back and had to be in traction for eight months.
Pete worked late sometimes. Mr. Raney had the choice of either Ray or Pete and he always picked Pete. Pete didn’t mind. He enjoyed the night work, stocking shelves, etc. He was now arranging the tomato pastes. Suddenly the lights in the store went out. One by one. It was eerie. Pete looked up. There in the booth sat Mr. Raney, the only light in the place on his desk. He motioned for Pete to come in. Pete took off his apron and slowly made his way. There was something about Mr. Raney today. He coughed for no reason. He avoided Pete when usually he was on his back. His face was lighter than a ghost’s. “Close the door behind you ... like a good boy.” Pete felt funny. “Come close ... Pete.” Pete stood right in the light. Raney sat behind him in his swivel chair, his account book on the desk. “I’m going over my business, Pete ... It’s been a profitable year. People will pay anything for food, you know. That’s one thing they can’t do without.” Raney chuckled and Pete didn’t like the sound. “Come here.” “I can’t come any closer, Mr. Raney, or I’d be sitting on your lap.” That chuckle again. “But, my boy, that’s what I want you to do ... sit ...” Raney spread his legs and put his arms around Pete’s waist and gently eased him down. Pete squirmed. He hated it. Raney was twice his size. He felt trapped, he wasn’t used to feeling this way. “Pete ...” he whispered, “I’m glad you came to Daddy.” The light showed a small hole in Raney’s pants. Pete couldn’t help staring. “Oh, that?” said Raney. “My wife did it. She’s a good woman, Pete, a wonderful wife. But she dropped her cigarette as she was ironing ’em. You know what she did then? She broke into tears and said, ‘Oh, God, we don’t have any little boy, Homer, we don’t have any!’ And I cried with her and I told her, ‘Honey, there’s this boy at my store ... I think of him as a son.’ I do. I do, Pete. Yeah, you’re my son. I always wanted a son ...” Tears swelled. “To do all the things boys like to do ... play baseball ... learn to hunt ... ride a bike ... play football ... and basketball ...” His voice cracked. “The things everybody else does but me!” Pete got up. “Do you think you would like to come by, Pete, just say one night a week, one night a week to start, that is, and have dinner with me and my wife?” Pete was out the door. Raney screamed and pounded the desk, tears falling from his face, “I want to go fishing, damn it!”
The laughing fat lady. Pete pulled it from his back pocket. He was so full of hatred for Raney that he knew he could do what he didn’t want to do. He thought Mrs. Raney was uglier than sin, but he could pretend she was somebody else. He stood by the bushes, fiddling with the mask. He finally tightened it around his face. Then he saw her. Mrs. Raney. Sitting at the window staring at him. Impossible. He thought he had heard her in the back. But no. She was right at the window sitting as if she hadn’t moved all day. She was looking at him with mild curiosity. Pete realized she knew who he was. After all, she must have seen his face. He ripped off the mask and bolted away. He ran home faster than he had ever run before. He collided with his father in the middle of the front yard. “Hey ...” Rich Grady’s deep voice. He cupped Pete on the shoulder. “You go way too fast.” Pete gasped. The police must be after him. There was wild fear in his face but Rich didn’t seem to notice. Pete ran to his room and hid the mask. He fell on his bed and prayed to God that he wouldn’t be caught. Soon he was able to breathe again, yet he kept thinking, She saw me, she saw me. Time passed and no police came. The only voice was Florence’s as she gibbered with the baby. Then she called him to dinner. Wait a minute, he thought. She probably doesn’t know about the other girls ... she might have thought I was some kid ... with a mask. Yeah, just some kid with a mask. And he hoped against hope that he was right.
Florence went to the beauty parlor only once a year. The day of the annual picnic. “So early in the spring,” she sang as she left the shop. The hairdresser had done a beautiful job. She looked so presentable for the picnic. The little brook by the church glowed crisply in the sunlight. Reverend Orry embraced her. “You look wonderful. And not even a sweater.” “Oh, no, Reverend. Not on such a Godlike day!” “How right you are.” The boys were playing along the brook. “Precious.” “More than precious,” he corrected her. “Human. Human, and they breathe the breath of God.” Florence smoothed her dress. It was a floral print. She looked at the trees. Apple blossoms. Shed by the hundreds. “The smell of spring.” “Yes, Florence, it is indeed the smell of spring.” The boys ran along the water’s edge. “Florence ... what ideas as a Christian can you offer to see these boys go with God?” Florence thought. “Well, we really can’t be happy or at peace without a solid foundation at home, can we, Reverend?” “Indeed not, child.” “And I think what concerns most Christian mothers today is the breakdown of family life. I think the issue of homosexuality is important when our children are at stake. I certainly want to keep them away from my boys, Pete and James. And those boys out there, I want to keep them away!” “Yes, of course. We must. But Florence, you are a good wife and mother. As a woman, you don’t have to look so far.” “I don’t understand, Reverend.” “Have you noticed that women seem to have lost their sense of certainty in this age? They say they want more rights, even though they’re already allowed to kill their own babies. Thus, they bring the curse of degradation upon us with these so-called rights. A woman in this town, excuse me for being outspoken, wrote in the newspaper that she saw
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