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I hey wartched and waired. but Peters father didn't

essy ruetully

materialize. Hours passed, and ar twenry alter five
tald her friend shed better ger home, or else her mom would boil
and skin her. “I'm sorry w0 leave you in the lurch.”

“Yaine, " said Peter, ducking into his room and pumng on a
fresh shirt and his shoes, The juice-stained shirt and shores from
earlier had been chucked into the pile of laundry by the washing
machine. He'd been walking abour in just shorts and bare feet.
T'm coming with. No way in hell 'm spending the night alone

alter what just went on. lToo damn creepy.”

“All right.” said Jessy hesitantly. “T'll tell my mom one more

tor dinner. | guess.”

“5o what's your dad do, Peter” Shelia asked thar night, passing

him the casserole dish hlled with beet st L'UQ;1|1L1I'l'. It was hus third
|1u||.ﬂi|1;. Peter didn’t see a lot of food that wasnt Pl'n.‘|.":'ln:.'l-'.a1;:.'d i a

box and trozen, or warmed over. A charitable widow who had been

a pood friend of his mom’s when she was alive periodically checled
in and kept tather and son fed. Her own lads had grown up and

moved out, and, accustomed to more mouths arcound the table,

she always cooked too much . .. so she froze the weelds leltovers
and brought them to the Knowles house on Sunday alwernoon

after services at the Methodist church.

“Long-haul trucker tor Brob,” Peter hibbed shghtly, swallowing

a mouthiul of food. "Ona big job in Joplin. | goclett w my lonesome
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"Moo | checked at your place an hour age. Car ain't there.”

“Damn.” They were speaking with their mouths becanse they
agreed that think-ralking was a bit too weird, and besides, 11 was
such a strain. “All right, ducks-in-a-row tme, What do we know?"

“We know Wardells ranning for governor on the ant-annexation
leick.” Jessy said. Peter held one finger aloft. "Past char . .. what?”

“We know my dads up 'norun off o glory knows where, and
he took his car that he aint driven 10 more ‘n six years. We know
while he was recovering from his accident he gor a visit from a
nigger feller name of Bart Camber, who marked up his head n
told him he was going o come back one’a these days and cash in
on some debt he kept going on about. And we know,” Peter
tinished, wiggling all four fingers on his lett hand, “that you
saw Camber the night you split your head open in your
momma's car.” He licked his lips. "When'd you have your
accident, |essi”

“Glory.” replied Jessy, in a supplicant tone. "l was thirteen
then, | think, so thar'd have o be abour . . . sebney nine or eighty.”

"My dad murned trtle on a teed road going oftf Highway 44, a
tew miles south of 5. Louis, Where was posr acadent”

“I dont know, dammir—I only started Hguring out there aos
an accident, like, last weel,” Jessy answered crossly. “Up all now |
believed my moms horseshit story abour getting my scar doing a
halt-gainer oft the back steps when | was four.”

Yo'l have to alk o your mom again.”

I can’t, | wld you. She eicher is lying or she honestly forgot
everything.”

“WNo," said Perer. diddling his fingers ar the sides of his head.
“I mean—" he assumed a faraway creepy voice—"asl her”

I dont think | can do that to my mom.” said Jessy. 1 hev were
silent for a moment, and then she hesitantly said, “"Hey, I've got an
1dea about your project the day alter tomorrow. It's probably dumb
1 uglier than the south end of a mule going north . .. and 1l
take some time and doing, but for what its worth, 1 bet [ can pull

it oft.”
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Five minutes later, after she had told him her plan, Peter was
grinning from ear to ear, “[ip me in shit, Jess,” he exclaimed. “1
love 1t Beats the crap out of a dierama.”

‘I fgured it would,” Jessy, unused to having good 1deas,
modestly smiled, shyly threading her lingers through her Peter

fan curls.

3

I downt think I can do thae to my mame, Jessy had said, bur that
night she reconsidered as she warched the Channel Seven News
again. They were running another piece on Wardell. It that skinny,
gooly, gigeling aspirant for the office of Missoun governor was a
part of her immediate fumre, she had to know whar was the
connection berween him, Brian Knowles, and chat strange hombre
Bart Camber,

According to the repore. Wardell spent his days rubber-
stamping mail for the ri-county area and his nights rooling about
in a retired, decomissioned postal vehicle, speaking in every venue
trom colleges to kindergartens to bars to boardrooms. He was on lus
last leg of a starewide tour, and the schools i the Sale River districr
wotlld be among his last stops before the big day, Novemnber 4,

She

her daughter, and looking very disapproving of such fare. The man

12 was seated 1 her chair ;1g11i|]~ Wi lchin; the news with

had two canvas |11:1jll'--.1g:~x sIraps crisscrossed over his matchbox

chest like gunbelts, on each hip. and was emphancally hurling the
contents of them into the screaming, noting melee. v was candy.
The man was shameless—part Santa Claus, part street-corner
preacher. The way he talked reminded her of a radio host our of
Chicago—DBiondi, his name was—that her dad used to listen to.
This was abour 62 or "63, when they lived 1n Amanllo: then,
Shelia had been a gawly adolescent who hadn't quite lost all her
baby teeth and was tive years from losing her virginity, Every
atternoon, while his wife was either napping in the rear bedroom

or oft shopping or ar one of her hen parnes with the ladies from

church, John Gorving would ser his beat-up rransistor on the
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dtchen windowsill that was painted a hideous green which was
liitcl | 1l tl painted a hid i hicl

pecling in spots. He would Hump baclewards on a chair and chug
whiskey out of a frui jar while he diddled with the dial, cussing a

blue streal at the cheap old radio undl he gor WLS coming in

good and clear.

Shelia recalled warching her tather guffawing ar the man’s

profane antics, his brown wrinkled apple-lace working and nearly
toothless mouth gaping wide, unul his eves sireamed. They'd taken

Biondi oft the air for doing halt of whar Wardell would do up on

that podium. Times had changed—har was evident.

Shelia reached for her glass of tea on the able, bur Jessy had
clapped her hand down on the wp of it "Honey, what in God's
graces you doin’? Ger your hand off ‘n thar; I'd like a sip—" She
touched lessys hand, and thars when she felr something: a gentle
bamp, as her will overrode her mother’s, Shelias eyes went wide
and blank as the girl's essence suffused her.

“Mommai” said Jessy. “Yolkayi”

“Yes,” answered Shelia, in the dreamy voice of a half-asleep
person. “l'm just fine.”

“I'm going o ask you a question, then, and | think you'll
answer truthlul because | have busted down all your inhibinon
barriers, Momma, what really happened the mght of the accident:
When | was thirteen?”

Shelia spolke halungly, dreamily, and the menwal pictures thar
accompanied the speech really wld the story. [t was a hor Sarrday
night in the middle of June, 1980, She and Jessy had been on the
road for a good part of the day and into the night, visiting relarives
over in Paducah, and were on their way home. Shelia hared
driving when it got dark our, and it was after ten . .. so when
she saw a ruck stop on the outskirts of 5t. Lows, she decided
to pull up to it and ask it anyone there knew a good place to
tuck i oll dawn.

The 3-7-77—named tor the dimensions ot a grave, for the

proprietor was an ex-logger and ex-tmcker who was a big fan of

Norm Madean—was a prewy rough joine, hardly the place tor

a dd-year-old single mother with a pubescent daughter to
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boot . .. but there they were that night. Several burly men, all

leering smiles and bristly beards and beat-up caps and flannel,

apprecatively mirned their heads in the women'’s direcnon. “Well,
lockee c’here,” grunted one man in coveralls that stank ol wbacco
and wood pulp and likely, once he removed them, could comfortably
stay standing in the shape of his bedy. "We gor us a tox in the
chicken coop.”

“Ayup.” another growled out of a chest like a beer barrel. "Kin
we he'p you, missusi”

“My hnle girl and | are looking tor a motel or something o
spend the night in,” Shelia said, trying hard o mask the note of
discomtort in her voice and failing., “We just come in from over the
state line, we're tred, and we need the use of a phone, and—and a
phone book. Unless you know the number of some place—#"

“| know a number vou kin have,” said the driver with the
beer-barrel chest. “Mine.™ His buddies at the counter chortled.

“Well, st thar a sweer offer,” sard Shelia, as Jessy cowered behind
her. She was small for her age, and scrawny. Her dark bangs hung
sloppily in her eyes. "H-However. 1 just need 1o ger the number of a
nice, reasonable-priced room for my daughter and me

“Don't cost nothing to come home with me.” a dnver who

locked like a sunburned scarecrow said in a shnll, cracking voice.
Mext to him a muscular gentleman with a square head and a
crewcut sniggered. My home's over 'n University Ciy; s'near you
kin spit on ir.”

The men crowded abour Shelia and |essy, except lor
sSquarehead, who was nursing a mug of black coffee. One reached
over and pinched her nipple. giving 1t a sadistic tweak that made
her yelp. Another sniffed her hair like a dog and made slobbering
noises., Squarchead watched their antcs, a shit-eaung grin on his
face.

“What are you sitting there yuklking it up for when I'm damn
near getting raped:” shneked Shelia, “Step them!”

“They're just funnin’ ya, you stupid bitch,” answered
Squarchead. "Don’t ger s'mad: i just encourages them. Shir, O'Dell,

vou got a wite n fambly ar home, Cur ic oue”
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Scarecrow backed down a bit, bur Barrel-Chest. Stnky-Pants,
and two others, a short Hispamic with a rar's face and a thickser
black man with a mustache and no front weth, didn't, Jessy funously
stepped forward and in her thin ver forcetul voice, yelled 1o
Squarchead, "Don't you dere call my mother a stupid birch, you
ignorant shitkacker!”

"l beg vour pardon” The other men had ceased their lewd
advances. The square-headed trucker knived his thick brows ar
the broomstck with the sassy mouth. Shelia was oo paralyzed o
say anything to apologize for her daughters radeness.

I said, you're an ignorant shitkicker. Now leave my momma alowe.”

Squarchead stood up, then kneeled and gor eye-level with the
child. He was a six-toor-three bear ol a man, and she was barely
four-nine, She wasn't a broomstck: he realized, more like a roorfpick.
“Sposin’ | don't, Olive Oyl [YVen whut®

‘I hope something bad happens o you! fo @ of you! | hope
vou crash and burn up your trucks and you all &7el A hornble.
horrible death!™ The girls face was sreaming now, and she mimed
and bolted out the door of the 3-7-77. Shelia followed her linde
girl, and the men made no attempr o pursue, sobered by Jessy's
furious outhurst,

Shelia tound Jessy cowering in the car's passenger sear, her
bony shoulders rocking with sobs. "You know, you really oughint
to say to folks they should die,” she scolded genidy. "You don’
want no one to die.”

“Bur | de, Momma! Every dang one of them! The way they
talked to you! And . .. and rouched you ... sbhad .. ..” |essys
eyes were ringed raw and crimson.

Shelia rocked her child, shushing, saying it'd be all right, ir'd

be all right, unul she was reasonably composed again. She then

mserted the key mrto the lock, reasoning that theyd find a place
by themselves up the main road, and if worse came to worse, they'd
camyp out in the car overnight,

"o you and me trned off of Highway 44,7 Shelia recounted,
her voice low and calm. Jessy's chest felt like two balloons were

expanding in it "And when we were coming down the side road
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leading oft the main thoroughtare, one of those big wucks came
hurtling inte our laine. | swerved, and you clocked your noggin on
the dash, knocking yourselt our. [ wound up on the other side of
the road with my nose n the ditch and my front bumper knocked
off on a signpost. The driver of the truck . . he thpped . . . he was
carrying pipe. and it spilled everywhere and choled off the road .. .

| gor our of the car, and lucky | spotted a bank of pay phones on

my side of the road so | could call the police and the am’balance.”

'f"ll'll..'

strapping Jessy to one gumey and the dover of the truck o the

ia finally described the scene alter the paras arrived,

other . . . and Jessy's breath hitched when she saw lus idenary
vounger and sotter, bur stll unmistakable. She screamed and
released her mom’s hand, dawing her own face. Shelia lay back in
her armchair and shut her eyes, as it she had simply drifred off to
sleep watching TV, Perry Mason was having a vigorous discussion
about a case with Della Streer, the best shrieker in Hollywood,
over dinner.

Jessy burst into the guest bedroom, prompuing Peter to screech,
tumbling to ger under the covers, “Dip me in shit! I'm in my
underdrawers, less!” He then nooced how flushed and sweaty she
looked. ""What the hell "

I did i, " she panted. "1 read my moms mind. And you won't
felieve what I've learned. | had my powers betore the acadent ever
happened. | didn't ger them from a hit on the head. And the
second thing 1s—oh, god! This is so hard!”

‘eter prompred her o contnue. “l was there that night. Pere.
At thar truck stop, the Three-Something-Something—it's a place
on Route 44, with numbers for a name. With vour dad. [ met him
the same night he cracked up on the highway ... h-he and his
buddies were harassing Momma and me, and | wished him dead,
and . . ." She cholked back a sob. *[ almost killed vour daddy six

years ago, by being in the car that caused him to veer off the road,

because e-every tme | wish tor bad things to happen o people,

they do. through me, and 'm responsible tor your daddy being

crippled and cur up and-and making deals with Bart Camber and

running out on yvou, and [-] am so mothertucking ser!”
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this tume because my usual babysiteer wasnt available, so | asked
lessy i | could bunk here a couple nights.”

“lessy's fnends are always welcome,” Shelia said, though her
eves—and Jessy didnt need to be a nund reader to discern thar—
said, Excepr that dreadful boy Lew Follet,

Ler it go, Monsna, |essy thought, skewering a brocooli dump
with her tork. fer anciene hiseory., Even Gadl Vosbikian and ber bald
fietle pussy wont have rhar wgneo wo more. She also wondered why
Peter had lied about whar this father did for a hiving

D wwerent a cammplere e, Peters voice said, excepr it wasnt out
loud; it was in her mind! He was a trucker 1 jusy figured your neoned
get spicious and ask too many questions if I said be was a security
guard. Truckers gor a better Scuse 1o e away from their families for
long strewches of time than security guards do.

How ave you inside my head? she thought back.

S like driving a well-wove-down road, [ puess, or tryveling a route
you do sneuch you can go it in your sieep. Tve been in your head a few
vimes, and I guess 1 know the way. You bavens been in mine as often, so
you thoughts sound sort of fuzzed-our, like trying to get a AM radio
station affer davk. They ought to get cleaver with practice.

Can you read my mom:

Lid Bave to vouch ber. Even then itd be o crapshoot—dunno when
I can expect a flash off » a mind I never seen before. [ dont have a
mental map of ber heads inner works.

“So odid you lads see the news roday?™ Shelia asked. “That
postman fella thats rannin’ tor governor's plannin’ to speak at Jess
old high school Friday night.”

“Really? Thars where | go roo.”

“They didnt rll about it in class today:”

L didnt go. 1 owas sice”

“Oh Well, I think they might tallk about it again on the ten
o clock news wnight. [ts a quarter of nine now, so hnish dinner so
you can get your studying dene.” Peter had wld Ms. Gorving tha
her daughter was helping him in English. which was another lie—

his grades in [wyer's dass were fairly high: in fact, excepr tor



Tt Jomwraany M. Sweer

algebra, all his marks were A and B level. He was worred, though,
about his smashed diorama, which was due in three days. He had
been so proud of himsell tor not putting oft things tll the last
munute, and a fat lot of good it had done him, The significance of

the do

I, the meamng it held tor his father, the face thar he'd
disappeared and taken lus car on the road for the first time in a
long tme, and the crypric dealings he had with this man Camber
who called himselt an “exchanger”, whatever that meant, weighed

heavily on the young mans mind.

He had brought his copy of Fowles” {he Collecrar along, hoping
to be inspired by it w create a new project. Jessy monopolized the
bool, however, which drew Shelias attention. “Hey, | thought e
had to study chat, nor you.” she admonished as she sealed the
lefrover food 1noa plastic container.

“I've read it,” Peter said, “bur she ain't. Maybe wogether we can
come up with a few new insights. Fresh eyes n all.”

This book iy wild. Jessy's thoughts were faint, like a signal
blowing in from Memphis, or maybe over as far as Chicago or
Springtield (Illinois), but he caught the gist.

Aypup. Iim thinking maybe I conld draw a picture? Its easy and it
shouldns take near as long as my diorama to set up,

Creawive bay ltke you? You can come up tich something far more
ariginal than a driving, Muddy as it was, the goading tone in her
think-voice came through quire clearly.

Time is .".-';.'"-'.". _ln".: 55

I dwose, bue sffavee ., Parv of i was garbled, as it a hand had
diddled with her tuner, then it swam back in clearer. . . . swerfuag.

Shed been distracred shightly, looking ar her mother pass by behind

them. peeking over her shoulder av the rext of the bool.
“Ayup.” he said aloud. Think-talking was fun, but liable to

give him a ple-cutter of a headache it it went on too long.

The Wardell segment on channel seven didn't run unul the

ast five minutes of the broadcast, where the local stories and the

human-interest angles were generally relegated. Shelia sac in her
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armchair, sipping heavily sugared iced tea and keeping the volume
on the set muted so the kids could study. When she saw the graphic
of the candidate over the anchorwoman’s right elbow, however, she

humimed urgently tor their atendon and mwmed up the sound.

“He's the joker in the polincal deck. who frequently refers to
Reagan as "President Cowboy and doesn't bother to hide his
contempt for wealthy polinces,” said the anchorwoman, dressed

i a red blazer with yellow piping and a big green 7 on the breast

pocker. “However, his intectious laugh and earchshaking views have
caught our collecove anention. He's Carl Thomas Wardell, a 33-
vear old Sikeston postal worker who announced his intention to
run last February, and whose press conferences play like an eccentric
ballet.”

“Eecentric balled,” murmured Shelia. “Ain’t nothing dignified
or choreographed enough tcall him that. Just a crazy old man
shounn' and rilin” up the other crazies whar mim our o hear him
air his gums.”

The screen cur 1o file foorage of a rawboned man standing on
an auditorinm stage, dressed in a blue suir with funny patches
sewn on each arm. A moment later, when the camera went tor a
close-up, |essy realized they were official posmal-worker insignias,
and the mousers had a yellow stripe stitched up the side of each
leg.

“I¥yall realize.” the eccenwic prophet shouted, “Thar the
number of abortions in this couny for girls fourteen years old
have riz ewenty percent in the last decade™ His sandy-red hair was
slicked back along his head and ried in the back with a piece of
black ribbon. YWardell had an 1dea it made him ook like Thomas
Jetterson, from whom his middle name was derived, who was also

a madcap eclectic, as well as our only redheaded Commander-in-

Chiel. Someone had told him years ago he looked “like thar actor

what played the Riddler on that Berman television show”, and he

took 1t to heart. He had studied Frank Gorshin, whom he did

tavor, and incorporated practiced mannerisms like his 1oy, malevolent
stare and his crooked smile. Wardell's eyes were clear as cold warer.

“They gone from ele’ben thousand. six hunnert and thu'oy o
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nearly sivreen thousand since the bicentennial! Your own daughters
and baby sisters mav be iw that number!” The crowd murmured.

"My opponents on both sides, the rich silver-spoon suckin’
toll, think hollerin’ like zoo monkeys and protestin’ or shuton’

down the chines'll take care of the problem:” The next word was

bleeped out. "I "n a girl wanes rida her baby so bad she's gonna
do i herselt m a dirty alley with a teiler plunger. a warsh-rag, and
a botde'a rmabbin a’'cohol™ He unered his rademark giggle.

Land sakes.” snorted Shelia. She figured he may have done

hus research all right, and knew the numbers, so bully for him . . .
but she didot hear him giving our any magic solutions to the
problem. She had never thought twice abour aborting either of
her children—rthe one she was raising or the one she gave up. It
seerned strange and cruel that the good Lord would throw good
seed away on mothers who would just as soon try to uproot what
sprouted and chuck it in the furnace, while there were plenty of
wornent who wanted babies bur found their bodies weren't up o
the task.

SWell, I'll be dipped in shit,” said Perer, borrowing a favorite
expression of his dad’s. Mentally: you think weve sposed to stop this

mian from winning the governorshipi

“search me,” replied lessy aloud, not thinking, Her mother
didn’t seem to note the incongruity.

“Wardell 15 also an exwemely vocal cridc of the President’s
strategic Defense Initative,” the female newscasters voice said over
tootage of the man moving his head and hands viciously. His hands
and head was moving up and down viciously, and his duck’s-ass
ponytail bobbed in tandem. |essy wasn't sure it this was the same
press conlerence or a different one.

another thing,” bawled Wardell when the audio of him
remirned. “President Cowboy thinks hes on the back po-wuch of lus

mansion 1n Calilorny shooung skeet! He wanes o mim the world 1into

a carnival shooun gallery and blow Nalaver Khrushchev's nuli-a-ler

mus-syles out nthe sky like they was clay pigeons—and he wants w

do it all on yewr meeney!” There were vehement shouts trom the frothing
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crowd, followed by Wardell's high cackle. “I think he's a livtle confused.
the ol scoundrel! Thinks he's in the mddle’a blmin’ one'a his shoot-
em-up pitchers! | think that! Dont yous”

Perspiration was pouring ofl the candidate’s face in the
tollowing sound bite, it was ourside, in an epen-air forum-—a parle,

maybe—and either the hear of the day or the elfort of mlking,

probably both, had combined o make Wardell look haggard and
sweaty, et the sun didnt wilt his bumprious spirit,

The female newscaster commented over the video that Wardell
was also rabidly against private anzens owning handguns, “'eople
getin shor lete and right. 1 dee-clare. What you expect,” howled
the damp-faced Frank Gorshin lookalike, “when a gun-rotm’ old
buzzard like President Cowboy's warmin' the seat?” He paused to
dnnk in both a glass of 1ce warer and the crowd’s applanse, and o
mop his face with a handkerchiet. *We should ban em all, sraight
‘cross the board, from the bee-bee popguns to the heavy machine-
gun repeaters. [t's them damn movies like President Cowboy's what
miakes guns look good O the kiddies. Glor-ee-fuh-cayp-shuna killin's
what 1t is! [ predict in this state sometime in the next ten years 1t
won't just be guns on the streer or in the bars, Livde Billy and
Janey'll be bringin’ the damn things int’ the Msourah scfeals!”

Wardell was half-right. There was a wave of school shootings

in the spring of 98, bur they happened abour 130 miles southwest
of the postman’s home in unincorporated Sikeston, in another state,
Jessica Burton, 30, married and using her full first name, was
working there as a high school guidance counselor. She was ralking
toe a student whose best friend was shor and killed in one of the
attacks.

“Whyt" sobbed the girl. Her hair was sandy-red and her
complexion was pale as burtermulle. Freckles were smattered across
her cheeks and the bridge of her nose, like someone had been
painting and she'd gotten too close to them the second they

unchinkingly flicked paint off the tip of the brush. and the droplets
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had hit her. "Pecple are getting shot left and right. like in the
movies and on I'V." She wore a tee-shirt with characters from
that show Sewed Fark on i, a piciure of a decapitated boy 1in a
pool of his own blood. Jessica was aware of the trony: this was
a world where, tor the young, death was either unknown or

entertainment. [t jarred them o see it real. in their face, given

a name. “God, [ wish guns didn't exsse! Why aren’t they all just
Ganmned:”

“Guns don't kall people. Assholes Lill people.”

The 15-year-old with the Sewrh Park tee and the freckle-
smattered tace looked ar her counselor with eves round as noodles
in soup. She'd never heard a grown-up cuss in school. On Mrs,
Burtons desk was a book mrned facedown. It was a copy of the

February 1994 issue of Mucmosyne, 1ts spine broken and its pages

soft as velver from many readings. Shelia had sent ir to her dangher
several vears back with a note enclosed: “Pere Knowles from the
old neighborhood just made it big! Thought you might want o
see 1t for yvourself! Love, Momma,”

The name she knew. but for some reason the kce wouldn't
come to her mind readily: 1t was as it someone had taken a
photograph and rubbed an eraser over 1t, blurring the features.
Jessica had read the story a hundred times. The main characrer
made her think of that shithouse-rat crazy posal worker they'd

seen on the evening news vears apo when he ran for office. The airl

in it didn’t strike a chord wich her—atver all, her hair, though sall
short and curly, had thickened inw a pleasing. feminine ear-length
bob ... and, thanks to morherhood, shed since developed quite a

lit_"urc.

“You think he could be right, Momma?” said thin, Hat
nineteen-year-old Jessy Gorving in 1986, “About little kids shooting
up the schools:

“Sakes alive, | hope not ... but whe knows, he could nurn out
o be right on the damn money,” said Shelia. sipping her rea and

Huteering her shirt collar to cool herselt off. Indian sumimer wasi
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quite over and done in upper Missourt. “Even a blind pig finds an

Acorn now 1 oagain.

Thats where Peter got the 1dea tor the ntle of hus hirse short
story, about the precognitve postal worker, He sent the 9000-

word wonder off on Halloween 1993 w0 Muewasyne, a small-press

magazine with a crculaton of barely two thousand folks, The day

the reply came from the magazine, lanuary howled ouside, Peter
was packing o go to the University ar Laramie. a five-hour drve
away, in three days. His father's blood spoke in his tace with it
bosey jaw and 1n his @ll, broad-shouldered body, bur was softened
by his mother's eyes and shim. artistc hingers. Standing among
half-packed suitcases and piles of shires and pants on the bed in
his room. he wore a ree-shirt with a cariciture of rapper Humpry
Hump doing his signature namesake dance on it, his hands
trembling so bad he had ro ask his cousin Marr 1w open the lerer
tor him.

He was expecting a rejection slip; he found instead a $250
check, paid on acceprance. It covered the cost of his rextboals.
with a sliver left over just big enough tor the indulgence ot a sheepskin
seat cover lor his car (acmally his dad's old 74 Dodge, which he
inheried; it would crap our halbway through sophomaore year. With

it went the last physical token of his lare father, and ater he sold 1t

toa dealer for $100 he gave up driving. ). The young writer wouldnt

sell another piece tor over three more years,

“Shh, you rwo,” Peter said, waving his hand at the women. ~
wanna hear this.,” He had barely heard a reporter’s question.
something about how the annexacion of 62 would actually benefiz
the residents by allotting more tax money For repairing the pot-
heley streets and hxing the busted streetlight on one of the rural

roads, so why did he fight it so much? Wardell didn't seem to like

the question, so. his face assunung a childlike sulle, he promised.

“I'll answer that the on'y way | know how, Woodward.” He prvoted.
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hitched his trousers down, held the microphone to his bony, sunless
ass, and released a burst of flatlence that was amplified by the
speakers wired on trees and poles abour the plattorm.

Shelia was aghast, becanse she had no stomach for such things.
“Bathroom humor!” she exclaimed. “li's all an immarture mind
like his can come up with ina cunch! Bath o room s o degwror!”

Peter and Jessy laughed rancously. The newscaster, locking like
she was desperately twying to hide a giggle, her mouth twistng
like a bad hishing line, said, “Well, it seems Candidare Wardell
knows his mind and isnt atraid o ... um ... speale 1 This is
Barbara Kiterly, with your Channel Seven News at Night, signing
off. Good evening to you.”

Perry Mason came on. Shelia reached over and snapped off the
set, saying, “And with thar, 1 am going o bed.” Perer agreed and
went into Jessy's grandfather’s old room, which served as an
unolficial guest bedroom, taking his copy of T Collector with
him. Jessy wished he hadnt. as she wanted to fimsh reading it
betore she went w bed. Her mom had work in the morning, and
Peter had school, bur she wasn't nred, and her life was empry.

Well, it used w be, she thought, fim gereing vhe feeling vhar its
about to ger prewy full come Friday might, what with this Wirdell
character speaking at Lemora High and me and Pete sposed 1o stop
him—maybe—{from becoming governor . .. or even higher, possibly,
should the wind blow right. Why nor? We gor a cowbay President, aini
we? she had another leeling thar before this was over and done
with, she'd be fegging tor empty.
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Peter and Jessy ook lunch together again on the stone bench
in the rear of the school Wednesday. He had the Big Mac again,
but this time she had the Filet € Fish, “Watching my hgure.” she

sald. though she was so shim and light already Meter believed a

really good fart would blow her away.

“My dad home yer?”



